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1 o'lew o rzJ 

"W"hat: did you. bring 
-wit:h you t:o school ? 
Vasilla Kourtis Kazoullis, University of the Aegean, Rhodes, Greece 

ne day as I was walking across the classroom, I 
noticed something familiar in the rubbish bin. It 
was a small white paper bag. Inside the bag were 
the small zero-shaped Greek cookies, koulourakia, 
that my mother had sent to school with me the 
day before. I, personally, had handed it to my 
kindergarten teacher who graciously accepted it 
with a wide smile and warm thank you. I didn't 

touch the bag, but I could see that it was just as I had given it to her, unopened. 
It was then that I must have realized that I couldn't bring anything with 

me to school. All that I had accumulated from birth to age 5 (language, culture, 
personality, talent, interests) went straight to the rubbish bin, unopened, not 
because it was inferior (or superior for that matter), but because it was differ
ent, therefore unintelligible, therefore useless. 

I entered kindergarten not knowing a word of English. In one year I 
learned English so well (they thought ... ) that I became the family interpreter at 
the age of 5. I carried out all the bank transactions, escorted my parents to the 
physician, attended the parent-teacher meetings at school, and basically made 
all the major decisions that had to be made. Language gave me instant matu
rity and immense power. I still can't believe that my parents actually bought a 
house and started a business because I said so (and I was only in grade school!) . 

But it wasn't the language that gave me the key to success in the school 
environment and in the wider society. It was the skill of metamorphosis, a skill 
which diverse individuals usually learn to master as a survival tactic in a world 
that demands conformity . I could enter an environment, immediately calculate 
the demands of that particular environment and act accordingly. In school I was 
always creative, but not particularly intelligent, I think. However, I knew what 
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the teacher wanted from me. I knew how I had to act, write, speak. I knew that 
each teacher had a prototype of excellence. I didn't challenge it-or try to be 
better than the prototype of excellence for even that was disastrous. I learned 
to become just that. I could do that to some extent. Of course, there are quali
ties that cannot be acquired, no matter how hard you try, such as blue eyes and 
natural blond hair. So, with the tools I had, I did the best I could. 

But the problem with school, I believe, is the small white paper bag in the 
rubbish bin. My kindergarten teacher couldn't possibly know that this gift was 
a symbol of honor. In my home culture, it meant that we recognized the teach
er as an authority figure and accepted her position of power. She couldn't pos
sibly know that with that small white paper bag I brought with me a wealth of 
experience, a rich culture, and a language that was fully developed. 

She thought that I brought nothing with me. But I did. So, I began kinder
garten ten paces behind the rest of the class and it took me six whole years to 
catch up with the moving target. Looking back at my old report cards, I now 
understand the "creative student, good at art and music but poor in language 
skills:' I finally did catch up to the rest of my peers. However, I had to throw a lot 
of things in the rubbish bin along the way because I couldn't carry them all with 
me. The demands from the teachers and peers (and from home) were too great. 

If I had been accepted as an individual and if individuality and not con
formity had been the key to success in school, society and in the home, things 
would have been much easier. It is not a question of multicultural or intercul
tural education, which has become very popular lately. I do not believe that we 
should stress similarities-or differences for that matter . It is a question of 
acceptance and individuality. Each person is an individual and each person 
brings something with him or her to school. The teacher's position should be 
to accept and refine, first of all, by accepting that she/he is not dealing with a 
class of 25 but with 25 individuals. She/he should be the coordinator who orga
nizes methods so that each individual can teach the other. The students should 
not compete with each other but begin at their own level and enrich their 
knowledge. If the relationships in the classroom are like this, perhaps relation
ships in society will one day change. 



In society we are constantly accepting and rejecting. We are constantly 
fighting for a position of power that must be acquired at the expense of some
one else, whether this means a position in the job market, economic success of 
a business or military expansionism of aggressive countries. Power should in 
fact be collaborative, not coercive. As a pebble drops in a pond and sets off rip
ples, the point where the rock breaks the surface of the water-the nucleus
is the individual. The ripples are first the home, then the classroom, the school 
and ultimately the society. What ripples the classroom sends off to some extent 
define what the end product will be. Therefore, it is up to us as teachers to nur
ture our small scale society, the classroom, in such a way that the relationships 
of power are generously divided for the benefit of all. 





n the five years since the original version of this book was pub
lished, much has happened to illustrate its major themes. In partic
ular, controversy surrounding bilingual and multicultural education 
in the United States has escalated. Proposition 227, passed in 
California by a margin of 61% to 39%, severely restricted the extent 
to which children's first language (LI) could be used as a medium 

of instruction. Teachers who continue to use children's LI in the classroom can 
be held legally liable and sued. In November 2000, the citizens of Arizona fol
lowed California's lead in severely restricting bilingual education for linguistic 
minority children. It seems like we have taken a giant step backward . [I] In the 
past, bilingual children were frequently punished for speaking their home lan
guage in the school; now the focus of coercion has shifted to teachers. Yet many 
teachers both in bilingual and English-medium classes are actively resisting 
these coercive relations of power. The present volume analyzes the roots of 
coercive relations of power as they are manifested in the discourse surround
ing the education of bilingual students . It also attempts to chart alternative 
directions whereby educators can create contexts of empowerment in their 
interactions with bilingual and culturally diverse students. 

The focus of the book is on how power relations operating in the broad
er society influence the interactions that occur between teachers and students 
in the classroom. These interactions can be empowering or disempowering for 
both teachers and students. The basic argument is that culturally diverse stu
dents are disempowered educationally in very much the same way that their 
communities have been disempowered historically in their interactions with 
societal institutions. The logical implication is that these students will succeed 
academically to the extent that the patterns of interaction in school reverse 
those that prevail in the society at large. In other words, a genuine commitment 
to helping all students succeed academically requires a willingness on the part 
of educators , individually and collectively, to challenge aspects of the power 
structure in the wider society. 



Thus, the term empowerment entails both sociological and psychological 
dimensions: to create contexts of empowerment in classroom interactions 
involves not only establishing the respect, trust, and affirmation required for stu
dents (and educators) to reflect critically on their own experience and identi
ties; it also challenges explicitly the devaluation of identity that many culturally 
diverse students and communities still experience in the society as a whole. In 
concrete terms, when the school affirms the value of students' primary lan
guage and encourages them to take pride in their cultural background, it repu
diates the escalating societal discourse proclaiming that "bilingualism shuts 
doors" (Arthur Schlesinger Jr.) and disadvantages both the individual and the 
wider society. 

The title of this volume reflects the fact that relationships between edu
cators and students are at the heart of student learning. The interactions 
between educators and students always entail a process of negotiating identi
ties. The concept of negotiating identities recognizes the agency of culturally 
diverse students and communities in resisting devaluation and in affirming their 
basic human rights, but it also focuses on the fact that identities develop in a 
social context. As articulated by R.D. Laing, the late Scottish psychiatrist: "No 
one acts or experiences in a vacuum ... all 'identities' require an other" (1969, pp. 
81-82). The ways in which student-teacher identities are negotiated in class
room and school interactions play a major role in determining students' orien
tation to self and their orientation to academic effort. The words of Adriana and 
Rosalba Jasso on the cover of this volume illustrate this process. 

As educators, we are constantly sketching an image not only of our own 
identities and those we envisage for our students, but also of the society we 
hope our students will form. Students who have been failed by schools pre
dominantly come from communities whose languages, cultures and identities 
have been distorted and devalued in the wider society. In the past, schools have 
reinforced this pattern of disempowerment by punishing students for speaking 
their home language in the school and ignoring or dismissing the knowledge 
and values of particular communities. Schools viewed culturally diverse stu
dents as inherently inferior, a judgment frequently legitimated by culturally
biased IQ tests. Not surprisingly, students often disengaged themselves from 
school learning under these conditions. 

The central argument of the book is that if schools and society are gen
uinely committed to reversing this pattern of school failure, with its massive 
human and social costs, the interactions between educators and students in 



schools must actively challenge historical patterns of disempowerment. This 
requires that schools respect students' language and culture, encourage com
munity participation, promote critical literacy, and institute forms of assessment 
that contribute to the school as a learning community rather than pathologize 
culturally diverse students as scapegoats for the failure of schools and society. 

The collaborative creation of power by students and teachers within the 
classroom is frequently resisted by the power structure of the school and the 
wider society. This is one of the major reasons why almost 20 years of intense 
focus on educational restructuring in schools across North America has had 
minimal impact on the achievement levels of culturally diverse students. Most 
of the reforms have focused on cosmetic modifications to surface structures, 
leaving intact the deep structures that reflect patterns of disempowerment in 
the wider society. 

The possibility of genuine reform in the education of bilingual students is 
limited by xenophobic tendencies that view diversity as "the enemy within" -
a threat to nationhood. The discourse related to diversity of all kinds (gender, 
linguistic, cultural, religious, sexual orientation etc.) is still ruled by the impera
tives of Us versus Them-what I call in this volume, coercive relations of 
power. Yet, we cannot tum on a television or open a newspaper without seeing 
the appalling consequences of this way of relating to each other. [2] 

Coercive relations of power are not inevitable. In fact, virtually all of us are 
familiar with an alternative way of relating among people, communities and 
nations. We have all experienced how power can be generated in interperson
al relationships-how the empowerment of one partner augments rather than 
diminishes the power of the other. This book is about how to institute these col
laborative relations of power in the classroom and school. 

The book is hopeful because it is based explicitly on the premise that edu
cators, both individually and collectively within particular schools, have a con
siderable degree of control over how they structure their interactions with 
culturally diverse students. Although there are usually many constraints and 
influences on how educators define their roles (as illustrated by Proposition 
227), ultimately they have choices in the messages they attempt to communi
cate regarding students' language and culture, in the forms of parent and com
munity participation they encourage, and in the extent to which they promote 
collaborative critical inquiry as a dominant form of learning in their classrooms. 
There are many examples in the book of how communities, educators and stu
dents have collaborated to generate power. 



The book is also realistic because it acknowledges the enormous pressures 
that constrict the options available to educators, students, and communities. 
The portraits of collaborative empowerment in the book are still very much the 
exceptions. In many schools that serve culturally diverse communities across 
North America, the "savage inequalities" identified by Jonathan Kozol (1991) are 
still very much in evidence, despite the best efforts of committed educators. 

We have alternatives to the current directions. These alternatives require 
educators to recognize that relations of power are at the core of schooling and 
also to recognize that, as educators, we have choices regarding how power is 
negotiated in our classroom interactions. This volume attempts to sketch how 
educators and students together can create, through their classroom interac
tions, a microcosm of the kind of society where everybody feels a strong sense 
of belonging regardless of race, gender, language, culture, creed or sexual ori
entation. The creation of these interpersonal and collective spaces represents 
an act of resistance to those elements within the societal power structure that 
are intolerant of difference and are motivated to maximize individual profit at 
the expense of the common good. 

Endnotes to Preface 
1. The restrictions on bilingual education posed in California and Arizona stand in stark con

trast to developments in Europe where bilingual and trilingual education for linguistic 
minority and majority students is widespread. The year 2001 has been declared by the 
European Commission as the European Thar of Languages. This recognition of the link 
between language diversity and European cultural heritage is designed to raise public 
awareness of the richness of European language resources and to stimulate language learn
ing and teaching as a high priority for social and economic development. 

2. The operation of coercive relations of power is illustrated in Marilyn French's (1992) book 
The War Against Women which documents the universal oppression of women in countries 
throughout the world. For example, although women do between 65 and 75 percent of the 
world's work and produce 45 percent of the world's food, they hold only ten percent of the 
world's income and one percent of the world's property . 



Chapt:er 1 

9JenUv a-nJ fmpowe~ment 
Relationships dominated all participant discussions about issues of 
schooling in the U.S. No group inside the schools felt adequately 
respected, connected or affirmed. Students, over and over again, 
raised the issue of care. What they liked best about school was when 
people, particularly teachers, cared about them or did special things 
for them. Dominating their complaints were being ignored, not being 
cared for and receiving negative treatment. (Mary Poplin and Joseph 
Weeres, Voices from the Inside:A Report on Schooling from Inside 
the Classroom, 1992, p. 19) 

lthough Poplin and Weeres' study focused only on four 
schools, it represents one of the most in-depth examina
tions of schooling ever carried out in North America. Their 
conclusion is based on 24,000 pages of interview tran
scriptions, essays, drawings, journal entries, and notes. The 
multicultural urban Californian schools they studied exhib

ited "a pervasive sense of despair " well summed up by one student who said: 
"This place hurts my spirit:' Teachers in these schools reported that their best 
experiences were when they connected with students and were able to help 
them in some way. However, they also reported that they did not always under
stand students who are culturally different from themselves. They also felt iso
lated and unappreciated inside schools by students , administrators, and parents 
as well as within the larger society. 

The voices of students, teachers , administrators and parents that line the 
pages of this report communicate clearly that human relationships are at the 
heart of schooling. The interactions that take place between students and teach
ers and among students are more central to student success than any method for 
teaching literacy, or science or math . When powerful relationships are estal:r 
lished between teachers and students, these relationships can frequently tran
scend the economic and social disadvantages that afflict communities and 



schools alike in inner city and rural areas. Many of us can vividly remember 
inspiring teachers who, because they believed in us, generated far greater aca
demic effort on our part than did teachers who just taught their subject. 

However, the history of education in North America demonstrates equal
ly clearly that relationships established in school can be disempowering for stu
dents and communities. Negative messages can be overt or covert, intentional 
or, more frequently, unintentional. For example, prior to the 1970s, it was 
extremely common for educators to reprimand bilingual students for speaking 
their home language (Ll) in the school. The clear message to students was that 
their language, culture, and previous experience have no place within this 
school or, by extension, within this society. To be accepted within the main
stream society, represented by the school, required that students become invis
ible and inaudible; culture and language should be left at home. [1] 

More subtle forms of unintentional rejection were also common. For 
example, a large-scale study conducted by the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights 
(1973) in the American southwest reported that Euro-American students were 
praised or encouraged 36% more often than Mexican-American students and 
their classroom contributions were used or built upon 40% more frequently 
than those of Mexican-American students. It is not hard to see how, under these 
conditions, many students might come to see themselves as not very bright aca
demically. This is particularly the case when their command of the language of 
instruction is still at an early stage of development. 

The title of this volume points to these interactions, these ways of negoti
ating identities, as fundamental to the academic success of culturally diverse stu
dents. When students ' developing sense of self is affirmed and extended through 
their interactions with teachers, they are more likely to apply themselves to aca
demic effort and participate actively in instruction. The consequent learning is 
the fuel that generates further academic effort. The more we learn, the more we 
want to learn, and the more effort we are prepared to put into that learning. 

By contrast, when students' language, culture and experience are ignored 
or excluded in classroom interactions, students are immediately starting from a 
disadvantage. Everything they have learned about life and the world up to this 
point is being dismissed as irrelevant to school learning; there are few points of 
connection to curriculum materials or instruction and so students are expect
ed to learn in an experiential vacuum . Students' silence and non-participation 
under these conditions have frequently been interpreted as lack of academic 



ability or effort; and teachers' interactions with students have reflected their 
low expectations for these students, a pattern that becomes self-fulfilling. 

In the past, the school's rejection of students' language and culture tended 
to reflect the broader society's subordination of cultures and languages other 
than those of the dominant group. In many societies throughout the world, stu
dents who experience the most persistent and severe educational difficulties 
tend to come from communities that, over generations, have been discriminated 
against and viewed as inherently inferior by the dominant societal group (Ogbu, 
1978, 1992). This pattern of relationships between dominant and subordinated 
groups in the wider society is typical of colonial situations in which the indige
nous population is widely disparaged by the colonial power. This is illustrated 
historically by the attitudes of the British in Africa, India, or Ireland during the 
heyday of the British empire. The current attitudes of ruling elites in many Latin 
American countries towards indigenous peoples similarly illustrate this pattern. 

The experience of historically subordinated groups in countries around the 
world reflects their status as internal colonies (Blauner, 1969). Schools reflect the 
values and attitudes of the broader society that supports them and so it is hardly 
surprising that in the United States students from African-American, Latino/Latina, 
and Native American communities have experienced extensive devaluation of 
their cultures and languages within the school context. In some cases, students 
perceive that their identity is endangered by this process of devaluation and con
sequently drop out of school in order to preserve their sense of self. 

A central argument of the present volume is that this devaluation of iden
tity played out in the interactions between educators and students convinces 
many students that academic effort is futile. They resist further devaluation of 
their identities by mentally withdrawing from participation in the life of the 
school. In inner city areas, they frequently find family and affirmation of identi
ty in the streets as members of gangs. [2] 

To tum this scenario around and reverse the pattern of academic failure 
inevitably requires that educators, students, and communities challenge the his
torical pattern of subordination that has characterized relations in the broader 
society. When educators encourage culturally diverse students to develop the 
language and culture they bring from home and build on their prior experi
ences, they, together with their students, challenge the perception in the broad
er society that these attributes are inferior or worthless. When educators and 
culturally diverse parents become genuine partners in children's education, this 
partnership repudiates the myth that culturally diverse parents are apathetic 



and don't care about their children's education. When classroom instruction 
encourages students to inquire critically into social issues that affect their lives 
(e.g., racism, environmental deterioration, omissions of groups other than "dead 
white males" from official histories, etc.), students' intelligence is activated in 
ways that potentially challenge the societal status quo. 

It is important to note at the outset that affirmation of identity is not an 
uncritical process. It does not imply that educators or students should accept all 
cultural manifestations in a "liberal" non-evaluative way. Many cultural practices 
and social structures violate the United Nations Declaration of Human Rights 
and other United Nations charters (see Skutnabb-Kangas, 2000, and Skutnabb
Kangas & Phillipson, 1995). Students should be encouraged to reflect critically 
on both their own cultural background and on the culture of the host society in 
order to identify and resolve contradictions. This process will bring alternative 
perspectives into the open for both the teacher and students and enable them 
to understand their world and their identities more coherently than if only one 
perspective were presented as valid. Affirmation of identity thus refers to the 
establishment of the respect and trust between educators and students that is 
crucial for each to reflect critically on their own experience and beliefs. Respect 
and trust imply that educators listen carefully to their students' perspectives and 
learn from their students. If teachers are not learning much from their students, 
it is probable that their students are not learning much from them. 

The ways in which negotiation of identity is related to the empowerment 
or disempowerment of students and communities can be illustrated by con
trasting two sets of school-community interactions. The example of a family lit
eracy project in the Pajaro Valley school district in California shows how 
interactions between educators and parents that affirm student and communi
ty identity can result in empowerment of educators, students and parents. The 
second example draws on the historical experience of First Nations (Native) 
students in residential schools in the Canadian context; it illustrates in an 
extreme way how colonial orientations to schooling have shattered the fragile 
identities of young children and destroyed communities. [3] 

Empowerment through Negotiation of Identity: 
The Pajaro Valley Family Literacy Project 

The Pajaro Valley School district serves a mostly rural population in the 
area surrounding Watsonville, California. More than half the students in the dis
trict are Latino/Latina and in the past more than half of these have dropped out 



before completing high school. During 1986, a group of Spanish-speaking par
ents varying in size between 60 and 100 met once a month to discuss (among 
themselves and with Alma Flor Ada) children's literature and to read stories and 
poems written both by their children, and, increasingly, by themselves. Ada 
points out that most of these parents had very little schooling and many had 
never read a book before, much less thought about writing one. 

Alma Flor Ada's involvement with the district arose out of an invitation 
from the school librarian to participate in a "meet the author" program during 
which she read some of her (Spanish) stories to the children and discussed 
aspects of what is involved in the process of writing. Children's enthusiasm was 
enormous and it was decided to follow up the interest that had been stimulat
ed in the children by involving their parents in a similar literacy experience. 

The planning of the project (by Alma Flor Ada, Alfonso Anaya, director of 
the bilingual program, and teachers) was carried out carefully in order to encour
age parental participation. For example, meetings were carried out in the library 
rather than the school itself because of frequent negative associations that cul
turally diverse parents have with schools; the subject of the meetings was non
threatening, namely children's literature; parents were respectfully invited to 
participate (through written invitations in Spanish and follow-up personal 
phone calls); a parallel program for children was offered in a nearby room (films, 
storytelling, and other activities); and several teachers' aides offered to give rides 
to parents who lacked transportation. In addition, all the bilingual teachers par
ticipated in the meetings, which were conducted entirely in Spanish. 

The initial discussion at the first meeting covered the purpose of the pro
gram and issues such as the importance of promoting children's proficiency in 
their home language and pride in their cultural heritage. In addition, parents' 
crucial role as their children's first and best teachers was stressed. According to 
Ada (1988a): 

The results of this initial discussion were overwhelming. It was obvi
ous that the parents were deeply moved. One mother stood up and 
explained: 'What is happening to us is that no one has ever told us 
that our children are worth something, and no one has ever told us 
that we are worth something: (p. 227) 

The dialogue on these general themes was followed by a presentation of 
five children's story books, chosen primarily for their appeal in terms of literary 
content and presentation. Alma Flor Ada read each of the books aloud to the 



whole group of parents, dramatizing the action and showing the illustrations. 
Then parents were invited to select the book they wanted to take home and to 
join a small group for discussion of that particular book. These discussions were 
facilitated by the bilingual teachers who were careful to accept and validate 
everyone's participation while guiding the discussion to more reflective levels 
of analysis. 

In addition to a copy of the book they had chosen, each parent was given 
a list of questions as a general guide for home discussions with their children. 
These questions were based on Ada's (1988b) Creative Reading methodology 
(see Chapter 5) and were intended to extend children's and parents' under
standing of the story by relating it to their prior experience, critically analyzing 
aspects of the story, and applying their understandings to real-life situations. In 
addition, participants were given a list of suggested activities related to the book 
and a blank book in which children might be encouraged to write their own sto
ries or dictate them for the parents to write. All sessions were videotaped. 

From the second session, the parents met first in small groups according 
to which book they had selected the previous month in order to talk about 
their experiences in discussing the books with their children . Then in a whole 
group format they read and listened to some of the stories the children wrote 
or dictated. Finally, the new books were presented and small groups formed to 
discuss them. 

Ada sums up the major results of the project as follows: 

... parents have begun to read aloud to their children, the children 
have begun to bring home books from the school library, and parents 
and children have gone to the public library in search of books. At 
the first meeting we had a show of hands to find out how many par
ents had public library cards. None did. At a meeting nine months 
later almost everyone reported several visits to the library to check 
out books. (1988a, p. 223) 

In addition, the teachers' aides borrowed the videotapes and showed them 
in the community, thereby giving the children the opportunity of seeing their 
parents on television, reading aloud the stories created by the children. 
According to Ada, "the children have felt double pride, both in seeing their par
ents on the screen, and in hearing their own stories being read aloud." This 
experience greatly increased children's motivation to write. 



Other consequences were an increase in self-confidence and self-expres
sion on the part of the parents, indicated by parents taking over the roles of 
small-group facilitators, giving presentations on the use of children's literature 
at the Regional Migrant Education Conference, and requesting the opportunity 
to purchase books in Spanish for their children, since the one book a month 
that they took home was insufficient. At the parents' suggestion, a book of sto
ries their children wrote was compiled. 

Ada quotes extensively from the parents themselves about their reaction 
to the program. Two examples will illustrate the empowerment process that 
took place over the course of these meetings: 

Another mother said: 'Ever since I know I have no need to feel 
ashamed of speaking Spanish I have become strong. Now I feel! can 
speak with the teachers about my children's education and I can tell 
them I want my children to know Spanish. I have gained courage' ... 

One of the fathers said: 'I have discovered that my children can write. 
And I bring another story [written by his child]. But I have also dis
covered something personal. I have discovered that by reading books 
one can find out many things. Since my children want me to read 
them the stories over and over again, I took them to the public library 
to look for more books. There I discovered books about our own cul
ture. I borrowed them and I am reading, and now I am finding out 
things I never knew about our roots and what has happened to them 
and I have discovered that I can read in Spanish about the history of 
this country [the USA] and of other countries.' (1988a, p. 235-236) [ 4] 

It is clear that these parents are gaining the internal resources, confidence 
and motivation to exert greater control over the forces that affect their lives. 
The community's language, culture, and experiences have been acknowledged 
and validated, a genuine partnership has been established with the school, and 
the potential of literacy to transform their lives and the lives of their children 
has been understood. [5] This experience can be described as empowertng,not 
because it made the parents or children feel good, but because it challenged 
and transformed the power relations that are embedded in more typical modes 
of school-community interactions. 

The ways in which these power relations operate can be seen in the dis
course surrounding "parental involvement" that has arisen in the North 
American context during the past 30 years. Despite the fact that this term lines 



the pages of the many manuals of school effectiveness that have been produced 
during this period, one can search in vain through most of this literature to find 
examples of genuine partnerships between schools and parents from cultural
ly diverse backgrounds. [6] Because parents fail to show up to meetings 
designed to teach them "parenting skills" or other strategies for overcoming 
their children's "deficits," educators have assumed that they are just not inter
ested in their children's education . This perspective is illustrated by Lloyd Dunn 
(1987), the author of the widely-used Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test, who 
explicitly blames Latino/Latina parents for their children's academic difficulties 
when he argues that "teachers are not miracle workers" (p. 65) and "Hispanic 
pupils and their parents have also failed the schools and society, because they 
have not been motivated and dedicated enough to make the system work for 
them" (p. 78). In other words, his argument is that educators are powerless to 
reverse the debilitating effects of apathetic and incompetent parents (whom 
Dunn also characterized as genetically inferior [p. 64]). 

This form of discourse defines culturally diverse students and parents as 
inferior in various ways and therefore responsible for their own school failure 
and poverty. It also takes the focus of critical scrutiny away from schools and 
society. In this way, the educational and social status quo is legitimated and pres
sures for change are deflected. 

Projects such as the Pajaro Valley example and others (e.g., Balderas, 1995; 
Delgado-Gaitan, 1994, McCaleb, 1994; Torres-Guzman, 1995; Weinstein-Shr & 
Quintero, 1995) show that culturally diverse parents strongly desire to con
tribute to their children's education. The strong parental involvement manifest
ed in these projects exposes the structures of disempowerment that 
masquerade as "normal" patterns of interaction between schools and culturally 
diverse communities. Parents who have survived brutal oppression in their 
home countries, and are experiencing poverty and hardship as they struggle to 
raise their children, care passionately about their children's education. 
However, if ability to speak English and knowledge of North American cultural 
conventions are made prerequisites for "parental involvement," then many of 
these parents will be defined as apathetic and incompetent and will play out 
their pre-ordained role of non-involvement. 

In contrast to the affirmation of identity and empowerment that are 
reflected in the interactions between educators and parents in the Pajaro Valley 
example, the second example describes the disempowerment that indigenous 



peoples experienced historically in the educational system. Although the pri
mary example is from Canada, equally disturbing accounts could have been 
drawn from countries such as Australia, New Zealand or the United States. 

Disempowerment through Negotiation of Identity: 
The First Nations Residential School Experience 

Residential schools in Canada operated in similar ways to boarding 
schools in the United States insofar as students were taken from their commu
nities, often against their parents' will, and permitted to return to their commu
nities only sporadically. Some of these schools were still operating into the 
1970s .. The story of what happened in these schools for more than one hun
dred years has begun to emerge in the Canadian context from the first-hand 
accounts of survivors. Physical, sexual, and psychological abuse were rampant 
and federal, provincial and Church authorities simply turned a blind eye to what 
they knew was going on. Eradication of Native identity was seen as a prerequi
site to malting students into low-level productive citizens. 

As expressed more than one hundred years ago by the General Secretary 
of the Methodist Church of Canada, removal of children from the influence of 
their homes (for at least five years) was a necessary condition for both salvation 
and civilization: 

Experience convinces us that the only way in which the Indians of 
the Country can be permanently elevated and thoroughly civilized, 
is by removing the children from the surroundings of Indian home 
life, and keeping them separate long enough to form those habits of 
order, industry, and systematic effort, which they will never learn at 
home .... The return of children to their houses, even temporarily, has 
a bad effect, while their permanent removal [back home] after one 
or two years residence results in the loss of all that they have gained. 
(Letter dated April 2, 1886, from A. Sutherland, General Secretary 
of the Methodist Church of Canada, Missionary Department to 
Laurence Vankoughnet, Deputy Superintendent of Indian Affairs. 
Quoted in Tschantz, 1980, p. 7) 

Tschantz goes on to document the extreme violence used in these schools 
to dissuade children from using their mother tongue, the key to their identity. 



Dolphus Shae's testimony to the Berger Inquiry (1977: 90) of his 
experiences at the Aklavik Residential School describes not only the 
terrifying experiences which he and many other children endured, 
but also the resentment which lasted all his life: 'Before I went to 
school the only English I knew was "hello" and when we got there 
we were told that if we spoke Indian they would whip us until our 
hands were blue on both sides.And also we were told that the Indian 
religion was superstitious and pagan. It made you feel inferior to 
whites ... We all felt lost and wanted to go home ... Today I think back 
on the hostel life and I feel furious.' (fschantz, 1980, p. 10) 

Platero has described similar realities for Navajo students in the United 
States: 

... For nearly a hundred years the policy of the United States govern
ment was to acculturate the Navajo, so that the Navajo could be 
assimilated into the White society. To effect this assimilation Navajo 
children were taken from the shelter of the family and sent to board
ing school. Almost every child who entered the boarding school 
spoke only Navajo, and most of the people employed at the boarding 
schools spoke only English. When a Navajo child spoke the language 
of his family at school, he was punished .... Kee was sent to boarding 
school as a child where-as was the practice-he was punished for 
speaking Navajo. Since he was only allowed to return home during 
Christmas and summer, he lost contact with his family. Kee withdrew 
both from the White and Navajo worlds as he grew older, because he 
could not comfortably communicate in either language. . .. By the 
time he was 16,Kee was an alcoholic, uneducated and despondent
without identity. Kee's story is more the rule than the exception. 
(Platero, 1975, pp. 57-58) 

The process of identity negotiation in schools is a reciprocal one between 
educators and students. For example, in the case of First Nations students in res
idential schools, educators defined their role as dispensers of salvation, civiliza
tion and education to students who necessarily had to be defined as lacking all 
of these qualities. In other words, the self-definition of educators required that 
students and their communities be defined as heathen, savage and without any 
valid form of cultural transmission ( education). This devaluation of identity was 
communicated to students in all of the interactions they experienced in 



schools, ranging from brutal punishment if they were caught speaking their lan
guages to widespread sexual abuse of both boys and girls. The long-term effects 
of this form of "ethnic cleansing" in education is illustrated in the following 
newspaper account of a conference focused on the residential school experi
ence in British Columbia: 

A representative of four British Columbia native bands said yesterday 
that they intend to call churches and governments to account
morally and financially-for the damage done to their communities 
through the religious residential school system .... the council of four 
Shuswap Indian bands decided to mount the conference after the 
community started to conquer widespread alcoholism and social 
problems in recent years and realized that the self-destructive behav
ior had been masking the pain of the residential school experience. 

Most children in the bands were forced to attend the St. Joseph's 
Mission, a residential school operated by the Roman Catholic Oblate 
order, until it was closed 10 years ago. Two former officials of the 
school have been convicted of sexually abusing male students, and 
its former principal, Bishop Hugh O'Connor of Prince George, is 
scheduled to go to a preliminary hearing next month on charges of 
abusing female students .... 

Bev Sellars, chief of the Soda Creek Indian band of the Cariboo region, 
said aside from incidents of sexual abuse, residential school children 
were brutally strapped, sometimes 'until they were black and blue' 
and permanently scarred. She said they were treated 'like dirt' and 
made to feel like 'part of a weak, defective race.' 'That to me is not 
training for success, it is training for self-destruction,' she said. 'And 
thousands did self-destruct. If they didn't commit suicide, they 
became addicted to anythirig that could numb or distract the pain, 
and the addictions unfortunately only became another thing to be 
ashamed of.' (Wilson, 1991, The Globe & Mail, p. A4) [7] 

The destruction of identity that went on in residential schools was ratio
nalized as being in the best interests of the children involved. Although few 
other examples reach the depth of brutality of the residential school experi
ence, the process that these examples illustrate is extremely common. In far too 
many contexts, the message given to students and communities is that success 



in school and in the wider society requires that they abandon any identification 
or affiliation with the culture and experiences they brought to school. Students' 
prior experiences are seen as an impediment to academic growth rather than 
as the foundation upon which academic development can be built. 

In short, the process of identity negotiation is interwoven into all educator
student interactions. lbis process is usually non-problematic when there is a cul
tural, linguistic and social class match between educator and student but often 
highly problematic when there are mismatches or discontinuities in culture, lan
guage or class. In these cases, educators must make special efforts to ensure that 
students' prior experiences and identities are affirmed rather than devalued. 

In the past, the typical pattern has been that the more socially powerful 
group has devalued the identities of the less powerful group and rationalized 
this as being in the group's best interests. Under these conditions, the subordi
nated group often internalizes the ways they are defined or positioned by the 
dominant group and come to see themselves as inferior. In Pedagogy of the 
Oppressed, Paulo Freire (1970) calls this process cultural invasion which he 
describes as follows: 

In cultural invasion it is essential that those who are invaded come 
to see their reality with the outlook of the invaders rather than their 
own;for the more they mimic the invaders, the more stable the posi
tion of the latter becomes. For cultural invasion to succeed, it is 
essential that those invaded become convinced of their intrinsic infe
riority. Since everything has its opposite, if those who are invaded 
consider themselves inferior, they must necessarily recognize the 
superiority of the invaders. (p. 151) 

However, subordinated groups and individuals also actively resist cultural 
invasion and devaluation of identity. For example, indigenous peoples through
out the Americas (and elsewhere) have been resisting cultural invasion for 
more than 500 years and this struggle continues unabated (see the volume 
Rethinking Columbus published by Rethinking Schools, [1991]). In the educa
tional context, this resistance can occasionally take the form of excelling aca
demically, as illustrated in the case studies described by Zanger (1994). 
However, more frequently it results in withdrawal from academic effort and 
dropping out of school (Darder, 1991; Walsh, 1991). [8] 



The ways in which identities are negotiated in the classroom are strongly 
influenced by the assumptions in regard to culture and language in the wider 
society. Economically-and socially-powerful groups who have access to, and effec
tively control the media can manufacture consent for social and educational poli
cies that they see as serving their interests (Chomsky, 1987; van Dijk, 2000). For 
example, during the 1990s and beyond, groups such as US. English have escalat
ed a national campaign to promote English-only programs as being in the best 
interests of bilingual children. Their goal is to change both the way educators 
interact with bilingual students and the structures that exist within schools (e.g., 
bilingual education). Arguments such as the following are intended to constrict 
the identity options for bilingual students in essentially similar ways to the con
striction of identity that took place in residential schools for Native students: 

• Bilingual students must be prevented from using their first language (11) in 
school because "how else will they ever learn English?" 

• Monolingual English programs are essential if students are to be given access 
to what US. English calls "the language of equal opportunity." 

This type of discourse represents a form of "ethnic cleansing" in schools. 
Teacher-student interactions should cleanse bilingual students of their home 
language and culture which are constructed as impediments to learning English 
and assimilating into the full American identity. Sadly, this discourse is also per
suasive to many people, as illustrated in the passage of Proposition 227 in 
California in June 1998 (see Chapter 2). Despite the fact that these media sound 
bites are contradicted by a vast amount of empirical research (see Chapters 6 
and 9), they are capable of dramatically affecting the ways in which educators 
define their roles with respect to teaching culturally and linguistically diverse 
students. The ways educators define their roles will, in turn, affect the pattern 
of educator-student interactions and the process of identity negotiation within 
these interactions. In short, the pattern of inter-group power relations in the 
broader society is frequently replicated in the interpersonal power relations 
played out in the interactions between educators and culturally diverse stu
dents within the school. 

The constriction of options for identity formation illustrated in an extreme 
way in the First Nations residential schools is clearly not inevitable. A5 illustrat
ed in the Pajaro Valley example, there are many educators who define their 
roles in a very different way in relation to culturally diverse students and com
munities. They aim explicitly to expand students' options for identity formation 



by affirming and building on students' prior experience and exploring with 
them how they can make powerful contributions within their societies. In 
other words, their pedagogy explicitly takes into account where students are 
coming from and where they are going. The teacher mediates between stu
dents' past and their future. The instructional focus is on empowerment rather 
than disempowerment. 

Terri McCarty provides a contemporary example of the centrality of what 
she calls the image of the child in restructuring schools for empowerment. She 
describes the changes in pedagogy and assessment initiated by educators and 
researchers working together in the Navajo-English bilingual program at Rough 
Rock as fundamentally involving transformations in the images educators held 
of themselves and of their students: 

In classrooms, curriculum and pedagogy are the mirrors in which 
children see themselves reflected and through which they construct 
images of themselves as thinkers, learners, and users of language. The 
applied research at Rough Rock suggests the potentials children can 
exploit when the image they see and develop is one of self-affirma
tion. By engaging students in relevant, content-rich study that builds 
on their linguistic and experiential capital, whole language pedagogy 
opens up these potentials. (1993, p. 191) [9] 

It is clear that the ways in which identities are negotiated in the school 
context between educators, students, and communities are intertwined with 
patterns of power relations in the wider society. In the next section, the nature 
of these power relations is explored further in order to define what constitutes 
empowerment in the school context. 

Coercive and Collaborative Relations of Power 
Coercive relations of power refer to the exercise of power by a dominant 

group (or individual or country) to the detriment of a subordinated group (or 
individual or country). The assumption is that there is a fixed quantity of power 
that operates according to a zero-sum logic; in other words, the more power one 
group has the less is left for other groups. Coercive relations of power are 
reflected in and shaped through the use of language or discourse [10] and usu
ally involve a definitional process that legitimates the inferior or deviant status 
accorded to the subordinated group (or individual or country). In other words, 
the dominant group defines the subordinated group as inferior ( or evil), thereby 



automatically defining itself as superior (or virtuous). The process of defining 
groups or individuals as inferior or deviant almost inevitably results in a pattern 
of interactions that restricts their development and potential. For example, 
when teachers have low expectations of particular groups of students, they 
tend to provide fewer opportunities for academic development, thereby con
fining them intellectually. 

The experience of First Nations students in residential schools, discussed 
above, illustrates the operation of coercive relations of power. In this case, the 
interactions between individual educators and students (henceforth termed 
micro-interactions) were merely reflecting the pattern of interactions between 
dominant and subordinated groups in the wider society (henceforth macro
interactions) where First Nations communities were widely disparaged. In both 
micro- and macro-interactions, the process of identity negotiation reflects the 
relations of power in the society. 

Coercive relations of power generally operate to maintain and legitimate 
the division of resources and status in the society, i.e., the societal power struc
ture. They frequently invoke a particular form of discourse which William Ryan 
(1972) termed blaming the victim. The school failure of subordinated group 
students is attributed to alleged intrinsic characteristics of the group itself (e.g., 
bilingualism, parental apathy, genetic inferiority, etc.) or to programs that are 
seen as serving the interests of the group (e.g., bilingual education). 

The relation of coercive power to discourse is clearly expressed by van 
Dijk (2000): 

We have power over others if they do what we want, or what is in 
our (and not in their) best interest. Such action control may be based 
on force, and hence be a form of coercion (such as in male violence 
against women, or military or police violence against citizens), or on 
other resources of control (such as money, a job, position) that allow 
us to 'make' people do what we want. 

Many forms of modern power are more subtle though. They control 
action indirectly and symbolically, for instance by persuasion. Such 
power is exerted by mind control. And since the mind is primarily 
controlled by text and talk, access to discourse as a power resource 
becomes essential. In other words, if minds are controlled by dis
course, control over discourse is an important, though indirect, con
dition for mind control. Control over influential public discourse 



implies more power over other people's minds, hence more sym
bolic power. (2000, p. 74) 

In the present analysis, I am including both overt force and symbolic con
trol as aspects of coercive relations of power when they are mobilized by a 
dominant group to the detriment of a subordinated group. 

In contrast to coercive relations of power, collaborative relations of power 
operate on the assumption that power is not a fixed pre-determined quantity 
but rather can be generated in interpersonal and intergroup relations. In other 
words, participants in the relationship are empowered through their collabora
tion such that each is more affirmed in her or his identity and has a greater 
sense of efficacy to create change in his or her life or social situation. Thus, 
power is created in the relationship and shared among participants. The power 
relationship is additive rather than subtractive. Power is created with others 
rather than being imposed on or exercised over others. [11] 

Within this framework, empowerment can be defined as the collaborative 
creation of power. Students whose schooling experiences reflect collaborative 
relations of power develop the ability, confidence and motivation to succeed 
academically. They participate competently in instruction as a result of having 
developed a secure sense of identity and the knowledge that their voices will 
be heard and respected within the classroom. 

In other words, empowerment derives from the process of negotiating 
identities in the classroom. Identities are not static or fixed but rather are con
stantly being shaped through experiences and interactions. There are multiple 
facets to our identities. Some of these are difficult or impossible to change (e.g., 
gender, ethnicity). However, other facets are more malleable or subject to modi
fication as a result of our experiences (e.g., core values, political affiliation, sense 
of self-worth in relation to intelligence, academic achievements, talents, attrac
tiveness, etc.). For young children growing up, their sense of self-worth is usual
ly cultivated through interactions with caregivers in the home. Ideally, 
interactions in the school further consolidate students' sense of self-worth but 
unfortunately, as we have seen, this has frequently not been the case for students 
whose communities are viewed as inferior or deviant in the wider society. [ 12] 

The dynamic and multi-dimensional nature of identity can be illustrated by 
considering the concept of self that might be emerging for two bilingual ele
mentary school children. Maria, from a Latina background in grade 1 of the 
River Glen dual language program in San Jose, California, might see herself in 
the following way: 
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She is female, a daughter, a sister, American, of Mexican-American her
itage, Catholic religion, speaks Spanish, is learning English, becoming bilin
gual, likes to read, is intelligent/good at school etc. 

Alex, a grade 3 student attending the YALLA (Young Americans Learning 
Languages Actively) Arabic-English dual language program in Becker Elementary 
School in Dearborn, Michigan, [13] might see himself as follows: 

He is male, a son, a brother, American, of Lebanese heritage, Christian 
religion, speaks, reads and writes Arabic in addition to English, intelli
gent/good at school, wants to be a computer programmer, etc. 

The way these identity options will develop depends fundamentally on 
the interpersonal experiences children have in school, particularly with their 
teachers. Furthermore, the identity options that teachers open up for students 
will dramatically affect the extent and the manner in which they will engage 
cognitively with academic challenges. A student who has been encouraged and 
given ample opportunities to write creatively in two languages may come to 
see herself as an author with something important to say to the world. Students 
whose writing experiences have not extended much beyond worksheets are 
unlikely to see themselves in this way. 

Educators' interactions with students reflect the ways they have defined 
their own roles or identities as educators. This role definition determines the 
way they view students' possibilities and the messages they communicate to stu
dents in regard to the contributions they can make to their societies. Thus, our 
interactions with students are constantly sketching a triangular set of images: 

• an image of our own identities as educators; 

• an image of the identity options we highlight for our students; consider, for 
example, the contrasting messages conveyed to students in classrooms 
focused on collaborative critical inquiry compared to classrooms focused on 
passive internalization of information; 

• an image of the society we hope our students will help form. 

The ways in which instruction opens up or shuts off identity options can 
be illustrated in the findings of large-scale studies of classroom interaction in 
the United States. These studies suggest that teacher-centered transmission of 
information and skills remains the predominant mode of instruction (e.g., 
Goodlad, 1984; Ramirez, 1992). Sirotnik (1983), in discussing the implications of 
Goodlad's study, points to the fact that the typical American classroom contains: 



. .. a lot of teacher talk and a lot of student listening . .. almost invari
ably closed and factual questions ... and predominantly total class 
instructional configurations around traditional activities-all in a vir
tually affectless environment. It is but a short inferential leap to sug
gest that we are implicitly teaching dependence upon authority, 
linear thinking, social apathy, passive involvement, and hands-off 
learning. (p. 29) 

In other words, an image of the society that students will graduate into and 
the kind of contributions they can make to that society is embedded implicitly 
in the interactions between educators and students . These interactions reflect 
the way educators have defined their roles with respect to the purposes of edu
cation in general and culturally diverse students and communities in particular. 
Are we preparing students to accept the societal status quo (and, in many cases, 
their own inferior status therein) or are we preparing them to participate active
ly and critically in the democratic process in pursuit of the ideals of social jus
tice and equity which are enshrined in the American constitution? 

This perspective clearly implies that in situations where coercive relations 
of power between dominant and subordinated groups predominate, the cre
ation of interpersonal spaces where students' identities are validated will entail 
a direct challenge by educators (and students) to the societal power structure. 
For example, to acknowledge that culturally diverse students' religion, culture 
and language are valid forms of self-expression and to encourage their devel
opment is to challenge the prevailing attitudes in the wider society and the 
coercive structures that reflect these attitudes. 

Thus, real change in the education of culturally diverse students requires 
a fundamental shift from coercive to collaborative relations of power. The his
tory of humanity does not augur well for the imminence of such a paradigm 
shift, but environmental and social deterioration has reached a point where 
there may be little alternative if our species is to survive. The reality is that in 
the world of winners and losers, the "winner " ultimately joins the loser. Witness 
how industrialized societies are threatened by the destruction of the rainforests 
in the developing countries; or how poverty in the inner cities impacts on the 
wealthier sectors of society through increased crime, drugs, or costs associated 
with incarceration or welfare. Historical patterns of coercive relations of power 
are reaching a point of diminishing returns even for socially powerful groups . 
Simply put , educating students is a much better investment for our society than 
incarcerating them . 



The challenge is to change the structure of power relations such that they 
become additive through collaboration rather than subtractive through coer
cion; in other words, the structure of macro- and micro-interactions needs to 
shift so that these interactions generate power for all participants rather than 
increase the disparities of power. 

Figure 1.1 outlines the framework that has been sketched thus far. This 
framework also serves to organize the content of subsequent chapters. 

The framework proposes that relations of power in the wider society 
(macro-interactions), ranging from coercive to collaborative in varying degrees, 
influence both the ways in which educators define their role and the types of 
structures that are established in the educational system. Role definitions refer 
to the mindset of expectations, assumptions and goals that educators bring to 
the task of educating culturally diverse students. Educational structures refer to 
the organization of schooling in a broad sense that includes policies, programs, 
curriculum, and assessment. This organization is established to achieve the 
goals of education as defined primarily by the dominant group in the society. 
For example, the historical patterns of educational segregation in the United 
States, Canada, South Africa and many other countries were designed to limit 
the opportunities that subordinated groups might have for educational and 
social advancement. By contrast, bilingual education in the United States was 
instituted to promote equality of educational opportunity at a time (late 1960s, 
early 1970s) when there was some degree of consensus in the society that this 
was a valid and important goal. 

Educational structures, however, are not static; as with most other aspects 
of the way societies are organized and resources distributed, educational struc
tures are contested by individuals and groups. The debates surrounding bilin
gual education illustrate just how volatile these issues can become. 

Educational structures, together with educator role definitions, determine 
the micro-interactions between educators, students, and communities. These 
micro-interactions form an interpersonal or an interactional space within 
which the acquisition of knowledge and formation of identity is negotiated. 
Power is created and shared within this interpersonal space where minds and 
identities meet. [14) As such, the micro-interactions constitute the most imme
diate determinant of student academic success or failure. 

These micro-interactions between educators, students and communities 
are never neutral; in varying degrees, they either reinforce coercive relations of 
power or promote collaborative relations of power. In the former case, they 



contribute to the disempowerment of culturally diverse students and commu
nities; in the latter case, the micro-interactions constitute a process of empow
erment that enables educators, students and communities to challenge the 
operation of coercive power structures. 

COERCIVE AND COUABORATIVE 
REIATIONS OF POWER MANIFESTED 
IN MACRO-AND MICRO-INTERACTIONS 

COERCIVE AND CoLIABORATIVE REIATIONS 
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Conclusion 
The pedagogical framework sketched above views the interactions 

between educators and students as the most immediate determinant of student 
success or failure in school. These interactions can be viewed through two lens: 
the lens of the teaching-learning relationship in a narrow sense, represented 
by the strategies and techniques that teachers use to provide the comprehen
sible input required to promote reading development, content knowledge and 
cognitive growth; the second lens is the lens of identity negotiation which is 
represented by the messages communicated to students regarding their identi
ties-who they are in the teacher's eyes and who they are capable of becoming. 

The chapters that follow highlight the fact that educators, both as indi
viduals and collectively within schools, are never powerless or without choices, 
although they frequently work in conditions that are oppressive both for them 
and their students. While they rarely have complete freedom, educators do have 
choices in the way they structure the interactions in the classroom. They have 
some degree of freedom in determining the social and educational goals they 
want to achieve with their students. They are responsible for the role defini
tions they adopt in relation to culturally diverse students and communities. 
Even in the context of English-only instruction, educators do have options in 
their orientation to students' language and culture, in the forms of parent and 
community participation they encourage, and in the way they implement ped
agogy and assessment (see, for example, DeFazio, 1997; Lucas & Katz, 1994). 

Sonia Nieto (1999) has expressed well the potential impact of the identi
ty choices that educators adopt. She notes: "the inescapable truth .. .is that 
teachers' attitudes and behaviors can make an astonishing difference in student 
learning" (p. 167) and goes on to elaborate: 

In the end, if teachers believe that students cannot achieve at high 
levels, that their backgrounds are riddled with deficiencies, and that 
multicultural education is a frill that cannot help them to learn, the 
result will be school reform strategies that have little hope for suc
cess. On the other hand, if teachers begin by challenging social 
inequities that inevitably place some students at a disadvantage over 
others; if they struggle against institutional policies and practices 
that are unjust; if they begin with the strengths and talents of stu
dents and their families; if they undergo a process of personal trans
formation based on their own identities and experiences; and finally, 
if they engage with colleagues in a collaborative and imaginative 
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encounter to transform their own practices and their schools to 
achieve equal and high-quality education for all students, then the 
outcome is certain to be a more positive one than is currently the 
case. (1999, pp. 175-176) 

I believe that much of the current discourse on education in the United 
States and elsewhere is orienting educators towards the first alternative that 
Nieto outlines. Schools are being pushed to constrict the learning opportunities 
and identity options available to culturally diverse students as a result of the 
media dismissal of multicultural and bilingual education as viable educational 
options. In their place has come the promotion of "one-stop panaceas" such as 
"phonemic awareness" in the teaching of reading, "structured English immer
sion" as the solution to academic language learning, and ever increasing layers 
of accountability and standardized testing designed to ensure compliance and 
top-down control over teacher-student interactions. This orientation violates 
any serious interpretation of the term education, understood as nurturing and 
expanding students' potential (Gandara et al., 2000; McNeil, 2000). 

My purpose in writing this book is to contribute to making explicit the 
unease that many educators feel about how their roles are been defined by 
these constricting trends in recent policy and public debate. In order to resist 
the prescribed role definitions dictated by these "one-stop panaceas" and the 
coercive power relations that fuel them, educators must understand the 
research and theory relating to academic language learning among bilingual 
and culturally diverse students. The chapters that follow attempt to present, 
integrate, and interpret for policy and practice the research and theory that 
exist in this area. 

Chapters 2 through 6 focus on aspects of bilingualism, language learning, 
and bilingual education. The second chapter discusses the history of the edu
cation of bilingual students in North America and outlines the way certain 
forms of discourse are currently being mobilized in the service of coercive rela
tions of power. In order to throw some light on the research realities behind 
this debate, Chapter 3 focuses on the nature of proficiency in a language and 
discusses how misconceptions about language proficiency have fueled contro
versy about bilingual education. Chapter 4 attempts to demystify the volatile 
controversies concerning reading instruction; specifically, the goal is to put 
"phonics" and "whole language" in their place and to highlight the influence of 
broader social factors on reading development. In Chapter 5, the kinds of class
room instructional environments that will accelerate academic language learn-



ing are examined. Chapter 6 reviews the research on bilingual education and 
the theoretical principles that underlie the consistent support for programs 
that strongly support the development of bilingual students' L1. 

In Chapter 7, the focus is on the specific changes necessary to transform 
the educational experience of culturally diverse students from a historical pat
tern of widespread academic failure to a pattern of academic success. This 
change process entails transformations in schools' orientation to students' lan
guage and culture, parental participation, pedagogy, and assessment such that 
the micro-interactions between educators , students, and communities generate 
collaborative empowerment. 

Portraits of how this empowerment process has operated at the preschool, 
elementary, and secondary levels are presented in Chapter 8. In Chapter 9, I ana
lyze in more detail the recent opposition to bilingual education by academic 
critics in order to illustrate the disregard for both empirical evidence and logi
cal consistency that underlies their arguments. 

The final chapter returns to the issue of how power is negotiated and dis
tributed in both the domestic and international arenas. The goal is to show how 
the anti-bilingual education discourse mobilized by groups such as US. English 
forms part of a broader pattern of coercive relations of power. If educators 
understand that the purpose of this discourse is (a) to dismantle educational 
structures that promote student and community empowerment and (b) to limit 
possibilities for the collaborative creation of power, then they are in a better 
position to resist this process and more actively promote democratic participa
tion and social justice both in their classrooms and in the wider society. 

Endnotes to Chapter 1 
1. With the escalation of anti-immigrant rhetoric in the United States during the 1990s, even 

the home became off-limits to use a language other than English. This is illustrated in the 
remarks of State District Judge Samuel Kiser to Marta Laureano, a bilingual Mexican
American involved in a child custody dispute in Amarillo, Texas. The judge told Laureano 
that she was abusing her five-year old daughter by speaking Spanish to her and ordered 
Laureano to speak only English at home . The father of the child, Tlffiothy Garcia, who was 
seeking unsupervised visitation rights with his daughter, had complained that she was not 
proficient in English.As reported in Maclean's magazine (September 11, 1995,p . 13): 

In court, Kiser told Laureano that she was relegating her daughter "to the 
position of housemaid." After a public outcry, Kiser backed down-a little. 
He apologized to housekeepers everywhere, "since we entrust our per
sonal possessions and our families' welfare to these hardworking people." 
But otherwise , Kiser stood by his statements. Excerpts from his comments: 



"If she starts first grade with the other children and cannot even speak the 
language that the teachers and others speak, and she's a full-blooded 
American citizen, you 're abusing that child and you 're relegating her to the 
position of housemaid . Now, get this straight: you start speaking English to 
that child, because if she doesn't do good [sic] in school, then I can 
remove her because it's not in her best interest to be ignorant. 

"You are real big about talking about what's best for your daughter, but 
you won't even teach a five-year-old child how to speak English. And then 
you expect her to go off to school and educate herself and be able to learn 
how to make a living. Now that is bordering on abuse." 

2. R.D. Laing (1969), the Scottish psychiatrist, has written insightfully about patterns of confir
mation and disconfirmation in interpersonal relationships. The following quotations from 
his book Seif and Others illustrate his perspective : 

Even an account of one person cannot afford to forget that each person is 
always acting upon others and acted upon by others . The others are there 
also. No one acts or experiences in a vacuum .... (pp . 81-82) 

A woman cannot be a mother without a child. She needs a child to give 
her the identity of a mother. A man needs a wife for him to be a husband . 
. . . All 'identities' require an other .. .. (p. 82) 

Every relationship implies a definition of self by other and other by self . 
. . . Other people become a sort of identity kit, whereby one can piece 
together a picture of oneself. One recognizes oneself in that old smile of 
recognition from that old friend ... .It is difficult to establish a consistent 
identity for oneself-that is, to see oneself consistently in the same way
if definitions of oneself by others are inconsistent or mutually exclusive . 
. . . To 'fit in with ' them all or to repudiate them all may be impossible. 
Hence mystification, confusion, and conflict. (pp . 86-87) 

This is the situation for many culturally diverse students; the messages about identi
ty they receive from home and school are frequently contradictory . As expressed by Sudia 
Paloma Mccaleb (1994), when a child feels that the culture of the home is not valued by 
that of the school , she : 

.. .is often forced to make difficult choices about whose teachings she is 
going to accept and whose she will reject. When the values and teachings 
of the home and school are quite different, serious intergenerational con
flicts can result ... . While some students accept their bicultural identities, 
others want to deny their home culture completely . . . . We are beginning 
to witness the tragedy that may result when students reject the home cul
ture . As students pull themselves away from their roots and family ties, 



they need to find or become part of another group for support and care. 
Growing numbers of young people are succumbing to the attractions of 
gang involvement. (pp. 32-33) 

Schools can go a long way towards preventing this process when educators affirm 
the home culture and involve parents as partners in the education of their children (see 
Chapter 7). 

3. The term First Nations is the preferred self-descriptor of aboriginal communities in Canada, 
reflecting their status as the first nations of this continent. First Nations communities in 
Canada generally view the term Indian as reflecting the Eurocentric perspective of 
Columbus and his followers who thought they had discovered a new route to the Indies. 

4. A similar picture emerges from an account of the project in the Santa Cruz Sentinel: 

Another parent said she noticed her children are now starting to request 
that she bring more books home to read, and they are now requesting 
them in Spanish instead of English. The result, she said, is they are learn
ing about their culture and language, and also realizing that there are as 
many good ideas in Spanish as there are in English. 

Another parent said the reading and writing program has helped her to be 
more resolute in dealing with teachers and demanding that they teach her 
child Spanish, her native language. 

The biggest benefit, however, may be that the children and their parents 
are being drawn closer by the constant expression and discussion of ideas 
and books they are working on together. 

'Tell your children every day how much you love them, how much you 
value them and how much you appreciate them,' Ada said in closing. 
(Estrada, Santa Cruz Sentinel, Friday October 31, 1986) 

5. This project is not an isolated one. A variety of other recent projects that have transformed 
the relationships between schools and communities are described by Balderas (1995), 
Delgado-Gaitan (1994), McCaleb (1994), and Weinstein-Shr & Quintero (1995). 

6.James Comer's (1980) work is a notable exception to this trend. 

7. Claims totaling billions of dollars have been filed by First Nations communities against var
ious Churches and the Canadian federal government. Several Churches (e.g., the Anglican 
Church of Canada) face bankruptcy and may cease operating as a result of this litigation. 
Efforts to heal the wounds of the past are illustrated by the public apology offered by St. 
John's (Newfoundland) Roman Catholic Archbishop James MacDonald to First Nations 
people in September, 2000: "In his apology, Archbishop MacDonald talked of the churches 
being ashamed of the role they had played in the destruction of native culture. He asked for 



forgiveness and sought reconciliation with the native people" (Globe & Mail, September 9, 
2000, p. A2). More than 25 lawsuits brought by the Innu First Nations community of 
Labrador claiming abuse by priests are pending against the Roman Catholic Church . 

8. Zanger (1994) reports on the insights of a class of academically-successful Latino/Latina 
high school students into the social dynamics of their schooling experience. Students were 
asked to discuss the reasons for the high drop-out rate of other Spanish-speaking students 
at the school and to recommend ways to make the school better for students from Spanish
speaking backgrounds. The student body at the school was about 40% Latino/Latina, 40% 
African-American, and 20% White. A transitional bilingual program operated in the school 
and was staffed by Latino/Latina and White teachers but there were no Latino/Latina teach
ers in the monolingual program. 

Three themes emerged from the data: marginalization, cultural respect, and student
teacher trust. Marginalization reflected students ' feeling that they existed on the social and 
academic periphery of the school, were relegated to an inferior status in the school's social 
hierarchy, and were ignored and felt almost invisible. 

Students' perception that their culture was not respected within the school was 
expressed by Elsa who said "You can't succeed in a place where no one respects you for 
what you are" (p. 179). Students resented the fact that their culture was not incorporated 
into the curriculum despite the fact that 40% of the student body was Latino/Latina. 

Students' comments also reflected an erosion of trust and cooperation on both sides 
between teachers and students. Students felt that their teachers' ignorance of their back
grounds contributed to mutual alienation. Elsa, for example, complained that "teachers 
don 't learn from us, they don't learn from anybody. They don't ask" (p . 186). Students 
expressed the "desire to establish more caring, supportive, even family-like relationships 
with teachers' (p . 186). 

Zanger concludes that school restructuring must focus on transforming the main
stream so that neither students nor teachers feel left out. In Zanger's study, as in the 
research of Poplin and Weeres (1992), the quality of relationships established across cul
tural boundaries emerges as a central aspect of students' ability and willingness to become 
academically engaged. A similar perspective is elaborated by Walsh (1991) in her book 
Pedagogy and the Struggle for Voice: Issues of Language, Power, and Schooling for 
Puerto Ricans. The central purpose of her study "was to highlight how the past and pre
sent intersect in people 's voices , infuse pedagogy, and sculpt the conditions and process
es involved in coming to know" (p . 133). 

The intensity of students' desire for connection and self-expression within the school 
context is vividly expressed in a piece of writing by a Chinese immigrant high school stu
dent in an ethnographic study conducted by Llnda Harklau (1999): 

I have no way to project, reveal my persona. Speech is an important part 
of a person's image.All ESL kids when they first come to this country their 
image become: "The foreign students" and that's their persona, all the rest 
are not revealed, are forgotten. For me I cannot stand not to be able to say 
things I want to say. (p . 50) 



9.According to McCarty, the instructional changes underway at Rough Rock appear to be bear
ing fruit with respect to students' academic achievement: "When individual and grade
cohort scores are analyzed for all K-6 students over the past two years, an overriding 
pattern emerges: Bilingual students who have the benefit of cumulative, uninterrupted ini
tial literacy experiences in Navajo make the greatest gains on local and national measures 
of achievement" (1993, p. 191). 

McCarty's case study of the restructuring process at Rough Rock parallels many 
other examples of dramatic educational improvement resulting from instruction that 
emphasizes affirmation of identity. Abi-Nader (1993), for example, documents how Spanish
speaking high school students ' academic performance improved dramatically when cultur
al values associated withfamilia were incorporated into instruction . More than 65 percent 
of the graduates of this program went on to college, a striking contrast with the massive 
dropout rates of Latino/Latina students in other school systems. 

Hayes, Bahruth, and Kessler (1991) similarly document the impact on student suc
cess of incorporating a strong positive affective dimension into a program for migrant 
Mexican-American students in an agricultural community in South Texas. As expressed in 
the title of their book (Literacy con Carino), the focus was on literacy achieved through a 
nurturing process : 

Attention to caring about and valuing each student individually was the 
result of a conscious attempt to incorporate into the school culture the 
affection and caring the students experienced in their homes. Although 
many of the parents of these children were illiterate, their home lives often 
reflected rich oral traditions, deeply felt care and love, and a strong desire 
on the part of the parents for their children to succeed in school. (p . 2) 

The case studies described by Igoa (1995) and Nieto (1996) again show the central
ity of issues related to identity in students ' orientation to effort and success at school. Finally, 
a large-scale study of Southeast Asian students carried out by Rumbaut and Ima (1987) 
reported greater academic success among students who were maintaining traditional val
ues, ethnic pride, and close social and cultural ties with members of their ethnic group . 

The clear message from these studies is that the more the school affirms rather than 
ignores or devalues students' personal and cultural identities, the more likely students are 
to succeed educationally. 

This point has also been made forcefully by Donna Deyhle (1995) in an article enti
tled: "Navajo Youth and Anglo Racism: Cultural Integrity and Resistance." She analyzes the 
identity choices that Navajo students were forced to make as a result of a school district's 
refusal to implement a Navajo-English bilingual program. Administrators and teachers 
believed that Navajo students ' language and culture were the source of their academic dif
ficulties. In the words of one teacher "These kids we get are learning disabled with their 
reading. Because they speak Navajo, you know " (p. 418). Another teacher argued that 
"Bilingual education will become the greatest obstacle a Navajo student has to overcome 
and an impediment to the education of all other students" (p. 418) . Deyhle locates these per
spectives in the power relations operating in the wider society: 



To accept Navajo culture and language would be to confer equal status, 
which is unacceptable to the Anglo community. Navajo culture and stu
dents' lives are effectively silenced by the surrounding Anglo community. 
Navajo language and traditions are absent from the school curriculum. 
Teachers' ignorance of Navajo students' lives results in the dismissal of the 
credibility of Navajo life. (p. 419) 

Deyhle documents how maintaining pride in their culture and language (cultural 
integrity) can contribute to students' academic success in this kind of context, although this 
path was "fraught with conflict, uncertainty, and pain" (p. 439). 

10. I am using the term discourse to refer to the ways in which language is used to create what 
is generally accepted as common sense, thereby orchestrating consent for initiatives that are 
in the interests of particular groups. Thus, discourses are intimately linked to patterns of 
power relations in a society. Discourses constitute what can be thought and what counts as 
truth or knowledge. Internalized discourses constitute cognitive schemata, which might be 
thought of as computer programs in our heads, that allow for certain propositions to be pro
cessed in a highly automatized way and accepted as valid while propositions that are incon
sistent with the internalized discourse are automatically rejected.A major focus of schooling 
in virtually all societies is the transmission of internalized discourses that are consistent 
with, and reinforcing of, national, cultural or religious identities (see Foucault [1980] for a 
detailed discussion of discourse and its relation to power). 

The relationship between discourse and power is elaborated by Corson (1993) who 
claims that language is mainly an instrument of power; it is "the vehicle for identifying, 
manipulating and changing power relations between people" (1993, p. 1). He goes on to 
argue that "rather than a privilege that is ascribed to the individual, power itself is a network 
of relations constantly in tension and ever-present in activity; rather than possessed and 
localized in individual hands, power is exercised through the production, accumulation and 
functioning of various discourses" (1993, p. 4-5). The ways in which discourse operates to 
"manufacture consent" (Chomsky, 1987) can be described in terms of Gramsci's notion of 
hegemony which, as summarized by Corson: 

... describes the organization of consent through invisible cultural domi
nance, rather than through visible political power .... This non-coercive 
'force ' is said to penetrate consciousness itself, so that the dominated 
become accomplices in their own domination. So it is argued that power 
hegemonies are reinforced from both sides of the power relationship: in 
their language usages, the non-dominant adhere to the linguistic norms 
created by dominant groups, while not realizing that they are being 'vol
untarily coerced.' (p. 6) 

Within the discipline of psychology, Harre and Gillett (1994) have argued for the 
centrality of discourse in understanding all aspects of human behavior. They suggest that 
"the mind of any human being is constituted by the discourses that they are involved in, 
private and public" (p. 104). Private discourse is thought; public discourse is behavior. It is 
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possible to learn much about private discourse (thought and consciousness) through its 
public manifestation . According to discursive psychology, each individual's structure of 
consciousness will appear in the way we converse. Our minds and identities are the con
fluence of the social relations in which we have participated. In Corson 's (1995) terms, 
"each human individual stands at a unique intersection of discourses and relationships: a 
'position' embedded in historical, political, cultural, social, and interpersonal contexts, that 
largely determines mind" (p. 3). 

11. All of us intuitively understand the nature of collaborative relations of power. The notion 
refers to the kind of affirmation and power that is generated when two people love each 
other, or in the relations between parents and children, or when teachers connect at a per
sonal level with their students rather than just transmitting content. 

I came across a moving example of "collaborative relations of power" in reading a 
newspaper during a trip to Ireland in May 1995.A news report under the headline "1845 
Famine Aid Gesture Is Recalled" read as follows: 

An American Indian tribe which sent aid to Ireland during the Great 
Famine will be thanked personally by President Robinson [the then Irish 
President] during a visit to the U.S. The generosity of the Choctaw nation 
will be marked by the President at the tribal headquarters in Durant, 
Oklahoma, next Monday. The Choctaw heard of the famine disaster in 1845 
and sent aid to Ireland equivalent to [about $1.8] million today, despite 
their own meagre resources . (Evening Herald, Tuesday, May 16, 1995, p. 6) 

12. Peirce (1995) has also emphasized the ways in which relations of power affect interaction 
between language learners and target language speakers. She criticizes current second lan

guage acquisition theory for focusing on the individual in isolation from the social context 
and the power relations embedded in that context. She suggests that the notions of social 
identity and investment are key to understanding learners' interactions in the target lan
guage. Specifically, she argues that the concept of motivation is usually viewed as 

... a property of the language learner-a fixed personality trait. The notion 
of investment, on the other hand, attempts to capture the relationship of 
the language learner to the changing social world . It conceives of the lan
guage learner as having a complex social identity and multiple desires. 
The notion presupposes that when language learners speak, they are not 
only exchanging information with target language speakers but they are 
constantly organizing and reorganizing a sense of who they are and how 
they relate to the social world. Thus, an investment in the target language 
is also an investment in a learner's own social identity, an identity which 
is constantly changing across time and space. (1995, pp . 17-18) 

13. The evaluation of the YALIA 50/50 Arabic-English dual language immersion program report
ed that 2nd through 5th grade students scored as well as or better than non-immersion stu
dents both in Becker Elementary School and in the entire district on standardized tests 
administered in English. The evaluation report concludes : "Those students who are dominant 



Arabic speaking benefit because they get the opportunity to maintain their native language 
while learning English, and the dominant English speakers benefit because they get the 
opportunity to become fluent in Arabic. The YALLA program at Becker Elementary School 
merits continued endorsement and promotion" (EdCon International, February 2000, 
[Abstract of Report]). At least 95% of students in the YALLA program are of Arabic heritage 
and the vast majority qualify for free lunch (i.e., come from low income families). 

14. I am using the term interpersonal space in a way that overlaps with Vygotsky's (1978) influ
ential notion of the zone of proximal development (ZPD) which he defined as the distance 
between children's developmental level as determined by individual problem solving without 
adult guidance and the level of potential development as determined by children's problem 
solving under the influence of, or in collaboration with, more capable adults and peers. 
Expressed simply, the ZPD is the interpersonal space where minds meet and new under
standings can arise through collaborative interaction and inquiry. Newman, Griffin, and Cole 
(1989) label this interpersonal space the construction zone. In the present volume, the dual 
process of reciprocal negotiation of identity and collaborative generation of knowledge take 
place within this "construction zone" and are seen as being intimately related to each other. 
Teacher-student collaboration in the construction of knowledge will operate effectively only 
in contexts where students' identities are being affirmed. Essentially, this conception extends 
the ZPD beyond the cognitive sphere into the realms of affective development and power 
relationships (see Chapter 5). It also makes clear that the construction zone can also be a con
striction zone where student identities and learning are constricted rather than extended. 



Chapter 2 
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any commentators have objected strenuously to the 
implementation of bilingual education programs 
because they appear to run counter to the American tra
dition of assimilating immigrant groups into the main
stream of society. To these commentators, the increased 
status that accrues to a language (e.g., Spanish) as a 

result of being recognized for instructional purposes in schools appears likely to 
hinder the efficient operation of the melting pot. Not only will individuals who 
speak that language be rewarded with jobs and other incentives, but children 
will also be encouraged to retain their language. To opponents of bilingual edu
cation, the apparent encouragement of ethnic distinctiveness is especially 
unpalatable at the present time in view of the rapid growth of the Spanish-speak
ing population. In California, for example, Latino/Latina students are projected to 
form 50% of the school population by the year 2030. Encouraging these students 
to retain their home language contributes , according to this view, to what Arthur 
Schlesinger Jr. (1991) called "The Disuniting of America." 

A favorite theme of many commentators is that the melting pot worked 
well for previous generations of immigrants who "made it" without crutches, 
and Spanish-speaking students could also make it if they tried. 

This attitude shows a profound ignorance of American educational histo
ry The groups that have tended to experience persistent educational difficulty 
(African-American, Latino/Latina, Native American, and Native Hawaiian stu
dents) were never given the opportunity to "melt" into the American main
stream. Unlike immigrant groups, these groups represent what John Ogbu 



(1992) terms involuntary minorities. Their status has been that of internal 
colonies insofar as they have been subordinated and regarded as inherently infe
rior for generations by the Euro-American dominant group. 

Ogbu's (1978, 1992) distinction between voluntary and involuntary 
minorities is important for understanding both the historical and current edu
cational achievement of culturally diverse communities in the United States 
(and elsewhere). 

Voluntary and Involuntary Minorities 
Ogbu (1992) defines immigrant or voluntary minorities as people who 

have moved more or less voluntarily to another society usually because they 
seek better economic opportunities and/or greater political freedom. He sug
gests that: 

Voluntary minorities usually experience initial problems in school 
due to cultural and language differences as well as lack of under
standing of how the education system works. But they do not expe
rience lingering, disproportionate school failure. The Chinese and 
Punjabi Indians are representative U.S. examples. (p. 8) 

By contrast, involuntary minorities are people who were originally brought 
into the United States (or any other society) against their will; for example, 
through slavery, conquest, colonization, or forced labor. According to Ogbu, 
"thereafter, these minorities were often relegated to menial positions and denied 
true assimilation into the mainstream society" (p. 8). 

The division between voluntary and involuntary minorities is not always 
clear-cut. For example, Mexican-Americans who immigrate to the U.S. may ini
tially have many of the characteristics of voluntary minorities; however, they 
quickly encounter the barriers to full participation that Mexican-Americans 
have historically experienced and their encounters with the dominant group 
become very similar to those of previous generations of Mexican-Americans. [1] 

Ogbu suggests that voluntary minorities are characterized by primary cul
tural differences from the dominant group whereas involuntary minorities are 
characterized by secondary cultural differences. Primary cultural differences 
are those that existed before two groups come into contact (e.g., differences in 
language, religion, child-rearing practices, etc.). Secondary cultural differences 
arise after two populations come into contact, particularly when the contact 
involves the domination of one group by another. Under these circumstances, 



the involuntary minority will often develop an ambivalent or oppositional col
lective identity in relation to the dominant group. Minority group members take 
on certain cultural behaviors that are opposed to dominant group norms in 
order to maintain their collective identity and sense of security and self-worth. 
According to Ogbu: 

Voluntary minorities seem to bring to the United States a sense of 
who they are from their homeland and seem to retain this different 
but non-oppositional social identity at least during the first genera
tion. Involuntary minorities, in contrast, develop a new sense of 
social or collective identity that is in opposition to the social identi
ty of the dominant group after they have become subordinated . They 
do so in response to their treatment by White Americans in eco
nomic, political, social, psychological, cultural, and language domains. 
Whites' treatment included deliberate exclusion from true assimila
tion or the reverse, namely, forced superficial assimilation. (p. 9) 

Ogbu suggests that a major reason why academic difficulties among invol
untary minorities tend to be persistent is that cultural and language boundaries 
become more rigid than is typically the case for voluntary minorities. As illus
trated by Deyhle's (1995) case study of the education of Navajo students, this 
process is rooted in inter-group power relations: 

The presence of these cultural differences, by themselves, is a politi
cally neutral phenomenon. Navajo youth, securely rooted in their 
culture, move back and forth between their community and the sur
rounding Anglo community. . .. Cultural boundaries, however, are 
often turned into cultural borders or barriers during inter-group con
flict. ... The Anglo community uses Navajo culture as a border, a rea
son to deny equality by claiming the privilege of one kind of 
knowledge over another. Navajo families are judged by what they 
don't have-money, middle-class Anglo values, higher education, and 
professional jobs-rather than by what they do have-extended fam
ilies, permanent homes, strong Navajo values and religious beliefs. 
(Deyhle, 1995,p.438) 

Thus, cultural boundaries frequently are entrenched by various forms of 
discrimination on the part of the dominant group. However, according to Ogbu, 
they are also maintained by the minority group as a means of insulating them-



selves culturally from the process of subordination. The cultural and language 
differences act as markers of the group's collective identity and help the group 
cope under conditions of subordination. 

While the realities of minority group adaptation are likely to be consid
erably more complex in practice than revealed by Ogbu's typology (see 
Cummins, 1997, Gibson, 1997), the distinctions he makes do throw light on the 
general patterns of academic achievement among culturally diverse students. 
His analysis points to the centrality of issues of identity in understanding school 
success and failure. Consistent with this perspective, Signitia Fordham's research 
with academically-successful African-American adolescents highlights the con
flict these students feel between loyalty to their peer group and doing well in 
school, which the peer group regards as selling out to White norms: 

... within the school structure, Black adolescents consciously and 
unconsciously sense that they have to give up aspects of their iden
tities and of their indigenous cultural system in order to achieve suc
cess as defined in dominant-group terms; their resulting social selves 
are embodied in the notion of racelessness. Hence, for many of them 
the cost of school success is too high; it implies that cultural integri
ty must be sacrificed in order to "make it." For many Black adoles
cents, that option is unacceptable. For the high achievers identified 
in this paper, achieving school success is not marked only by conflict 
and ambivalence ... but with the need to camouflage efforts directed 
at behaviors that the group identifies as "acting White." (1990, p. 259) 

In a similar vein, Ladson-Billings (1995) has reviewed research suggesting 
that academically successful African-American students tended to be social iso
lates, with neither African-American nor White friends. These students perceived 
accurately that teachers were likely to devalue their academic competence if 
they manifested cultural behaviors that were typical of African-American youth. 
Ladson-Billings points out: 

The problem that African-American students face is the constant 
devaluation of their culture both in school and in the larger society. 
Thus, the styles apparent in African-American youth culture-e .g., 
dress, music, walk, language-are equated with poor academic per
formance. The student who identifies with "hip-hop" culture may be 
regarded as dangerous and/or a gang member for whom academic 
success is not expected. (1995, p. 485). 
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Ladson-Billings outlines a theory of "culturally relevant pedagogy" that 
encourages students to maintain their cultural integrity while succeeding aca
demically. The theoretical assumptions underlying "culturally relevant peda
gogy" are consistent with the assumptions of the present framework. Both 
approaches argue that the ways in which identities are negotiated in the micro
interactions between educators and students must challenge the coercive pat
tern of macro-interactions in the broader society (see Chapter 7). 

In the next section, the historical patterns of inter-group contact and aca
demic performance are examined in the context of Ogbu's distinction between 
voluntary and involuntary minorities. 

The Historical Context 
Involuntary Minorities. In light of historical realities, the concerns 

about bilingual education being against American traditions and a potential cat
alyst for separatist tendencies are highly ironic. In fact, the education of 
Mexican-Americans in the Southwest was openly dedicated until the late 1960's 
to separating Mexican-American students from the mainstream of American 
society by means of segregated schooling ( conducted exclusively in English). In 
Texas, for example, the judgment of the court in the United States versus the 
State of Texas case (1981) documented the "pervasive, intentional discrimina
tion throughout most of this century" against Mexican-American students (a 
charge that was not contested by the State of Texas in the trial) and noted that: 

the long history of prejudice and deprivation remains a significant 
obstacle to equal educational opportunity for these children. The 
deep sense of inferiority, cultural isolation, and acceptance of failure, 
instilled in a people by generations of subjugation, cannot be eradi
cated merely by integrating the schools and repealing the 'no 
Spanish' statutes. (1981, p. 14) 

Noel Epstein (1977), although a critic of bilingual education policy, also 
noted "the widespread discrimination and humiliation that have often been 
severely inflicted against such students" (p. 55). He goes on to report that: 

As late as 1970, Charles E. Silberman reported, 'In a South Texas school, 
children are forced to kneel in the playground and beg forgiveness if 
they are caught talking to each other in Spanish; some teachers require 
students using the forbidden language to kneel before the entire class.' 
In the early 1970's, the U.S. Civil Rights Commission reported com-



ments from students who said that getting caught speaking Spanish 
meant that they were fined, forced to stand on a special black square 
or made to write 'I must not speak Spanish.'This may help explain why 
Hispanic Americans speak of the melting pot today in harsh terms 
which other Americans might not recognize. (p. 55) 

This perspective on the melting pot is eloquently expressed in an essay by 
Isidro Lucas (1981) entitled "Bilingual Education and the Melting Pot: Getting 
Burned." He argues that 

There is in America a profound, underground culture, that of the 
unmeltable populations. Blacks have proven unmeltable over the 
years. The only place allowed them near the melting pot was under
neath it. Getting burned. Hispanics were also left out of the melting 
pot. Spanish has been historically preserved more among them than 
other languages in non-English-speaking populations. It was a shelter, 
a defense. (p. 21-22) 

Segregated/inferior schooling was usually rationalized on the grounds that 
it was necessary in order to provide effective remedial instruction in English to 
students who were "language handicapped" (Schlossman, 1983). However, in 
the Southwest, Latino/Latina children were generally assigned to segregated 
schools purely on the basis of surname when in fact many knew more English 
than Spanish since English had been the dominant home language for genera
tions (Sanchez, 1943). George Sanchez, in many articles, pointed to the racism 
that was rationalized by: 

thinly veiled [pedagogical] excuses which do not conform with 
either the science of education or the facts in the case.Judging from 
current practice, these pseudo-pedagogical reasons call for short 
school terms, ramshackle school buildings, poorly paid and untrained 
teachers, and all varieties of prejudicial discrimination. (1943, p. 16; 
quoted in Schlossman, 1983, p. 893) 

The pattern of physical and/or psychological violence aimed at eradicat
ing students' identity was clearly not a pattern confined to North America (see, 
for example, Skutnabb-Kangas, 2000). [2] It was, and unfortunately continues to 
be, more the rule than the exception in many countries around the world in 
spite of the re-discovery of principles of equity and justice in Western industri
alized countries during the 1960s. This pattern is depicted in Figure 2.1. 



The historical pattern of inter-group relationships and school perfor
mance for voluntary or immigrant minorities shows many similarities with that 
described for involuntary minorities but also some important differences. 

Voluntary Minorities. In the case of voluntary minorities, schooling was 
generally not segregated but the same overt goals (acculturation to the domi
nant culture) and methods (punishment for speaking the home language) were 
used. Contrary to popular belief, many first generation immigrant children expe
rienced considerable difficulty in school. Cohen (1970) sums up the findings of 
a comprehensive review of the educational achievement of immigrant students 
in the early part of this century as follows: 

the evidence ... suggests that in the first generation, at least, children 
from many immigrant groups did not have an easy time in school. 
Pupils from these groups were more likely to be retarded than their 
native white schoolmates, more likely to make low scores on IQ 
tests, and they seem to have been a good deal less likely to remain in 
high school. (1970, p. 24) 

Many of these first generation immigrants may have become successful eco
nomically since much less education was required for economic and social 
advancement at the beginning of this century than is the case at the present time. 

For the children of these immigrants, there was considerable variability 
across groups in academic performance; specifically: 

Children whose parents emigrated from England, Scotland, Wales, 
Germany, and Scandinavia seem to have generally performed about 
as well in school as native whites .... The children of Jewish immi
grants typically achieved at or above the average for native whites. It 
was central and southern European non-Jewish immigrants-and to 
a lesser extent, the Irish-who experienced really serious difficulty 
in school. (Cohen, 1970, p. 24) 

Cohen suggests that these ethnic differences in school performance may 
arise from cultural/motivational factors and the degree of urbanization of the 
different groups. [3 J 

It is clear from these data that a complex array of variables determines the 
academic achievement of culturally diverse students and that the argument that 
previous generations of immigrants made it "without the crutch of bilingual 
education" is seriously oversimplified. However, the data also show that the 



BLAMING TIIE VICTIM IN 
1HE EDUCATION OF 
BILINGUAL STIJDENTS 

A. 0vERT AIM 
Teach English to bilingual children in order 
to create a harmonious society with equal 
opportunity for all. 

B. MErnoD 
Punish children for using Ll in schools 
and encourage them to reject their own 
culture and language in order to identify 
with majority English group. 

C. RESULTS 
1. Shame in L 1 language and culture. 

2. Replacement of Ll by 12. 

3. School failure among many children. 

D. OUTCOMES 

CoVERT AIM 
Anglicize bilingual children because linguistic 
and cultural diversity are seen as a threat to 
social cohesion. 

JUSTIFICATION 
1. Ll should be eradicated because it will 

interfere with the learning of English; 

2. Identification with Ll culture will reduce 
child's ability to identify with English
speaking culture. 

"ScIENfIFIC" ExPlANATIONS 
1. Bilingualism causes confusion in thinking, 

emotional insecurity and school failure. 

2. Bilingual children are "culturally deprived" 
(almost by definition since 
they are not Anglos). 

3. Some culturally diverse groups are 
genetically inferior (common theory in 
1920's sporadically revived since then 
(e.g. Dunn, 1987). 

1. The educational disablement of bilingual children under these conditions only serves to 
reinforce the myth of bilingual group inferiority. 

2. Even more intense efforts by the school to eradicate the "deficiencies" inherent in bilingual 
children (i.e. their language and culture). 



usual rationale for bilingual education similarly fails to account for the observed 

pattern. This rationale is that children cannot learn in a language they do not 

understand and therefore, if there is a home-school "linguistic mismatch;' aca

demic retardation will almost invariably result. The historical data show that 

Scandinavian and German children performed well despite a mismatch 

between the language of the home and the language of the school whereas 

Irish children instructed in their native language (English, for the most part) 

experienced difficulty. 

In summary, the historical data reinforce the critical role that inter-group 

power relations and the negotiation of identity play in determining language 

learning and academic achievement among culturally diverse students. The 

major points are as follows: 

• Subordinated groups that tend to experience the most severe academic dis

advantage have never been given the opportunity to assimilate into the soci

etal mainstream; on the contrary, they were subjected over generations to

segregated and inferior schooling, they were punished for speaking their

home language in school, and their pride in their cultural identity was sys

tematically eradicated;

• The educational experiences of subordinated group students have reflected

the pattern of interactions experienced by their communities in the wider

society; both children and adults have been prevented from full participation

and advancement in mainstream societal institutions (e.g., schools, the job

market, etc.) through segregation and discrimination;

• Although early generations of immigrant children were punished for speaking

their L1 and many groups did tend to experience academic difficulties, they
were not discriminated against nor segregated educationally to the same

extent as involuntary minorities; thus, an ambivalent and/or oppositional iden

tity was not internalized by the group and later generations assimilated to the
mainstream society and succeeded academically;

• Among both voluntary and involuntary minorities, school failure on the part

of culturally diverse students was generally attributed to some inherent defi

ciency, either genetic or experiential (e.g., "cultural deprivation;' bilingual

confusion, etc.); this focus on inherent deficiencies of the bilingual child

served to deflect attention away from the educational treatment that children

were receiving.



Evolution of the Bilingual Education Debate 
The debate about the merits or otheiwise of bilingual education has pre

occupied educators, politicians, the media and occasionally the general public 
in the United States for more than 30 years. Many commentators have warned 
that bilingual education is not only educationally ill-advised, it also threatens the 
social and political stability of the nation. Newspaper editorials across the coun
try have detailed a catastrophic scenario of Latino/Latina activists demanding 
ever more intensive bilingual education as a ploy both to prevent bilingual chil
dren from learning English and to fuel separatist tendencies, resulting ultimate
ly in the disintegration of the United States. 

To outsiders, this paranoia about bilingual education might seem absurd, 
especially in view of the prevalence and high status of bilingual programs in 
many countries around the world (see Baker & Prys Jones, 1998; Cummins & 
Corson, 1997). However, within the United States, these arguments are taken 
very seriously. The roots of this bilingual paranoia can be seen in the evolution 
of the policy debate through four phases during the past 30 years. 

Phase I. 1967-1974. Initially, as Troike (1978) has observed, bilingual 
education was instituted in the late sixties on the basis of what appeared to be 
a self-evident rationale, namely that "the best medium for teaching a child is his 
or her mother tongue," but with relatively little hard evidence to back up this 
rationale. The reaction of many press commentators in the initial years of this 
experiment was one of "wait-and-see;" they didn't particularly like the idea but 
were willing to give it a chance to prove its potential for reducing educational 
inequities. Some were concerned, however, that bilingual education might have 
the opposite effect, namely of preventing Spanish-speaking students from enter
ing the mainstream of English-speaking America, and also that it might give rise 
to the divisiveness that appeared to be associated with bilingualism in Canada. 
However, in general, this first phase of the modern bilingual education debate 
was marked by a tolerance for the educational potential of bilingual education 
and, although doubts were certainly raised, its rationale was not disputed in any 
sustained or systematic way. 

An early expression of these views appeared in the Christian Science 
Monitor (Nov.13, 1967). The editorial noted that several senators were drafting 
measures for bilingual education because they were concerned, "and very right
ly so," about the educational lag among Spanish-speaking children. However, it 
went on to wonder: 



whether such an official recognition of Spanish might not actually 
worsen the situation rather than improve it. Might it not tend to fas
ten even more strongly upon children the disadvantage of being 
Spanish-speaking in an overwhelmingly English-speaking land? 

Phase II. 1974-1986. The bilingual education debate became consider
ably more volatile after the Lau v. Nichols case in 1974. The judgment of the 
Supreme Court in this case acknowledged that the civil rights of non-English
speaking students were violated when the school took no steps to help them 
acquire the language of instruction . 

. . . there is no equality of treatment merely by providing students with 
the same facilities, textbooks, teachers, and curriculum; for students 
who do not understand English are effectively foreclosed from any 
meaningful education. Basic English skills are at the very core of what 
these public schools teach. Imposition of a requirement that, before a 
child can effectively participate in the educational program, he must 
already have acquired those basic skills is to make a mockery of pub
lic education. We know that those who do not understand English are 
certain to find their classroom experiences wholly incomprehensible 
and in no way meaningful. (Crawford, 1992a, p. 253) 

The Court did not mandate bilingual education but it did mandate that 
schools take effective measures to overcome the educational disadvantages 
resulting from a home-school language mismatch. The Office of Civil Rights, 
however, interpreted the Supreme Court's decision as effectively mandating 
transitional bilingual education unless a school district could prove that anoth
er approach would be equally or more effective. This interpretation of the 
Supreme Court decision by the Office of Civil Rights sparked outrage among 
media commentators and educators in school districts which, for the most part, 
were totally unprepared to offer any form of bilingual instruction. 

The ensuing debate was (and continues to be) volatile. The concern with 
political divisiveness resulting from bilingual education was articulated clearly in 
a New York Times editorial entitled "Bilingual Danger" on November 22, 1976: 

The disconcerting strength gathered by separatism in Canada con
tains a relevant lesson for the United States and its approach to bilin
gual education. . . .it is no exaggeration to warn that the present 
encouragement given to making [Spanish-speaking] enclaves perma-



nent, in the mistaken view that they are an expression of positive plu
ralism, points the road to cultural, economic and political divisiveness. 
Toe reason why such a warning appears appropriate is that political 
splinter groups within the Spanish-speaking community, and among 
educators, are misinterpreting the goals of bilingual education in New 
York as a means of creating a Spanish-speaking power base . 
.. . Without exaggerating the threat to America's nationhood now that 
English has prevailed, it nevertheless remains pertinent to warn 
against a misguided linguistic separatism that, while it may seem to 
promise its advocates limited political and ideological power, can only 
have the effect of condemning to permanent economic and social dis
advantage those who cut themselves off from the majority culture. 
(quoted in The Linguistic Reporter,January 1977, pp. 1 & 7) 

Although his reply was not printed in the New York Times,Joshua Fishman 
refuted the arguments of this editorial as follows: 

Toe New York Times seems to fear that something divisive ... might 
grow out of bilingual education in the USA. Having spent many years 
studying bilingual education throughout the world .. .I consider this 
to be highly unlikely, both because ethno-cultural divisiveness, where 
it obtains, is far too deeply imbedded in a pervasive socioeconomic 
matrix to be "caused" by any kind of education, as well as because 
bilingual education per se is unfailingly unifying rather than divisive. 
The hallmark of all bilingual education (including its compensatory 
USA variant) is that it includes a unifying supra-ethnic language of 
wider communication (in our case: English . . . ). Indeed, if any educa
tional pattern can be said to typify Quebec it is the absence (histor
ically as well as currently) of bilingual education (education via two 
media of instruction), rather than its presence. All of which is not to 
say that there is no striving for "a Spanish-speaking power base in the 
USA," or that such strivings may not be justified .. . . What might coun
teract such strivings would be genuine opportunity for Hispanic par
ticipation in "political power" and a genuine end to the "economic 
and social disadvantage" of Hispanics in the USA, all of the foregoing 
having been promised in theory and so obviously denied in practice 
by the monolingual English establishment. If Hispanic ( or rather 
minority) "divisiveness" increases in the USA, it will be because of the 



long tradition of English-dominated inequality, such as that long prac
ticed in Quebec, rather than because of bilingual education which 
functions to link together populations that might otherwise be total
ly estranged. (The Linguistic Reporter,January 1977, p. 7) 

As the debate evolved, the sociopolitical concerns of many commentators 
were backed up by psychoeducational arguments against bilingual education 
and in favor of all-English immersion programs. The argument in favor of bilin
gual education which was reflected in the Supreme Court's decision, namely, 
that "children can't learn in a language they don't understand," was no longer 
regarded as self-evident. As Noel Epstein (1977) pointed out, apparent counter
evidence had appeared in the findings from French immersion programs in 
Canada which showed that English-background children who were taught ini
tially through French in order to develop fluent bilingual skills did not suffer 
academically as a result of this home-school language switch (see Swain & 
Lap.kin, 1982; Cummins & Swain, 1986). To many commentators in the United 
States, these results suggested that English immersion programs were a plausi
ble educational alternative to bilingual programs. [4] 

The bilingual approach appeared to imply a counter-intuitive "less equals 
more" rationale in which less English instruction is assumed to lead to more 
English achievement. To many opponents of bilingual education it appeared 
more logical to argue that if children are deficient in English then they need 
maximum instruction in English, not their native language. School failure is 
caused by insufficient exposure to English (at home) and it makes no sense to 
further dilute the amount of English to which bilingual students are exposed by 
instructing them through their L1 at school. Unless such students are immersed 
in English at school, they will not learn English and consequently will be pre
vented from participating in the mainstream of American society. 

In summary, during this second phase the battle lines were drawn 
between two opposing but apparently equally plausible arguments: on the one 
hand, the linguistic mismatch hypothesis which argued that children can't 
learn in a language they don't understand; on the other, the maximum exposure 
hypothesis that if children are deficient in English, then surely they require 
maximum exposure to English in school. These psychoeducational hypotheses 
remain prominent in the third phase of this debate; however, in this phase the 
relatively narrow concern with bilingual education has joined forces with a 
broader set of concerns in relation to the more general infiltration of cultural 
diversity into American institutions. 



Phase III. 1987-1998. During the 1980s and 1990s, the US. English orga
nization coordinated much of the opposition to bilingual education, initiating and 
passing referenda in 19 states to make English the official language (see Cazden 
& Snow (1990] and Crawford [1992a, 1992b, 1995, 2000] for detailed analysis of 
the US. English movement). Inspired by Senator S.I. Hayakawa's (1981) proposed 
constitutional amendment to make English the official language of the United 
States, US. English was formed in 1983 and within five years had grown to a 
400,000 member organization with a $6 million annual budget (Crawford, 
1992a). By 1995, the membership had mushroomed to more than 600,000. 

The urgency of the US. English mandate was enhanced during the late 
1980s by publications of a variety of neo-conservative academics (e.g., Dinesh 
D'Souza, 1991; E.D. Hirsch, 1987; Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., 1991) who warned 
about the dangers cultural diversity posed to the American way of life. These 
authors articulated a form of intellectualized xenophobia intended to alert the 
general public to the infiltration of the Other into the heart and soul of 
American institutions. Cultural diversity has become the enemy within, far more 
potent and insidious in its threat than any external enemy. Most influential was 
E.D. Hirsch's (1987) Cultural Literacy: What Every American Needs to Know

which argued that the fabric of nationhood depended on a set of common
knowledge, understandings and values shared by the populace. Multilingualism
represented a threat to cultural literacy and, by extension, nationhood:

In America, the reality is that we have not yet properly achieved 
monoliteracy, much less multiliteracy .... Linguistic pluralism would 
make sense for us only on the questionable assumption that our civil 
peace and national effectiveness could survive multilingualism. But, 
in fact, multilingualism enormously increases cultural fragmentation, 
civil antagonism, illiteracy, and economic-technological ineffectual
ness. (1987, p. 92) 

Hirsch's "cultural literacy" represented a call to strengthen the national 
immune system so that it could successfully resist the debilitating influence of 
cultural diversity. Only when the national identity has been fortified and 
secured through "cultural literacy" should contact with the Other be contem
plated, and even then educators should keep diversity at a distance, always vig
ilant against its potent destructive power. 

It is in this context that we can understand statements such as the follow
ing from Arthur Schlesinger Jr. (1991) in his book The Disuniting of America: 



In recent years the combination of the ethnicity cult with a flood of 
immigration from Spanish-speaking countries has given bilingualism 
new impetus. . .. Alas, bilingualism has not worked out as planned: 
rather the contrary. Testimony is mixed, but indications are that bilin
gual education retards rather than expedites the movement of 
Hispanic children into the English-speaking world and that it pro
motes segregation rather than it does integration. Bilingualism shuts 
doors . It nourishes self-ghettoization, and ghettoization nourishes 
racial antagonism .... Using some language other than English dooms 
people to second-class citizenship in American society. ... Mono
lingual education opens doors to the larger world .... institutionalized 
bilingualism remains another source of the fragmentation of America, 
another threat to the dream of 'one people.' (1991, pp . 108-109) 

The claims that "bilingualism shuts doors" and "monolingual education 
opens doors to the wider world," are laughable if viewed in isolation, particu
larly in the context of current global interdependence and the frequently 
expressed needs of American business for multilingual "human resources." 
Schlesinger's comments become interpretable only in the context of a societal 
discourse that is profoundly disquieted by the fact that the sounds of the Other 
have now become audible and the hues of the American social landscape have 
darkened noticeably. 

Despite its disdain for empirical evidence , this discourse is broadcast 
through the media into every classroom in the nation. There is anger that schools 
have apparently reneged on their traditional duty to render the Other invisible 
and inaudible. Under the guise of equity programs initiated in the 1960s, diversi
ty infiltrated into the American classroom and became legitimated. In view of 
demographic projections that diversity will increase dramatically during the next 
30 years, there is extreme urgency to curtail the infiltration of diversity and par
ticularly one of its most visible manifestations, bilingual education. [5] 

Phase IV. 1998-2000. The bilingual education debate across the United 
States changed dramatically in June 1998 with the passage in California of 
Proposition 227. This initiative aimed to eliminate the use of bilingual children's 
first language (Ll) for instructional purposes except in very exceptional cir
cumstances . In its place, a transitional program of structured English immer
sion, normally to last only one year, was to be implemented. Proposition 227 
also mandated that any teacher who willfully and repeatedly refused to imple
ment the law could be personally sued in court. 



The debate leading up to the June referendum crystallized all of the argu
ments that had been advanced for and against bilingual education in the previous 
quarter century. Both sides claimed "equity" as their central guiding principle. 
Opponents of bilingual programs argued that limited English proficient students 
were being denied access to both English and academic advancement as a result 
of being instructed for part of the day through their L1. Exposure to English was 
being diluted and, as a result, it was not surprising that bilingual students contin
ued to experience difficulty in academic aspects of English. Only maximum expo
sure to English (frequently termed "time-on-task") could remediate children's 
linguistic difficulties in that language on entry to school. 

Proponents of bilingual education argued that L1 instruction in the early 
grades was necessary to ensure that students understood content instruction 
and experienced a successful start to their schooling. Reading and writing skills 
acquired initially through the L1 provided a foundation upon which strong 
English language development could be built. Transfer of academic skills and 
knowledge across languages was evidenced consistently by the research litera
ture on bilingual development (see Chapter 6). Thus, 11 proficiency could be 
promoted at no cost to children's academic development in English. 
Furthermore, the fact that teachers spoke the language of parents increased the 
likelihood of parental involvement and support for their children's learning. 
This, together with the reinforcement of children's sense of self as a result of 
the incorporation of their language and culture in the school program, con
tributed to long-term academic growth . 

In the context of Proposition 227, bilingual advocates argued that bilin
gual education itself could not logically be regarded as a cause of continued 
high levels of academic failure among bilingual students since less than 30 per
cent of limited English proficient students in California were in any form of 
bilingual education. Less than 18 percent were in classes taught by a certified 
bilingual teacher, with the other 12 percent in classes most likely taught by a 
monolingual English teacher and a bilingual aide (Gandara, 1999). Thus, they 
argued that educational failure among bilingual (particularly Latino/Latina) stu
dents was more logically attributed to the absence of genuine bilingual pro
grams than to bilingual education in some absolute sense. 

Proposition 227 has not succeeded in eliminating bilingual education 
from California, although it has reduced the number of programs significantly. 
Prior to Proposition 227, 29 percent of English learners were in a bilingual pro
gram but this figure dropped to 12 percent one year later (Gandara et al.,2000). 



A number of school districts have continued to offer bilingual education by 

using a provision of the law that permits parents to sign a waiver requesting 
that their child be educated bilingually. However, only 67 percent of districts 
formally notified parents of this option (Gandara et al., 2000). Some districts 

have set up charter schools that offer dual language or two-way bilingual pro
grams involving both English-LI and minority language-LI (e.g. Spanish, Korean) 
students. Despite the negative social climate around bilingualism and bilingual 
education, dual language programs increased in California from 95 in 1997-98 

to 119 in 1999-2000. According to the California Department of Education 
(2000), these programs have increased almost 300% since 1990. 

Gandara and her University of California colleagues note that the conver
gence of Proposition 227 and the implementation of new statewide standards 
and testing have exerted "an extraordinary effect on English Learner instruction" 
(2000, p. 19). The Stanford 9 (SAT-9) standardized achievement test is adminis
tered to all California students who have been in school for at least 12 months 
regardless of their English language proficiency. The test is administered solely 
in English and no accommodations are made for English learners. The appropri
ateness of this measure has been questioned on a number of grounds not least 
because its norming sample included only 1.8 percent English learners whereas 
approximately 25 percent of California students are limited English proficient 
(Gandara et al., 2000). Furthermore the SAT-9 is not aligned with the state's con
tent standards in reading, mathematics and other curricular areas (Gold, 2000). 

Teachers observed and interviewed in the Gandara et al. study felt com
pelled to teach to the SAT-9 test, placing much greater emphasis on "English 

word recognition or phonics, bereft of meaning or context" (2000, p. 19): 

Teachers also worried greatly that if they spent time orienting the 
children to broader literacy activities like story telling, story sequenc
ing activities, reading for meaning or writing and vocabulary devel
opment in the primary language, that their students would not be 
gaining the skills that would be tested on the standardized test in 
English. They feared that this could result in the school and the stu
dents suffering sanctions imposed by the law .... Heavy emphasis was 

placed on decoding skills (phonics) and vocabulary development 
rather than developing broader literacy skills such as reading for 
meaning, or writing. (2000,pp.19-21) 



This emphasis on teaching to the test can certainly result in improved test 
scores in the short term. However, it ignores fundamental realities about the 
nature of reading and the kinds of language proficiencies required to use lan
guage for learning in the later grades of elementary school and beyond (see 
Chapters 3-5). 

Not surprisingly, intense debate has also centered on the extent to which 
state-mandated SAT-9 standardized test scores provide evidence for the efficacy 
of Proposition 227. Proponents of the measure point to increased test scores in 
certain school districts (most notably the Oceanside district) as evidence that 
bilingual students are benefiting from English-only instruction. In August and 
September 2000, newspaper editorials across the country loudly proclaimed 
Proposition 227 a success on the basis of these scores, uncritically accepting 
the "spin" put out by proponents of English-only instruction. A more balanced 
scientific appraisal by Kenji Hakuta and his colleagues at Stanford University 
reported little empirical basis for drawing any conclusions about the impact of 
Proposition 227 on student performance. In 1999 and 2000, "scores rose for all 
students and no clear pattern could be attributable to Proposition 227" (Orr, 
Butler, Bousquet & Hakuta, 2000, p. 1). They also point out that increases in 
scores were much greater across the board at the grade 2 level in comparison 
to grade 3 and beyond. They note that these increases can be attributed to vari
ety of factors such as significant class size reduction in the early grades, increas
ing familiarity with the test, teaching to the test, and changes in instructional 
methodology for teaching reading and math. 

A preliminary analysis of school level SAT-9 data issued by Californians 
Together (2000), an advocacy group committed to quality education, compared 
data for 10 elementary schools with large enrollments of English learners and 
substantial bilingual instruction, including adequate materials and qualified 
teachers, with three schools highlighted as effective by proponents of 
Proposition 227. The report concluded that the bilingual schools reported 
school-wide performance as strong or stronger than that of the schools provid
ing only structured English immersion in at least 75 percent of the compar
isons. In 7 of the 9 cases where complete separate data for English learners was 
available, the bilingual schools met or exceeded the performance of English 
learners in the comparison schools in most of the comparisons. 

Particularly interesting are data from the Fresno Unified School District 
showing that English learners in bilingual instruction (Grades 2-6) exceeded the 
performance of English learners in that district who were enrolled in structured 



English immersion in all subject areas: reading, language and mathematics. 
Between 1998 and 2000, scores for English learners in bilingual instruction grew 
by 19% in reading and 24% in mathematics whereas scores for English learners 
in structured English immersion grew by only 11% in reading and 19% in math. 

Orr et al. (2000) carried out further analysis of the school-level data 
reported by Californians Together. This analysis confirmed that the 1 O bilingual 
schools selected for the analysis were superior to the English-only schools. The 
authors also point out that "the much-noted rise in Oceanside scores are indeed 
not that different from the patterns of increases that can be found in many bilin
gual schools" and these comparisons show that "there is nothing much at all 
remarkable about Oceanside" (2000, p. 4). 

A further report issued on December 5, 2000, by Californians Together 
(Gold, 2000), compared 63 elementary schools nominated as having "thorough
ly implemented" bilingual education with more than 1,000 schools closely 
matched on variables such as ethnicity, poverty, mobility, percentage of English 
learners, and base score on the SAT-9 Academic Performance Index (API). [6) 
The average Hispanic enrollment in both bilingual and comparison schools was 
73 percent. Gold reports that "the bilingual schools exceeded their [API] growth 
targets for Hispanic students by almost five times, while the comparison schools 
exceeded their targets by only four times" (2000, p. 2). In an obvious reference 
to the debate over the Oceanside SAT-9 scores, Gold concludes as follows: "In 
contrast to widely-discussed anecdotes of student achievement based on the 
performance of English learners on the SAT-9 in a single school district, the cur
rent analysis suggests that well-implemented bilingual programs in many school 
districts can lead to academic achievement that is at least as strong as the 
achievement in programs provided mostly in English" (2000, p. 5) [7] 

Clearly, this debate will continue. In view of the politicization of the issues 
and the deep ideological roots that fuel the intensity of emotion on both sides, 
it is essential for policy-makers and educators who are committed to providing 
a quality education for culturally diverse students to be aware of what the 
research is actually saying and what it is not. Results for any individual school 
or district, considered in isolation, provide very limited information for policy 
until the impact of various factors have been examined and disaggregated (see 
Krashen, 2000b). This is equally true for the "success stories" of bilingual edu
cation as it is for the "success stories" of English immersion. [8] The following 
chapters examine what we know about academic language learning and how 
we can account for the apparently conflicting research findings. 



Conclusion 
Two general issues can be raised with respect to the psychoeducational 

arguments for and against bilingual education. First, what underlying assump

tions are implied by these arguments and to what extent are these assumptions 

valid in light of the research evidence? Second, to the extent that the assump

tions on either side of the debate are not valid, what sociopolitical functions do 

they serve? In other words, what policies and programs do they legitimate and 

to what extent do bilingual students benefit or suffer as a result of these poli

cies and programs? 

The arguments about the educational validity of bilingual education 

embody a variety of assumptions that can be tested against the available 
research evidence. For example, to what extent does research support the "lin

guistic mismatch" hypothesis that children exposed to a home-school language 

switch will suffer academic retardation? At the other pole of the debate, is it 

true that more exposure to English at school increases English academic 

achievement, or does less English instruction lead to more English achievement, 

as implied by the bilingual education rationale? Is bilingualism an educational 

disadvantage (as Arthur Schlesinger Jr. argues) or might it be a positive force in 

children's development under some conditions? Is there a positive or a negative 

relationship between children's L1 and L2 academic skills? 

At a more basic level, many commentators on both sides of the issue sug

gest that lack of English proficiency is the major cause of children's academic 

disadvantage-is there any evidence for this assumption? It is also relevant to 

ask what exactly is meant by "English proficiency." Specifically, how are aca

demic skills in English related to the acquisition of English conversational skills? 

Clarification of these issues is important in order to answer the central question 

regarding the most effective methods of promoting English and overall aca

demic development. 

An additional issue concerns the testing of bilingual students in English, 

either as part of a statewide testing mandate or in the context of special edu

cation identification for exceptional status (e.g., learning disabled or gifted and 

talented). When do such tests become valid for English learners? Are the infer

ences regarding school or program effectiveness being drawn by media com

mentators and policy-makers on the basis of such tests appropriate or do they 

entail potentially negative consequences for program quality? n



Finally, the research evidence regarding the impact of broader social fac

tors and patterns of classroom interaction can be examined. In reviewing some 

of these factors to this point, I have suggested that inter-group power relations 

have played a major role in determining culturally diverse students' academic 

progress. If so, why have these variables not been taken into account in the pol

icy debate? What is the relationship between sociopolitical and psychoeduca

tional factors in determining student outcomes? 

These issues are discussed in the following chapters. The research on most 

of these issues is sufficiently clear to show that the major psychoeducational 

arguments against bilingual education are spurious. In fact, massive amounts of 

research evidence refute the argument that insufficient exposure to English is 

the major cause of bilingual students' academic failure and the related assump

tion that maximum exposure to English will result in academic success. 

In view of the overwhelming evidence against the maximum exposure 

assumption, it is legitimate to ask what sociopolitical function such arguments 

serve. I argue that the sociopolitical function of such arguments is very similar 

to the sociopolitical function of previous arguments used to legitimate sink-or

swim (submersion) programs for bilingual students. The argument that bilin

gualism caused "language handicaps" legitimated eradicating bilingual children's 

L1 and making them ashamed of their cultural identity. In the same way, current 

arguments promoting maximum exposure to English serve to subvert bilingual 

programs such that they are either eliminated or relatively less effective "quick

exit" programs are implemented rather than the considerably more effective 

programs aimed at promoting biliteracy. In both cases, a patently inferior form 

of education has been rationalized as being for children's own good and nec

essary to provide them with access to what US. English calls "the language of 

equal opportunity" (see Wong Fillmore, 1992, for a discussion of the attempts to 

sabotage the implementation of bilingual education). [9] g

Endnotes to Chapter 2 
I. Any broad categorization, such as Ogbu's voluntary and involuntary minorities, is likely to 

obscure considerable variation within particular groups. There is enormous variation 

among different Latino/Latina groups in the U.S. as well as within groups such as Mexicanos 

(see, for example, Gibson, 1995, 1997; Suarez-Orozco, 1987, 1989; Trueba, 1988; Vasquez, 

Pease-Alvarez, & Shannon, 1994). In critiquing Ogbu 's position, Erickson (1987) and Trueba 

(1988) point out that it does not explain the success of many involuntary minority students. 

The ethnographic research of Marcelo Suarez-Orozco among recently arrived students from 

war-torn Central American countries in the early 1980s also highlights this as an important



issue. He focused not on why students dropped-out or experienced academic problems but 

on why they remained in school at all. He argues that "becoming a somebody" was an 
important motivation for students: 

Among many new arrivals in my sample feelings of desperation give way 
to a harsh sense of responsibility that they must now seize upon any 
opportunities. Achieving in school and working to ease parental hardships 

are intimately related to this psychosocial syndrome of propensity to guilt 

over one's selective survival. (1989, p. 107) 

Thus, Ogbu's distinction between voluntary and involuntary minorities should be 
seen as a broad categorization describing general patterns of power relations between dom

inant and subordinated groups but allowing for considerable intra-group variation within 
voluntary and involuntary minorities. 

2. A particularly vicious example of punishment for speaking the home language comes from

the Welsh context. The "Welsh not" came into existence after the 1870 Education Act in
Britain as a means of eradicating the Welsh language. Any child heard speaking Welsh in

school had a heavy wooden placard attached by rope placed over his or her shoulders. The
placard reached to the child's shins and would bump them when the child walked. If that

child heard another child speaking Welsh, he or she could transfer the "Welsh not" to the

other child. The child carrying this placard at the end of the day was caned (Evans, 1978).
Richard Llewellyn gives an account of this type of punishment in his autobiographical novel
How Green Was My Valley:

I heard crying in the infants' school as though a child had fallen and the 

voice came nearer and fell flat upon the air as a small girl came through 
the door and walked a couple of steps towards us . ... About her neck a 

piece of new cord, and from the cord, a board that hung to her shins and 
cut her as she walked. Chalked on the board, in the fist of Mr. Elijah Jonas

Sessions, I must not speak Welsh in school. ... And the board dragged her 

down, for she was small, and the cord rasped the flesh on her neck, and 
there were marks upon her shins where the edge of the board had cut. 

(Llewellyn, 1968, p. 267) 

3.  This same variability in academic performance among immigrant students is evident in con
temporary data from a number of contexts. For example, Canadian data show many groups 
of first and second generation immigrant students from non-English-speaking backgrounds 
performing as well or better academically than English native speakers of the same social 
class (see Cummins, 1984, for a review). However, involuntary minority groups such as First 
Nations and francophone students outside Quebec show considerably lower levels of aca
demic performance. 

4.Many American commentators who cite the Canadian French immersion programs as 

counter-evidence to bilingual education and as a means of arguing for "English immersion" 

for bilingual students fail to realize that French immersion programs are, in fact, fully bilin-



gual programs. These programs are taught by bilingual teachers, the goal is bilingualism and 
biliteracy, and children's LI (English) is strongly promoted after the initial grades so that 
about half the instruction is through LI in grades 4-6. It is highly illogical to use the success 
of these bilingual programs to argue for monolingual programs, taught by monolingual 
teachers, whose goal is to produce monolingualism. 

5. The message of the demographic projections has been internalized by the socially-powerful 
establishment. Poor people currently tend not to vote in the United States. What if bilingual 
education were to be successful in promoting high levels of critical literacy among the 
rapidly increasing culturally diverse population and what if these people were to vote? 
Social control is at stake; hence the escalating campaign on a number of fronts (media, leg
islative, political) to get rid of bilingual education and revert to traditional forms of assimi
lation and exclusion that allegedly served the nation well for more than 200 years (see 
Macedo, 1993, 1994). 

Paranoia about the growing Latino/Latina population was vividly illustrated in a mem
orandum written in the fall of 1988 by John Tanton, chairman of US. English, who warned 
about a Latino-Latina political takeover as a result of high immigration and birthrates: 

Gobernar es popular translates 'to govern is to populate.' In this society, 
where the majority rules, does this hold? Will the present majority peace
fully hand over its political power to a group that is simply more fertile? 
... Can homo contraceptivus compete with homo progenitiva if borders 
aren't controlled? ... Perhaps this is the first instance in which those with 
their pants up are going to get caught by those with their pants down. 
(quoted in Crawford, 1995,p. 68)  

An example of the rhetoric directed against bilingual education is an advertisement 
that appeared in some editions of TIME magazine (March 20, 1995) which read as follows: 

Deprive a child of an education. Handicap a young life outside the class
room. Restrict social mobility. If it came at the hand of a parent it would 
be called child abuse. 

At the hand of our schools and funded primarily by state and local gov
ernment, it's called bilingual education. A massive bureaucratic program 
that's strayed from its mandate of mainstreaming non-English speaking stu
dents. Today more money is spent teaching immigrants in their native lan
guages than teaching them in English. 

The claims that more money is spent on LI instruction than on instruction through 
English and the equation of bilingual education with child abuse are so patently inaccurate 
and extreme that they should instantly undermine the credibility of the argument against 
bilingual education. Unfortunately, as Macedo (1993) has pointed out, "big lies" such as these 
are often more persuasive than rational debate. This kind of blatant propaganda set the stage 
for the passage of referenda against bilingual education in California and Arizona in 1998 
and 2000 respectively. 



6. The Academic Performance Index (API) is derived from a school's scores on the SAT-9 in all 
subjects for all students, grades 2-6. The content areas are weighted as follows: mathemat
ics, 40%; reading, 30%, language, 15%, and spelling, 15% (see www.cde.ca.gov for further 
information on the API and API growth reports for individual California schools). 

7. Ken Noonan, superintendent of the Oceanside District is reported to have attributed (in a 
National Public Radio interview on August 22, 2000) the increase of scores in his district 
partly to the fact that many teachers in Oceanside are bilingual and have qualifications in 
English language teaching (according to a BIIJNG listserve entry by Dr. Jill Kerper Mora, 
August 22, 2000). Mora points out that this is not the reality in the vast majority of districts 
in California where most teachers have no specific qualifications for teaching English learn
ers. She estimates that fewer than 20% of the limited English proficient students in California 
are currently being taught by a bilingual teacher. She suggests that it is thus highly prob
lematic to generalize the Oceanside results to other California districts, most of which offer 
only English-only programs taught by monolingual English teachers. 

Krashen (2000b) has also noted problems in Oceanside's previous bilingual program: 

We have several reasons to suspect that Oceanside's previous bilingual 
program, the one that was dropped, was poorly conceived. In an article in 
the Washington Post (Sept. 2) Oceanside Superintendent Ken Noonan stat
ed that before Proposition 227 Oceanside's bilingual program was all
Spanish, lasting "for up to four years, even longer for some. Only after 
being designated fluent in English would a child's learning in English 
begin in earnest." Properly organized bilingual programs, by contrast, intro
duce children to English from day one , and academic subjects are taught 
in English as soon as they can be made comprehensible. Failing to provide 
any English instruction will naturally lead to miserable results on English
language achievement tests . This explains why Oceanside's test scores 
showed substantial improvement especially for the youngest children, 
when English was introduced. (2000b, p . 3) 

Krashen concludes that "Oceanside dropped an inadequate bilingual program and at 
the same time focused nearly all its energy on test preparation" (p. 3). 

Oceanside was in the news again in late September, 2000, when the California 
Department of Education (CDE) issued its report on a complaint brought by parents against 
the Oceanside District. According to a press release issued by Multicultural Education, 
Training and Advocacy, Inc. (META) on October 2, 2000, the CDE report: 

cites four major areas where the Oceanside District has violated federal 
and state legal standards applicable to schools with students who are not 
fluent in English . ... One of the main allegations of the complaint was that 
the district-in effect-implemented an across the board policy of refus
ing to grant waivers to immigrant parents whose children needed instruc
tion in their own language as required under Prop. 227 . In response to 
Prop. 227, the district completely dismantled its bilingual education pro-



grams and refused to approve parental waivers. Titis completely flies in 
the face of the claims made in the ballot arguments by the proponents of 
Prop. 227, that Prop. 227 "gives choices to parents, not administrators." 
... The report specifically noted that "in many cases, staff were either not 
qualified and/or not trained to provide either English language develop
ment or academic instruction to English learners." .. .It also found that as 
a result of the District's violations of the law "significant numbers" of lan
guage minority students at the high school were "doing poorly academi
cally" and that "large numbers " of these students were placed in remedial 
classes and were receiving "grades of Ds or Fs." (META Press Release, post
ed by Dr.Jill Kerper Mora on the BlllNG Listserv, October 2, 2000). 

Gandara et al. (2000) also note that English learners are much more likely to be 
taught by a teacher without any credential and "in the districts we studied, we encountered 
no systematic professional development for teachers of English learners to strengthen their 
skills at working with these students in either a bilingual or a monolingual English context 
during the first year [ of Proposition 227 implementation]" (p. 26). 

Peter Schrag in an editorial published September 6, 2000 in the Sacramento Bee 

(www.sacbee.com/voices/news/voices05_20000906.html) notes that there was actually a 
decline between second and fourth grade for individual cohorts of students:  

And if you take the reading scores for certain cohorts of LEP kids-say the 
second-graders of 1998 who, presumably, were fourth-graders in 2000-
you actually see a decline. Fifteen percent of them scored over the nation
al average in reading in 1998; only 13 percent did in 2000. On the 
meantime, second-graders as a whole had gone from 40 percent at or 
above average to 45 percent.). (2000, p. 2) 

6.Delia Pompa, Executive Director of the National Association of Bilingual Education,in an edi-
torial written in USA Today (08/28/00, www.USATODAYcom) notes that:

In Arizona and Texas, bilingual students consistently outperform their 
peers in monolingual programs. Calexico, california, implemented bilin
gual education and now has dropout rates that are less than half the state 
average and college acceptance rates of more than 90%. In El Paso, sys
temwide bilingual education programs have helped raise student scores 
from the lowest in Texas to among the highest in the nation. 

The Calexico program (located close to the Mexican border in California) is featured 
as exemplary in the report Transforming Education for Hispanic Youth: Exemplary 

Practices, Programs and Schools written by Anne Turnbaugh Lockwood and Walter G. 
Secada (1999). It is worth quoting at some length from this report to illustrate the transfor
mation in outcomes that can occur when a philosophy of both cognitive challenge and 
identity affirmation is infused into programs for culturally diverse students: 



When Emily Palicio, Calexico's Assistant Superintendent of Instructional 
Services, looks back at the Calexico schools she saw when she arrived in 

the district as a teacher in 1969, she remembers a time of low expectations, 
dismal student performance, and scant understanding of students' native 
language and culture. Despite Calexico's proximity to Mexico and its con
stant influx of immigrant students, not only were bilingual teachers virtu
ally nonexistent , immigrant and LEP [limited English proficient] students 
rarely reached college or achieved even a modicum of academic success. 

Teachers, Palicio recalls, didn't expect LEP or non-English-speaking stu
dents to succeed in academic work. Primary instructional strategies were 
remediation: an instructional pace slowed to a crawl, and plenty of drill. 
Not surprisingly, these approaches failed to yield positive results . ... 

Palicio credits the development of a strong research-based bilingual edu
cation program-in tandem with a commitment to hiring well-qualified 
bilingual staff-as the foundation for Calexico's shift to high expectations 
and academic rigor for all students. In fact, bilingual programs served as 
the catalyst for substantive reform throughout the Calexico schools. 

The presence of bilingual staff throughout the district provides practical 
and symbolic testimony that students' native language and culture are val
ued, Palicio explains. It also serves to reflect the district's "value position" 
that staff respect and understand students' cultural and linguistic back
ground . ... "Today, 85% of our elementary school teachers are bilingual 
[and] approximately 40% of our high school teachers are bilingual.All our 
elementary school principals are bilingual [and] one of our two junior 
high school principals is bilingual as well." (1999, p. 30) 

In the bilingual program teachers team-taught with one teacher as the English model 
and another as the Spanish model. Long-held staff attitudes about the low capabilities of 
English learners began to change as a result of the implementation of  bilingual programs. 
Palicio notes: "We saw our students as active learners, ... the kids who never participated 
began to participate. Suddenly they could read, because Spanish is a very easy, phonetic lan
guage in which to develop literacy. That created an excitement in all of us" (1999, p. 31). 

In their overview of program characteristics common to the exemplary schools for 
Hispanic students reviewed in their report, Lockwood and Secada note that:  

School staff accepted their students at whatever point they came to 
school-whether they came from poverty, with less than proficient 
English, or with other intervening variables often cited for lack of success 
in school. ... these adults prodded and encouraged their students to con

ceive of productive futures for themselves. They provided numerous men
toring opportunities, both structured and informal, so that these 
youngsters could benefit from high expectations and personal warmth of 
appropriately nurturing relationships with adults. They were available to 



answer-and to provoke-their students' questions. When students need
ed extra help with coursework, staff at these schools had a structure to 
provide support and a core set of values that insisted upon it. Finally, 
through an almost inexhaustible supply of inventiveness, they refused to 
allow these students to fail. If one approach was not effective, they 
regrouped and tried another. (1999,pp.17-18)  

The centrality of teacher role definitions and the identity options teachers reflect to 

their students is very evident in this description of successful schools. Also evident is the 
commitment of educators to challenge the societal power structure that has typically 
attributed students' academic difficulties to characteristics of the students or their commu
nities (e.g., bilingualism, low parental literacy, etc.) rather than to school policies and 
instructional practices. 

9. In late March 2001 Dr. Maria S. Quezada was interviewed together with Ron Unz on National 
Public Radio (a WRNI-Providence show called One Union Station). Below is her summary 

of the debate (posted on the BILING Listserve, March 22, 2001 by Luis 0. Reyes): 

Unz stated: 

"After 227 there was a rapid shift to intensive English when bilingual edu
cation was eliminated" 

My response: 

Not so-more than 70% of students were already in English-only programs 
and many districts did not have to change their programs very much 

because they never offered bilingual education. 

He stated: 

"The majority of Hispanic parents wanted 227." 

My response: 

Not so-63% of Latinos defeated the measure as did African Americans 
and many precincts in California overwhelmingly defeated the measure. 

The only voters who passed the measure were those that did not even 
have children in schools- only 15% had children in the schools and their 
children were not impacted by the measure. 

He went into his usual tirade about those programs that did not really 

work. That only researchers who were "bilinguals " said it was effective. 

(I countered with the fact that researchers from the American Educational 
Research Association [AERA]-not your usual "bilinguals" refuted his 

claims. He then went into the success story of his program in Oceanside. 
Since I had all testing information from Oceanside in front of me I was able 

to tell the audience that his figures were meaningless. That he was com
paring 1999 school year 2nd graders to 2000 school year 2nd graders and 

that was totally misrepresenting the information because they were not the 



same children. I [also] had information of Limited English Proficient (LEP) 

students who took the test and were here less than 12 months. I told them 

that these would be the students in his style of sheltered English immer

sion classrooms and those second graders scored at the 23rd percentile

a full 10 percentage points below other LEP students in Oceanside at the 

2nd grade. And furthermore-the success of the students was not evident 

in the higher grades-they keep dropping lower. 

He then went on to say that "bilinguals"were the ones most interested in 

keeping the program alive because we profited from having bilingual 

education and that bilingual education costs more. My response was that 

in my research on the shortage of qualified teachers I found that only 14 

districts of the 137 that I looked at in California offered any kind of 

stipend. I stated that I was a bilingual teacher that could teach in English 

and Spanish and that as a bilingual teacher I never received a penny more 

for the work that I did.  

He then stated to the audience that we shouldn't believe him or me, who 

represented the Association for Bilingual Education but we should believe 

the New York Times, Newsweek etc (he had his usual list)-to which I 

responded that since when had newspapers conducted valid educational 

research-at this point the program ended. 



Chapter 3 
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ppropriate ways of conceptualizing the nature of language 

proficiency and its relationship to other constructs (e.g. 

"intelligence") have been debated by philosophers and psy

chologists since ancient times. However, the issue is not 

just an abstract theoretical question but one that is central 

to resolving a variety of controversial issues in the educa
tion of culturally diverse students. Educational policies are frequently based on 

assumptions about the nature of "language proficiency" and how long it takes 

to attain. For example, funding for English as a second language (ESL) and bilin

gual education classes in North America is based (at least in part) on assump

tions about how long it takes bilingual students to acquire sufficient English 

proficiency to follow instruction in the regular classroom. Proposition 227 

explicitly claimed that one year of intensive English support was sufficient to 

enable English language learners (ELL) to catch up academically. Is this assump

tion valid or not?  

A related contentious issue concerns the validity and appropriateness of 

administering state-mandated standardized tests to ELL students. Clearly, to 

administer English reading and writing measures to a grade 5 ELL student who 

has been learning English for only a few months is unlikely to yield any useful 

accountability data regarding the quality of instruction in that student's class
room. It is also ethically problematic to require a student to take a high stakes 

test that she has no possibility of passing. Such a procedure is likely to damage 

the student's academic confidence and self-esteem. But when does it become 

reasonable to administer state-mandated assessments to ELL students-after 

one year, or two years, or three years? What accommodations in administration 

procedure or interpretation are required to make the test more meaningful? 



Underlying these questions is the issue of what exactly constitutes 
"English proficiency" and how it develops among ELL students.This chapter ini
tially highlights two common misconceptions about the nature of English pro
ficiency and then outlines a framework for considering the nature of English 
proficiency and academic language learning. 

Misconceptions about the 
Nature of Language Profi.ciency 

Two major misconceptions regarding the nature of language proficiency 
remain common among educators in North America. These misconceptions 
have important practical implications for the way educators interact with cul
turally diverse students. Both involve confusion between the surface or con
versational aspects of children's language and deeper aspects of proficiency 
that are more closely related to conceptual and academic development. 

The first misconception entails drawing inferences about children's abili
ty to think logically on the basis of their familiarity with and command of stan
dard English. Children who speak a non-standard variety of English ( or their L1) 
are frequently thought to be handicapped educationally and less capable of log
ical thinking. This assumption derives from the fact that these children's lan
guage is viewed as inherently deficient as a tool for expressing logical relations. 
Since Labov's (1970) refutation of this position with respect to the language of 
African-American inner-city children, it has had few advocates among applied 
linguists, although it is still a common misconception among some educators 
and academics who have little background in sociolinguistics. 

An example of how persistent some of these linguistic prejudices are even 
among academics comes from Dunn's (1987) monograph on Spanish-speaking 
children. In expressing his concerns that bilingual education could result in "at 
least the partial disintegration of the United States of America" (pp. 66-67), 
Dunn argues that Latino/Latina children and adults "speak inferior Spanish" and 
that "Latin pupils on the U.S. mainland, as a group, are inadequate bilinguals. 
They simply don't understand either English or Spanish well enough to func
tion adequately in school" (p. 49). He goes on to argue that this is due to the fact 
that these children "do not have the scholastic aptitude or linguistic ability to 
master two languages well, or to handle switching from one to the other, at 
school, as the language of instruction" (p. 71). He attributes the causes of this 
lower scholastic ability about equally to environmental factors and "to genes 



that influence scholastic aptitude" (p. 64). (See the special issue of the Hispanic 
Journal of Behavioral Science, vol. 10, 1988 for critical discussion of Dunn's 
views.) 

The second misconception is in many respects the converse of the first. 
In this case, children's adequate control over the surface features of English (i.e. 
their ability to converse fluently in English) is taken as an indication that all 
aspects of their "English proficiency" have been mastered to the same extent as 
native speakers of the language. In other words, conversational skills are inter
preted as a valid index of overall proficiency in the language. 

This implicit assumption has had a major impact on the organization of 
bilingual education programs in the United States. Historically, bilingual educa
tion has been rationalized in the following way: 

Lack of English proficiency is the major reason for bilingual stu
dents' academic failure. Bilingual education is intended to ensure 
that students do not fall behind in subject matter content while they 
are learning English, as they would likely do in an all-English pro
gram. However, when students have become proficient in English, 
then they can be exited to an all-English program, since limited 
English proficiency will no longer impede their academic progress. 

Despite its intuitive appeal, there are serious problems with this rationale. 
First, it ignores the social and historical factors that influence bilingual students' 
academic performance. As suggested in previous chapters, these social deter
minants are more fundamental than linguistic factors alone. Second, this ratio
nale fails to specify what exactly is meant by proficiency in English and this 
vagueness has contributed directly to bilingual students' academic difficulties. 

Some concrete examples will help illustrate how this process operates. 
These examples are taken from a study conducted in western Canada in which 
the teacher referral forms and psychological assessments of more than 400 
bilingual students were analyzed (Cummins, 1984). Throughout the teachers' 
referral forms and psychological assessment reports there are references to the 
fact that children's English communicative skills appeared considerably better 
developed than their academic language skills. The following example illus
trates this point: 



DM (105) .Arrived from Portugal at age 10 and was placed in a sec
ond grade class; three years later in fifth grade, her teacher comment
ed that "her oral answering and comprehension is so much better 
than her written work that we feel a severe learning problem is 
involved, not just her non-English background." 

This, and many other examples illustrate the influence of the environment 
in developing English conversational skills. In many instances immigrant stu
dents were considered to have sufficient English proficiency to take a verbal IQ 
test within about one year of arrival in Canada. Similarly, in the United States, 
bilingual students are often considered to have developed sufficient English 
proficiency to cope with the demands of an all-English classroom after a rela
tively short amount of time in a bilingual or ESL program. 

There is little doubt that many English language learners can develop a rel
atively high degree of English conversational skills within about two years of 
exposure to English-speaking peers, television, and schooling. However, we can
not logically extrapolate from the considerable English proficiency that stu
dents may display in face-to-face communication to their overall proficiency in 
English. 

Consider the following example: 

PR (289). PR was referred in first grade by the school principal who 
noted that "PR is experiencing considerable difficulty with grade one 
work.An intellectual assessment would help her teacher to set real
istic learning expectations for her and might provide some clues as 
to remedial assistance that might be offered." 

No mention was made of the fact that the child was learning English as a 
second language; this only emerged when the child was referred by the second 
grade teacher in the following year. Thus, the psychologist does not consider 
this as a possible factor in accounting for the discrepancy between a verbal IQ 
of 64 and a performance IQ of 108.The assessment report read as follows: 

Although overall ability level appears to be within the low average 
range, note the significant difference between verbal and nonverbal 
scores .. . .It would appear that PR's development has not progressed 
at a normal rate and consequently she is, and will continue to expe
rience much difficulty in school. Teacher's expectations at this time 
should be set accordingly. 



What is interesting in this example is that the child's English communica
tive skills are presumably sufficiently well developed that the psychologist (and 
possibly the teacher) is not alerted to the child's ESL background.This leads the 
psychologist to infer from her low verbal IQ score that "her development has 
not progressed at a normal rate" and to advise the teacher to set low academic 
expectations for the child since she "will continue to experience much diffi
culty in school."There is ample evidence from many contexts of how the attri
bution of deficient cognitive skills to culturally diverse students can become 
self-fulfilling. Ortiz and Yates (1983), for example, report that more than three 
times as many Latino/Latina students were classified as "learning disabled" in 
Texas than would be expected based on their proportion in the school popu
lation. These classifications usually resulted in a one-way ticket into special edu
cation classes where students fell even further behind academically. 

In many of the referral forms and psychological assessments analyzed in 
the Cummins (1984) study, the following line of reasoning was invoked: 

Because bilingual students are fluent in English, their poor academic 
performance and/or test scores cannot be attributed to lack of pro
ficiency in English. Therefore, these students must either have defi
cient cognitive abilities or be poorly motivated. 

The trend to exit students to all-English instruction as quickly as possible 
in many bilingual programs inevitably gives rise to a similar line of reasoning. It 
is commonly observed that students classified as "English proficient" after a rel
atively short stay in a bilingual program and then exited to an all-English pro
gram often fall progressively further behind grade norms in the development of 
English academic skills. Because these students appear to be fluent in English, 
their poor academic performance can no longer be explained by the fact that 
their English language abilities are still in the process of development. Policy
makers and educators are also reluctant to blame the school for students' poor 
performance because the school has accommodated the students by providing 
a bilingual program (albeit usually one with minimal L1 instruction). Thus, the 
academic deficiency is typically attributed to factors within the child or his or 
her community, as in Dunn's (1987) argument outlined above. 



Three Dimensions of Language Proficiency 
In the case of both of the misconceptions outlined here, a close relation

ship is assumed between two aspects of language proficiency: the conver
sational and the academic. Originally termed basic interpersonal 
communicative skills (BICS) and cognitive academic language proficiency 
(CALP) (Cummins,1981a), this conversational/academic distinction builds on a 
previous distinction between surface fluency and academic proficiency made 
by Skutnabb-Kangas and Toukomaa (1976). These investigators brought atten
tion to the fact that Finnish immigrant children in Sweden often appeared to 
educators to be fluent in both Finnish and Swedish but still showed levels of 
verbal academic performance in both languages considerably below grade/age 
expectations. Other investigators (e.g. Bruner, 1975; Donaldson, 1978; Gibbons, 
1991; Olson, 1977; Snow et al, 1991) have made similar distinctions (see 
Cummins 2000 for a review). For example, in the Australian context, ?auline 
Gibbons (1991) has given a particularly clear description of the difference 
between what she terms playground language and classroom language: 

This playground language includes the language which enables chil
dren to make friends, join in games and take part in a variety of day
to-day activities that develop and maintain social contacts. It usually 
occurs in face-to-face contact, and is thus highly dependent on the 
physical and visual context, and on gesture and body language. 
Fluency with this kind of language is an important part of language 
development; without it a child is isolated from the normal social life 
of the playground .... 

But playground language is very different from the language that 
teachers use in the classroom, and from the language that we expect 
children to learn to use. The language of the playground is not the 
language associated with learning in mathematics, or social studies, 
or science.The playground situation does not normally offer children 
the opportunity to use such language as: if we increase the angle by 
5 degrees, we could cut the circumference into equal parts. Nor 
does it normally require the language associated with the higher 
order thinking skills, such as hypothesizing, evaluating, inferring, gen
eralizing, predicting or classifying. Yet these are the language func-



tions which are related to learning and the development of cogni
tion; they occur in all areas of the curriculum, and without them a 
child's potential in academic areas cannot be realized. (p. 3) 

The conversational/academic distinction has drawn attention to some com
mon misconceptions regarding bilingual children's language and literacy devel
opment. However, recent debates regarding the interpretation of standardized 
test scores in California and elsewhere (see Chapter 2) highlight the need to add 
an additional dimension of language proficiency to the conversational/academic 
distinction. Specifically, discrete language skills need to be distinguished. The 
three faces of language proficiency can thus be described as follows: 

Conversational fluency is the ability to carry on a conversation in famil
iar face-to-face situations.This is the kind of proficiency that the vast majority of 
native speakers of English have developed when they enter school at age 5. It 
involves use of high frequency words and simple grammatical constructions. 
Communication of meaning is typically supported by cues such as facial expres
sions, gestures, intonation, etc. ELL students generally develop fluency in con
versational aspects of English within a year or two of exposure to the language 
either in school or in the environment. 

Di.screte language skills reflect specific phonological, literacy and 
grammatical knowledge that students acquire as a result of direct instruction 
and both formal and informal practice (e.g. reading). Some of these discrete lan
guage skills are acquired early in schooling and some continue to be acquired 
throughout schooling. The discrete language skills acquired early include 
knowledge of the letters of the alphabet, the sounds represented by individual 
letters and combinations of letters, and the ability to decode written words into 
appropriate sounds. ELL students can learn these specific language skills at a 
relatively early stage in their acquisition of English; in fact, these skills can be 
learned concurrently with their development of basic vocabulary and conver
sational proficiency. 

As students progress through the grades, they will also acquire conven
tions about spelling, capitalization, and punctuation as well as information 
about grammatical rules (e.g. the fact that pluralization in English generally 
involves adding -s or -es to words) and exceptions to these rules (e.g. the fact 
that took is the past tense of the verb take rather than takecl). 

Academic language proficiency includes knowledge of the less fre
quent vocabulary of English as well as the ability to interpret and produce 
increasingly complex written (and oral) language.As students progress through 



the grades, they encounter far more low frequency words (primarily from 
Greek and Latin sources), complex syntax (e.g. passives), and abstract expres
sions that are virtually never heard in everyday conversation. Students are 
required to understand linguistically and conceptually demanding texts in the 
content areas (e.g. literature, social studies, science, mathematics) and to use 
this language in an accurate and coherent way in their own writing. 

All three aspects of language proficiency are important. However, there is 
an enormous amount of confusion about the relationship among these 
three aspects of proficiency. As noted above, many ELL students who have 
acquired fluent conversational skills are still a long way from grade-level per
formance in academic language proficiency (e.g. reading comprehension) . 
Similarly, discrete language skills can sometimes be learned in virtual isolation 
from the development of academic language proficiency. ELL (and native
speaking) students who can "read" English fluently may have only a very limit
ed understanding of the words they can decode . As discussed in Chapters 4 
and 5, the development of reading comprehension ability in the content areas 
requires very different forms of instruction than the forms that are successful 
in teaching discrete language skills. 

These three faces of language proficiency can be elaborated in the context 
of a framework that distinguishes the cognitive and contextual demands made 
by particular forms of language and communication . 

Cognitive and Contextual Demands 
The framework outlined in Figure 3.1 is designed to identify the extent to 

which students are able to cope successfully with the cognitive and linguistic 
demands made on them by the social and educational environment in which 
they are obliged to function.These demands are conceptualized within a frame
work made up of the intersection of two continua, one related to the range of 
contextual support available for expressing or receiving meaning and the other 
to the amount of information that must be processed simultaneously or in close 
succession by the student in order to carry out the activity. 

It is important to state at the outset that the degree of contextual support 
refers not just to characteristics of the language or the instructional presenta
tion in isolation. These dimensions of what I will term external context are rel
evant. However, in most situations they are probably less important in 
contributing to "contextual support" than the life experiences and prior knowl
edge of the learner that reflect the internal context that they carry around in 



their heads. Internal context refers to the resources that individuals have 
acquired as a result of their life experiences and social interactions to actively 
contextualize (make meaningful) content and language from a range of situa
tions. For example, a physicist has far greater internal resources and prior 
knowledge to comprehend a technical article on Einstein's theory of relativity 
that a person whose knowledge of physics is minimal. Such an article may be 
quite context-embedded for the physicist whereas it is likely to be highly con
text-reduced to most of us. 

The extremes of the context-embedded/context-reduced continuum are 
distinguished by the fact that in context-embedded communication the partic
ipants can actively negotiate meaning (e.g. by providing feedback that the mes
sage has not been understood) and the language is supported by a wide range 
of meaningful interpersonal and situational cues. Context-reduced communica
tion, on the other hand,relies primarily on linguistic cues to meaning.Thus, suc
cessful interpretation of the message depends heavily both on students' 
background knowledge and on their knowledge of the specific vocabulary, 
grammar, and discourse conventions that express the meaning of the message. 
In general, context-embedded communication is more typical of the everyday 
world outside the classroom, whereas many of the linguistic demands of the 
classroom (e.g. manipulating text) reflect communicative activities that are 
close to the context-reduced end of the continuum. 

The upper parts of the vertical continuum consist of communicative tasks 
and activities in which the linguistic tools have become largely automatized and 
thus require little active cognitive involvement for appropriate performance.At 
the lower end of the continuum are tasks and activities in which the linguistic 
tools have not yet become automatized and thus require active cognitive 
involvement. Persuading another individual that your point of view is correct, 
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and writing an essay, are examples of quadrant B and D tasks respectively. Casual 
conversation is a typical quadrant A activity while examples of quadrant C are 
copying notes from the blackboard or filling in worksheets. Many discrete lan
guage skills that have become automatized reflect quadrant C. ... 

The framework elaborates on the conversational/academic ( or BICS/CALP) 
distinction by highlighting important underlying dimensions of conversational 
and academic communication. Thus, conversational abilities (quadrant A) often 
develop relatively quickly among English language learners because these forms 
of communication are embedded in students' familiar everyday lifeworlds (Gee, 
2000). They are also supported by interpersonal and contextual cues (e.g. eye 
contact, intonation, concrete demonstration, etc.) and, as a result, make relative
ly few cognitive demands on the individual. The vocabulary used in conversa
tional interactions typically involves high frequency words and straightforward 
grammatical forms. 

Mastery of the academic functions of language (quadrant D), on the other 
hand, is a more formidable task. Students are required to step outside the famil
iarity of their everyday lifeworld and carry out tasks that are only minimally sup
ported by familiar contextual or interpersonal cues . These tasks also typically 
require high levels of cognitive involvement for successful completion . Under 
conditions of high cognitive demand, it is necessary for students to stretch their 
linguistic resources to the limit to function successfully. As students progress 
through the grades, they are increasingly required to manipulate language in 
cognitively-demanding and context-reduced situations that differ significantly 
from everyday conversational interactions. In writing, for example, they must 
learn to continue to produce language without the prompting that comes from 
a conversational partner and they must plan large units of discourse, and orga
nize them coherently, rather than planning only what will be said next. 

As the academic demands escalate from grades 1 through 12 and into uni
versity, students are expected to master increasingly low frequency specialized 
vocabulary (e.g. the terms multiplication and division in mathematics) and 
complex syntax (e.g. relative clauses, passive voice, etc.). Within English, this 
academic vocabulary derives predominantly from Graeco-Latin sources where
as the high frequency vocabulary used in conversational contexts derives large
ly from Anglo-Saxon sources (Corson, 1995, 1997; Coxhead, 2000; Nation, 1990, 
1993). (see Chapters 4 and 5).The differences between conversational and aca
demic language can be illustrated by considering how often children (or adults) 
will use the passive voice in everyday conversation. This type of grammatical 



construction is virtually never used in casual conversational interactions. 
However, in school contexts, students are expected to learn how to understand 
and eventually produce expository text in which the passive voice is used cor
rectly and appropriately. 

The linguistic differences between academic and conversational language 
can be described in terms of differences of register. The term register is used by 
linguists to refer to features of speech or writing characteristic of a particular 
type of linguistic activity (e.g. delivering a sermon, telling jokes, teaching ales
son in school, etc .) (Mathews, 1997).Academic language proficiency thus refers 
to the extent to which an individual has access to and command of the oral and 
written academic registers of schooling. Academic language can be defined 
operationally for educational purposes (grades K-12) as the totality of the 
vocabulary, grammatical constructions, and discourse conventions (e.g. para
graph formation) that students are exposed to and expected to learn between 
Kindergarten and grade 12. 

Conversational and academic language registers represent subsets of what 
James Paul Gee (1996) has termed primary and secondary discourses. Primary 
discourses are acquired through face-to-face interactions in the home and rep
resent the language of initial socialization. Secondary discourses are acquired in 
social institutions beyond the family (e.g. school, business, religious and cultur
al contexts) and involve acquisition of specialized vocabulary and functions of 
language appropriate to those settings. Secondary discourses can be oral or 
written and are central to the social life of non-literate cultures as much as they 
in literate cultures. Examples of secondary discourses common in many non-lit
erate cultures are the conventions of story-telling or the language of marriage 
or burial rituals which are passed down through oral tradition from one gener
ation to the next. Oral forms of secondary discourses are in no way inferior to 
written forms, as illustrated in the fact that one of the greatest "literary" achieve
ments of humanity, the Homeric epics of the Odyssey and the Riad, existed for 
many centuries only in oral form prior to being written down. [1] 

It is important to emphasize that the context-embedded/context-reduced 
distinction is not one between oral and written language. Within the frame
work, the dimensions of contextual embeddedness and cognitive demand are 
distinguished because some context-embedded activities are clearly just as cog
nitively-demanding as context-reduced activities. For example, an intense intel
lectual discussion with one or two other · people is likely to require at least as 



much cognitive processing as writing an essay on the same topic. Similarly, writ
ing an e-mail message to a close friend is, in many respects, more context
embedded than giving a lecture to a large group of people. [2] 

The essential aspect of academic language proficiency is the ability to 
make complex meanings explicit in either oral or written modalities by means 
of language itself rather than by means of contextual or paralinguistic cues 
(e.g. gestures, intonation etc.). Experience of these uses of language in oral 
interactions prior to school clearly helps to prepare children to use and under
stand the language demands of school. Gee (1999), commenting on the 
National Academy report Preventing Reading Difficulties in Young Children 
(Snow, Bums & Griffin, 1998), discusses the nature of the early language abili
ties that relate strongly to success in school: 

So what are these early language abilities that seem to be most 
important for later success in school? According to the report, they 
are things like vocabulary (receptive vocabulary, but more especially 
expressive vocabulary, seep. 107), the ability to recall and compre
hend sentences and stories, as well as the ability to engage in verbal 
interactions .... What appears to cause enhanced verbal abilities are 
family, community, and school language environments in which chil
dren interact intensively with adults and more advanced peers and 
experience cognitively challenging talk and texts on sustained topics 
and in different genres of oral and written language. (1999, p. 367) 

Gee notes that almost all children regardless of home income level have 
impressive language abilities and enter school with "large vocabularies, complex 
grammar, and deep understandings of experiences and stories" (p. 367). Children 
who experience difficulties in school lack, not these general language abilities, 
but rather "specific abilities tied to school practices and school-based knowl
edge" (p. 367). Gee (2000) notes that for advantaged children the trip from their 
everyday lifeworld to the specialist domain of the school is not very treacherous: 

They are not asked to deny and denigrate their lifeworlds in the pro
cess. In fact, from the outset their induction into specialist domains 
has been built via rich bridges to their lifeworlds. Their lifeworlds 
have, in fact, incorporated from early on some of the practices and 
values of specialist domains, though, of course in attenuated forms, 
for example, the early reading of 'children's literature' provides a 
bridge to the specialist domain of 'literature' proper. For many minor-



ity and poor children, on the other hand, no such bridges exist or are 
built. We rarely build on their experiences and on their very real dis
tinctive lifeworld knowledge. In fact, they are very often asked, in the 
process of being exposed to specialist domains, to deny the value of 
their lifeworlds and their communities in reference to those of more 
advantaged children. (2000, p. 66) 

We see here in Gee's analysis how, once again, issues of identity and power 
intersect with issues of learning and instruction. A central theme running 
though the present volume is that school improvement efforts are likely to be 
futile if they continue to exclude issues of identity and power from their analy
ses of the causes of students' academic difficulties and from their recommen
dations for change. Instructional prescriptions for reading and/or academic 
language development that base themselves only on technical considerations 
(e.g. how much explicit, systematic, sequenced phonics instruction should early 
readers receive?) frame the issues far too narrowly to see the big picture. [3] 

Within the broader context of societal power relations and identity nego
tiation, the distinctions incorporated into the framework in Figure 3.1 do have 
significant implications for instruction of English language learners. The pro
gression of academic tasks should ideally go from quadrant A (context-embed
ded, cognitively undemanding), to quadrant B (context-embedded, cognitively 
demanding) and then to quadrant D (context-reduced, cognitively demanding). 
Cognitive challenge is essential for academic growth but the internal and exter
nal contextual support necessary for bilingual students to meet that challenge 
must also be built into the activities. If instruction stays at the level of quadrant 
A, there is no cognitive challenge; students are not pushed to go beyond what 
they already know and can accomplish. If instruction jumps prematurely to 
quadrant D, students are not given the contextual supports they need to meet 
the cognitive challenge. Quadrant C activities (context-reduced, cognitively 
undemanding) can be useful for reinforcement or practice of particular points 
and for teaching discrete language skills. However, if instruction stays at the 
level of quadrant C (rather than involving both quadrants B and C), it risks 
focusing only on out-of-context drills and worksheets. This kind of instruction 
usually fails to supply certain essential elements to facilitate learning: for exam
ple, cognitive challenge, affirmation of identity, and extensive comprehensible 
input in the target language. 



Quadrant B activities provide both cognitive challenge and contextual 
support and are thus crucial for promoting academic growth. Cooperative 
learning is an example of a quadrant B activity insofar as the cooperation 
among students, together with teacher input, supplies the contextual support 
for students to engage in cognitively challenging projects or activities. Peer 
tutoring, role-play and drama also fall into this category. Reading and writing 
activities, when appropriately supported (see Chapters 4 and 5), are also 
important quadrant B activities. 

As noted above, contextual support involves both internal and external 
dimensions. Internal factors are attributes of the individual that make a task 
more familiar or easier in some respect (e.g. prior experience, motivation, cul
tural relevance, interests, etc.). External factors refer to aspects of the input that 
facilitate or impede comprehension; for example, language input that is spoken 
clearly and contains a considerable amount of syntactic and semantic redun
dancy is easier to understand than input that lacks these features. 

As elaborated in Chapter 5, teachers must focus on both internal and 
external contextual supports if bilingual students' academic progress is to be 
accelerated. For example, activating students' prior experience is crucial in mak
ing academic input in the target language comprehensible. In addition to facil
itating comprehension through mobilizing students' internal resources for 
contextualizing the content, activating prior knowledge also affirms bilingual 
students ' identities by communicating to them that what they already know is 
important. In this way, it also challenges the societal power structure that con
tinues to structure schools in ways that excludes bilingual children's language, 
culture, and lifeworld experiences. 

The central point is that language and content will be acquired most suc
cessfully when students are challenged cognitively but provided with the con
textual and linguistic supports required for successful task completion. The 
process of providing these supports is usually referred to as scaffolding and 
is a central component in promoting academic success for English language 
learners. [ 4] 

The next section considers how long it takes second language learners to 
master conversational and academic aspects of the target language. 



How Long Does It Take English Language Learners 
to Acquire Different Aspects of Proficiency? 

One application of the framework considered in Figure 3.1 is in the inter
pretation of data regarding the length of time required for bilingual students to 
develop proficiency in different aspects of English. Several large-scale studies 
have reported that, on the average, at least five years is required for immigrant 
students to attain grade norms on academic aspects of English proficiency (e.g. 
Collier, .1987; Cummins, 1981b; Hakuta, Butler & Witt, 2000; Klesmer, 1994; 
Thomas & Collier, 1997). 

Collier's (1987) data are particularly interesting in that most students were 
from relatively affluent backgrounds attending a district (Fairfax County, 
Virginia) that was regarded as having an exemplary ESL program (and no bilin
gual education). She reports that children who arrived in the United States 
between ages 8 and 12, with several years of L1 schooling, required five to 
seven years to reach national norms in reading, social studies and science .Those 
who arrived before age 8 required seven to ten years to attain national norms, 
while those who arrived after age 12 often ran out of time before they could 
catch up academically in language-based areas of the curriculum.A considerably 
shorter period of time was usually required to catch up in math. [5] 

Cummins (1981b) also reported that 5-7 years were required for immi
grant students from non-English-speaking backgrounds to come close to grade 
norms in English academic proficiency. Students who had been in Canada for 
three years were approximately one standard deviation (the equivalent of 15 IQ 
points) behind grade norms despite the fact that after three years most would 
have become relatively fluent in English conversational skills. After five years 
students were within half a standard deviation 0.5 IQ points) of grade norms. 

Klesmer's (1994) study involved a representative sample of almost 300 12-
year-old ELL students in a metropolitan Toronto school district. Detailed assess
ments of English proficiency and background data, as well as teacher ratings, 
were obtained. Klesmer reported that teachers considered most ESL students as 
average for their age in speaking, listening and reading after 24 to 35 months in 
Canada. In the area of writing, teachers considered ELL students to have almost 
reached the mean for Canadian-born students after 5 or 6 years. However, the 
test data showed significant gaps between the ELL students and a control group 
of English first language students (N=43) in verbal academic areas (but not non
verbal ability) even after six years length of residence. The control group per-



formed at the level of test norms whereas the ESL students were considerably 
below test norms on verbal academic measures even after 6 years length of res
idence. Klesmer (1994) concludes that 

[T] here is strong evidence to suggest that the academic/linguistic 
development of ESL students follows a distinct pattern. It requires at 
least six years for ESL students to approach native English speakers' 
norms in a variety of areas; and it appears that, even after six years, 
full comparability may not be achieved. (p. 11) [6] 

Outside of North America, Shohamy (1999) reports ongoing research 
being conducted in Israel that shows a time period of 7-9 years for immigrant 
students to arrive at similar achievements as native speakers in Hebrew literacy 
and slightly less in mathematics. Similar data are presented by the Tower 
Hamlets school district in London, England. Reading scores among ELL students 
were directly related to the amount of time they had spent in the school sys
tem. Students with 4 years in the system obtained a standard score of 88 while 
those in the system for 7 years were virtually at the average level (99.2). The 
report concludes: "there are large increases in performance for each additional 
year in education and those bilingual pupils receiving 7 or more years in edu
cation perform close to the Inner London average on the test" (1995, p.12). 

Other research suggests that a much shorter period of time (less than two 
years) is usually required for immigrant students to attain peer-appropriate lev
els of proficiency in conversational aspects of their second language ( e.g. 
Gonzalez, 1986, 1989; Snow and Hoefnagel-Hohle 1978). These patterns are 
depicted in Figure 3.2. 

There are two reasons why such major differences are found in the length 
of time required to attain peer-appropriate levels of conversational and aca
demic skills. First, as outlined above, considerably less knowledge of language 
itself is usually required to function appropriately in interpersonal communica
tive situations than is required in academic situations. The social expectations 
of the learner and sensitivity to contextual and interpersonal cues ( e.g. eye con
tact , facial expression, intonation etc.) greatly facilitate communication of mean
ing. These cues are largely absent in most academic situations that depend on 
much more extensive vocabulary knowledge and manipulation of language for 
successful task completion . As noted above, the language of subject matter is 
fundamentally different from conversational language with respect to vocabu
lary, syntax, and discourse conventions. 



The second reason is that English L1 speakers are not standing still wait
ing for English language learners to catch up. English L1 speakers come to 
school fluent in conversational English and yet we spend another 12 years and 
billions of dollars to expand this initial competence into academic spheres. A 
major goal of schooling for all children is to develop their ability to manipulate 
language in increasingly abstract situations. Every year English L1 students gain 
more sophisticated vocabulary and grammatical knowledge and increase their 
literacy skills. Thus, English language learners must catch up with a moving tar
get. Specifically, Collier and Thomas (1999) have estimated that in order to catch 
up to grade norms within 6 years, ELL students must make 15 months gain in 
every 10-month school year compared to the 10-month gain expected for the 
typical native-speaking student. 

By contrast, in the area of conversational skills, most native speakers have 
reached a plateau relatively early in schooling in the sense that a typical six year
old can express herself as adequately as an older child on most topics she is 
likely to want to speak about and she can understand most of what is likely to 
be addressed to her. While some increase in conversational sophistication can 
be expected with increasing age, the differences are not particularly salient in 
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comparison to differences in literacy-related skills; compare, for example, the 
differences in literacy between a twelve and a six year-old student in compari
son to differences in their conversational skills. 

The preceding discussion of the nature of language proficiency and the 
length of time required to develop peer-appropriate levels of conversational 
and academic skills has immediate relevance for two practical issues. First, psy
chological assessment of bilingual students conducted in English is likely to 
underestimate their academic potential to a significant extent if any credence 
is placed in the test norms which are derived predominantly from native 
English-speaking students. 

Second, support for language and academic development will still be ben
eficial (and frequently necessary) even after students have attained conversa
tional fluency in English and the discrete language skills required for decoding 
English text. Exiting students prematurely from bilingual or ESL support pro
grams may jeopardize their academic development, particularly if the main
stream classroom does not provide an environment that is supportive of 
language and content development.The kinds of instructional environment that 
are supportive of bilingual students' academic development are considered in 
the next two chapters. [7] 

Conclusion 
As discussed in Chapter 2, academic difficulties among bilingual students 

cannot be attributed solely to linguistic factors. However, misconceptions about 
language on the part of educators have clearly contributed to students' diffi
culties. [8] In fact, it is argued in Chapter 7 that the persistence of these mis
conceptions about language is a symptom of the underlying educational 
structure that disables culturally diverse students. For educators, a first step in 
becoming conscious of the ways in which this underlying structure operates to 
promote discriminatory assessment, placement, and instruction of culturally 
diverse students is to examine critically the notion of "language proficiency" 
and how it affects performance on psychometric tests. Specifically, it is neces
sary to acknowledge that students' surface fluency in English cannot be taken 
as indicative of their overall proficiency in English. Similarly, acquisition of dis
crete language skills in English, while important, is not necessarily predictive of 
future academic language development. Students usually require most of the 
elementary school years to develop English academic language proficiency to 



grade norms.As documented in Chapter 6, research suggests that bilingual stu
dents' conceptual foundation in L1 is more fundamental to this process than 
their English conversational fluency. 

It is also crucial for educators and policy-makers to face up to the impli
cations of the fact that students are not failing in school only because of lack of 
English fluency. Lack of English fluency may be a secondary contributor to chil
dren's academic difficulty but the fundamental causal factors of both success 
and failure lie in what is communicated to children in their interactions with 
educators. This is clearly expressed by Isidro Lucas (1981) in describing a 
research study he carried out in the early 1970's with Puerto Rican students in 
Chicago designed to explore the reasons for student dropout.Although he pre
pared questionnaires in both Spanish and English, he never had to use the 
Spanish version. The reason was that: 

All my dropout respondents spoke good understandable English. 
They hadn't learned math, or social sciences, or natural sciences, 
unfortunately. But they had learned English ... No dropout mentioned 
lack of English as the reason for quitting.As it evolved through 
questionnaires and interviews, theirs was a more subtle story-of 
alienation, of not belonging, of being 'push-outs' ... To my surprise, 
dropouts expressed more confidence in their ability to speak English 
than did the stay-ins (seniors in high school). For their part, stay-ins 
showed more confidence in their Spanish than did dropouts .. .I had 
to conclude that identity, expressed in one's confidence and accep
tance of the native culture, was more a determinant of school stay-in 
power than the mere acquisition of the coding-decoding skills 
involved in a different language, English. (p. 19) 

In short, understanding why and how bilingual students are failing aca
demically requires that educators dig a little deeper than superficial linguistic 
mismatches between home and school or insufficient exposure to English. 
Underachievement is not caused primarily by lack of fluency in English. 
Underachievement is the result of particular kinds of interactions in school that 
lead culturally diverse students to mentally withdraw from academic effort. 

One of the major reasons why students mentally withdraw from academ
ic effort is that the instructional environment frequently does not facilitate or 
encourage active participation on their part. The message students get is that 
academic success is unlikely and thus academic effort is not worthwhile. Their 



identities disengage from the academic life of the school.What kinds of instruc
tional environments are likely to reverse this pattern? This issue is discussed in 
the next two chapters. 

Endnotes to Chapter 3 
1. Secondary discourses depend on well-established cultural institutions for their transmission 

and sustenance. In contexts where the culture of a marginalized group has been subordi
nated to that of the dominant group, it is often difficult for the marginalized group to main
tain and sustain the secondary discourses central to the culture from one generation to the 
next. This applies both to the development of academic or literate discourses in the minor
ity language (which depend on schooling in Ll) as well as to discourses associated with cul
tural rituals and traditions . Schooling at least partly through the minority language is usually 
essential for strong development of academic literacy in that language. Literate parents with 
a coherent home language policy of reading to the child in L1 on a regular basis and teach
ing their child to read and write in the L1 can sometimes succeed in promoting strong L1 
literacy in the absence of L1 schooling, but the challenge is significant. Similarly, participa
tion in the welcoming ceremonies typical of many Polynesian cultures requires appren
ticeship in the discourse used in those cultural contexts . 

Sometimes bilingual children get caught in the middle of L1 and L2 secondary dis
courses competing for their allegiance. Intergenerational transmission of secondary discours
es from the home culture may be undermined as a result of contact with the dominant culture 
while discriminatory educational structures may result in poor development of the secondary 
discourse types of the dominant culture (e.g. literacy in the school language). Primary dis
course types (e.g. conversational fluency) in both cultures may continue to be sustained. 

The education of Deaf students historically represents an example of bilingual stu
dents being denied access to secondary discourses in both their languages. Commenting on 
the failure of various forms of signed English and "Total Communication" systems to reverse 
the academic failure of Deaf students, Gibson, Small and Mason (1997) note: 

People can not sustain a rich conversation with any of these artificial sign 
systems that distort both ASL and English. Due to the incomplete messages 
conveyed with these systems, Deaf students were placed at an education
al disadvantage. Thus many Deaf students, educated with these systems, 
left school with low literacy skills in both ASL and English. Many had low 
self-esteem and lacked indepth knowledge of the world for full participa
tion in life's opportunities ... The monolingual philosophy resulted in an 
ironic socioeducational phenomenon. Deaf students graduated with no 
exposure to a language which they could have full access to (ASL) had 
they been permitted. Instead, they were exposed to a language which they 
could not have full access to (spoken English) and which was being 
altered (through inconsistent visually coded systems) in an attempt to 
make it accessible. Thus, students graduated without the secondary dis
courses necessary for literacy in either ASL or English. (1997, p. 233) 



2. In practice, contextual and cognitive dimensions are not totally independent in that many 
context-reduced activities will tend to be more cognitively-demanding than context-embed
ded activities.This point is made by Frederickson and Cline (1990) in discussing the appli
cability of the framework for curriculum-based assessment of bilingual children: 

In observing and analysing classroom tasks, instructions and perfor
mances, we have often found it difficult to disentangle the "cognitive" 
from the "contextual". In some cases, movement along the contextual 
dimensions has actually been represented on the model as a diagonal 
shift, as it was found in practice that making tasks or instructions more 
context embedded also made them somewhat less cognitively demand
ing. Similarly, changes in cognitive demand may result in tasks actually 
being presented with greater context embeddedness . (p . 26) 

Although there is clearly likely to be a correlation between degree of decontextual
ization and cognitive demand, I believe it is important to distinguish the two dimensions in 
order that the extent of this relationship can be investigated. In the one-dimensional dis
tinctions proposed by other investigators (e.g. Donaldson's embedded/disembedded dis
tinction), the degree of cognitive demand of particular tasks or activities is not represented 
and thus the instructional implications are more difficult to discern. 

Robson (1995) summarizes some of the ways the framework has been used in the 
British context as follows: 

We found that the Cummins model was particularly relevant as a tool for 
formative assessment in that it could offer a framework for ongoing 
assessment, evaluation of tasks set and the planning of further teaching 
programmes and tasks for bilingual pupils .... With reference to a bilingual 
pupil who may have learning difficulties, the Cummins model offers 
a framework for assessing progress over time, taking into account con
text, cognitive demand and language ability in relation to the tasks set. 
(pp. 41 & 43) . 

3. On the basis of her extensive ethnographic study among middle-class and lower-class fatni
lies, Heath (1983) argues that the differences between social classes in learning to read 
derives from more than just differential access to literacy materials at home. What is more 
significant is the extent to which literacy activities are integrated with children's daily lives. 
The black and white Maintown (middle-class) children in her study experienced activities 
such as inventing narratives related to the stories that were read to them and comparing 
book characters with real people they knew. They learned to view language as an artifact 
separate from its use in face-to-face communicative contexts. 

Heath (1986) points out that students who achieve academic success either bring to 
school this notion of language as an artifact and the uses of language associated with it or they 
learn quickly to intuit the rules of this kind of language use for both speaking and writing . 
Bilingual children who have these functions of language available in their LI can transfer them 
easily to English, given appropriate opportunities in English (see Chapter 6) . Thus, both in-



school and out-of-school occasions (in both L1 and 12) that require explanation of facts and 
assumptions not shared by others provide practice in the kind of context-reduced and imper
sonal language that is important for academic success .Heath suggests,for example, that a child 
who listens to a bank teller explain to her mother the rules for opening a savings account 
learns something about how to present information to someone who does not already share 
it, a use of language that will be invoked in much of the child's writing in school. 

4. The general distinction that has been made between context-embedded and context 
reduced language skills is consistent with the psychometric research of Ludo Verhoeven 
(1992) and Douglas Biber (1986). Verhoeven assessed context-embedded and context
reduced aspects of 11 and L2 proficiency among 72 Turkish-background kindergarten chil
dren living in The Netherlands.The context-embedded (or pragmatic in Verhoeven's terms) 
indices were derived from spontaneous speech whereas the context-reduced ( or grammat
ical in Verhoeven's terms) indices were derived from test data assessing primarily vocabu
lary and sentence processing skills. Verhoeven found that context-embedded and 
context-reduced aspects of proficiency were clearly distinguishable (through factor analy
sis) in both languages. In addition, context-reduced proficiency in both languages was sig
nificantly related to non-verbal cognitive ability whereas this was not the case for 
context-embedded proficiency. Verhoeven concludes : 

The present study suggests that the proficiencies children have developed 
in 11 and 12 can not be conceived as monolithic traits. The present data 
show that in either language, context-based pragmatic skills can be distin
guished from decontextualized grammatical skills. (1992, p. 134) 

Verhoeven also found that both context-embedded and context-reduced proficien
cies were significantly related across languages (furkish-Dutch), a finding that is consistent 
with the results of Cummins et al. (1984) among Japanese-English bilingual students in 
Toronto, Canada and supportive of the interdependence hypothesis discussed in Chapter 6. 

The conversational/academic distinction is also supported by Biber who used psy
chometric analysis of an extremely large corpus of spoken and written textual material in 
order to uncover the basic dimensions underlying textual variation.Among the 16 text types 
included in Biber's analysis were broadcasts, spontaneous speeches, telephone conversation , 
face-to-face conversation, professional letters, academic prose and press reports. Forty-one 
linguistic features were counted in 545 text samples, totaling more than one million words . 

Three major dimensions emerged from the factor analysis of this corpus. These were 
labeled by Biber as Interactive vs. Edited Text, Abstract vs. Situated Content, and Reported 
vs. Immediate Style. The first dimension is described as follows: 

Thus, Factor 1 identifies a dimension which characterizes texts produced 
under conditions of high personal involvement and real-time constraints 
(marked by low explicitness in the expression of meaning, high subordi
nation and interactive features)-as opposed to texts produced under 
conditions permitting considerable editing and high explicitness of lexi
cal content, but little interaction or personal involvement. ... This dimen-



sion combines both situational and cognitive parameters; in particular it 
combines interactional features with those reflecting production con
straints (or the lack of them) (1986, p. 385). 

The second factor has positive weights from linguistic features such as nominaliza
tions, prepositions, and passives and, according to Biber, reflects a "detached formal style vs. a 
concrete colloquial one" (p. 396).Although this factor is correlated with the first factor, it can 
be empirically distinguished from it, as illustrated by professional letters, which, according to 
Biber's analysis, represent highly abstract texts that have a high level of personal involvement. 

The third factor has positive weights from linguistic features such as past tense, per
fect aspect and 3rd person pronouns which can all refer to a removed narrative context. 
According to Biber this dimension "distinguishes texts with a primary narrative emphasis, 
marked by considerable reference to a removed situation, from those with non-narrative 
emphases (descriptive, expository, or other) marked by little reference to a removed situa
tion but a high occurrence of present tense forms" (p. 396). 

Although Biber's three dimensions provide a more detailed analysis of the nature of 
language proficiency and use than the conversational/academic distinction (as would be 
expected in view of the very extensive range of spoken and written texts analyzed), it is 
clear that the distinctions highlighted in his dimensions are consistent with those distin
guishing conversational and academic aspects of proficiency. For example, when factor 
scores were calculated for the different text types on each factor, telephone and face-to-face 
conversation were at opposite extremes from official documents and academic prose on 
Textual Dimensions 1 and 2 (Interactive vs. Edited Text, and Abstract vs. Situated Content). 

5. Students who arrive after developing literacy in their L1 have a second advantage in that 
they are less likely to lose their L1 than students who arrive at younger ages (see, for exam
ple, Cummins et al., 1984). Bilingual students typically experience rapid loss of L 1 in the first 
few years of learning English in preschool or in the early grades (Cummins, 1991b;Wong 
Fillmore, 1991a). In short, students who arrive between ages 8 and 12 have the best 
prospects for developing proficient bilingual and biliterate abilities, a conclusion that agrees 
with the data of Skutnabb-Kangas and Toukomaa (1976). 

6. The Ramirez Report data (Ramirez, 1992) also illustrate the time periods required to catch 
up in academic aspects of language proficiency: after four years of instruction, grade 3 
Spanish-speaking students in both structured immersion (English-only) and early exit bilin
gual programs were still far from grade norms in English academic achievement. Grade 6 
students in late-exit programs who had consistently received about 40% of their instruction 
through their primary language were beginning to approach grade norms. Further analysis 
of a subset of these data (from a late-exit program in New York City) showed that the rapid
ity with which bilingual students approached grade norms in English reading by grade 6 
was strongly related to their level of Spanish reading at grade 3. The better developed their 
Spanish reading was at grade 3, the more rapid progress they made in English reading 
between grades 3 and 6 (Beykont, 1994). 



Gandara (1999), in summarizing data from California, has noted the "large discrep
ancy" between the developmental patterns for oral 12 skills (measured by tests) as com
pared to 12 reading and writing during the elementary school years: 

For example, while listening skills are at 80% of native proficiency by level 
3 (approximately 3rd grade), reading and writing skills remain below 50% 
of those expected for native speakers. It is not until after Level 5 ( or 
approximately 5th grade) that the different sets of skills begin to merge. 
This suggests that while a student may be able to speak and understand 
English at fairly high levels of proficiency within the first three years of 
school, academic skills in English reading and writing take longer for stu
dents to develop. (1999, p. 5) 

Hakuta, Butler and Witt's (2000) analysis of data from two California school districts 
in the San Francisco bay area showed that "even in two California districts that are consid
ered the most successful in teaching English to lEP [limited English proficient] students, 
oral proficiency [measured by formal tests] takes 3 to 5 years to develop, and academic 
English proficiency can take 4 to 7 years" (2000, p. iii). They label the one-year time period 
of"sheltered English immersion" that Proposition 227 gives ELL students to acquire English 
"wildly unrealistic" (2000, p. 13). 

7. It is interesting to subject the claims of Proposition 227 advocates to a reality check with 
respect to how long it takes students to learn English (see also Krashen, 2000b, for addi
tional data and discussion).The percentile ranks for the Oceanside district on the SAT-9 test 
(academic year 1999/2000) are presented below. These data represent the scores for limit
ed English proficient students who had been in the school system for at least one year. 
Many of the students represented in these figures have been in the school system for con
siderably longer. Oceanside has been touted by Proposition 227 advocates as the example 
that demonstrates the wisdom of the measure. Yet, students show dramatically declining 
percentile ranks between grades 2 and 11 (32nd percentile at grade 2, 8th percentile at 
grade 11). If one year is all that is required to learn sufficient English to survive academically 
then this decline should not be observed and we would expect all students to be close to 
the 50th percentile after just one year. The Oceanside percentile scores for reading in the 
SAT-9 (2000) are as follows: 

G2: 32 G7: 13 
G3: 22 GS: 18 
G4: 23 G9: 11 
GS: 19 GlO: 06 
G6: 20 Gll: 08 

The diminished reading achievement of Oceanside ELL students after the early 
grades is not unusual and reflects the commonly observed phenomenon of the fourth-grade 
slump (Chall,Jacobs & Baldwin, 1990; Gee, 1999; Snow, Burns & Griffin, 1998).The data for 
grade 2 reflect the fact that discrete language skills in an 12 (such as decoding) can be 
taught to students who are still at relatively early stages of developing proficiency in the Ian-



guage (e.g. Kwan & Willows, 1998; Lambert & Tucker, 1972).At higher grade levels, howev
er, standardized tests assess reading comprehension skills to a greater extent than simply the 
decoding skills tested at early grades . There is substantial research data showing that low
income students taught through drill and practice instruction (e.g. in the DISTAR program) 
drop from between the 30th to 40th percentile in reading at grades 2/3 to about the 15th 
percentile by grades 5 and 6 (Becker, 1977; Becker & Gersten, 1982; Cummins, 1984-see 
Chapter 4). 

8. Educators are not the only ones who sometimes have misconceptions about language.As I 
was preparing a paper to present at the American Association of Applied Linguistics (AAAL) 
in Long Beach, California, in March 1995, my eye was caught by a headline in the Toronto 
Star entitled "Charles Churlish on U.S. English." Since my presentation focused on the argu
ments of U.S. English in relation to bilingual education , I was intrigued at the prospect of 
royal assent for my position. Unfortunately, Prince Charles viewed "U.S. English" as prob
lematic in quite another sense .The Globe & Mail (March 27, 1995) reprinted the following 
editorial written by Dale McFeatters of the U.S. Scripps Howard News Service: 

Britain's Prince Charles complains thatAmerican English is having a "very 
corrupting" influence on "proper English;' which, through the darndest 
coincidence, happens to be the brand of English he speaks. 

Said the Prince, casually infuriating the Scots,Welsh and Irish as he did so, 
"We must act now to ensure that English-and that to my way of thinking 
means English English-maintains its position as the world language well 
into the next century ." 

His problem with Americans is that we tend to "invent all sorts of new 
nouns and verbs and make words that shouldn 't be:' 

Our first reaction, as you can well imagine, was, "I say, old chap. Steady on." 
Think of the American words that have enriched the language: Gridlock. 
Carjack. Spin doctor . Deadbeat dad. Junk mail. Gangsta rap. Road kill. 
Cyberpunk. Grunge. Smog. Boombox. 

Our second reaction was: Maybe the Prince has a point. (p.Al 1) 

Bilingual and mother tongue teachers are no less subject to prejudice about language 
varieties than other members of the public. This was illustrated to me in a workshop I gave 
during the 1980s to a group of heritage language (mother tongue) teachers in Toronto, 
Canada.A participant raised the issue of how to deal with children's use of non-standard lan
guage in the classroom . Another teacher immediately raised his hand to share his way of 
helping children learn the standard form of the language (in this case Italian). He suggested 
that when children use a non-standard form in the classroom, the teacher should immedi
ately stop the child and give her the "correct" term or expression.Another participant then 
asked what he would do if the child said that the non-standard form was what her parents 
used. The teacher responded that the child should be told that her parents were using the 
wrong word and she should go home and tell her parents what the "correct " word was. 



It is clear that in this situation the teacher is communicating to the child that her par
ents not only have problems in English but, in addition, they don 't even speak their home 
language properly.The effect is likely to be to reduce children's pride in their own cultural 
background and adversely affect their esteem for their parents .An alternative way of deal
ing with the same issue was suggested by a teacher of Italian at a different workshop . She 
suggested that when a non-standard word comes up in class the teacher can ask children 
what other words (in different dialects) they have for this object or idea. Her experience 
was that children soon realized the need for the standard form of the language in order to 
facilitate communication between communities whose native dialects are different. The 
appropriateness of the non-standard variety in its own context is also reinforced. 



Chapter 4 
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be discussion in the preceding chapter of the differences 
between conversational and academic language proficiency 
and the length of time required for ELL students to catch up 
academically carries some clear implications for policy and 
practice. First, educating ELL students is the responsibility of 
the entire school staff and not just the responsibility of ESL 

or bilingual teachers. The increasing numbers of ELL students in many districts, 
together with the time periods typically required for students to catch up, 
means that "mainstream" classroom teachers must be prepared (in both senses 
of the term) to teach all the students in their classrooms. Perhaps the most 
crucial aspect of the classroom teacher's task is to support ELL students in 
developing strong reading skills. because reading is the primary way in which 
students get access to academic language. This is true across content areas and 
particularly so as students progress through the grades. The time has long past 
when linguistic and other "exceptionalities" could be fully addressed by means 
of "satellite" programs (e.g., ESL, bilingual education, special education, etc.) that 
revolve around a static mainstream. 

A related implication is that school language policies should be developed 
in every school to address the needs of all students in the school, and in partic
ular, those students who require support in English academic language learning 
(see Corson, 1999, for discussion of school language policies; also see Appendix 
A for an illustrative language policy statement). This also implies that adminis
trators in schools should be competent to provide leadership in addressing 
issues of underachievement in culturally and linguistically diverse contexts. In 
particular, they should know enough about the reading process to guide teach
ers towards coherent and effective ways of teaching reading to ELL students. 



A third set of implications concerns assessment issues. District-, state-, or 
nation-wide assessment programs that use standardized tests to assess ELL stu
dents who are still in the process of catching up academically in English are like
ly to give a very misleading impression both of students' academic potential and 
of the effectiveness of instruction. Students who have been learning English for 
about three years in a school context perform about one standard deviation (the 
equivalent of 15 IQ points) below grade norms in academic English skills 
(Cummins, 1981b). If the interpretation of test results fails to take account of 
these data, effective schools with large numbers of ELL students will appear inef
fective to parents and policy-makers. This perception is likely to reduce student 
and teacher morale. Alternative assessment procedures (e.g., portfolio or perfor
mance assessment) that take account of developmental patterns in ELL students' 
acquisition of academic English, particularly their reading and writing develop
ment, are required to provide a valid picture of student progress and instruc
tional effectiveness for accountability purposes (see Cummins, 2000). Similarly, 
testing of bilingual students who are referred for special education assessment 
is likely to give distorted results if the tests are administered only in students' 12. 

This chapter elaborates on the instructional strategies for teaching reading 
that are implied by the analysis of power relations and identity negotiation in 
Chapter 1 and the discussion of academic language in Chapter 3. What specific 
forms of literacy instruction will accelerate ELL students' acquisition of academ
ic language? From one perspective, this question may appear more difficult to 
answer today than it did ten years ago. There appears to be a never-ending array 
of instructional prescriptions and requirements that flow down the pipeline from 
state departments or district offices. The challenges educators face are intensi
fied by the volatile controversies that have characterized debates on education 
in the 1990s. Maintaining a coherent vision of what we are trying to achieve with 
our students is difficult when we are bombarded from all sides with conflicting 
dogmas regarding what constitutes effective reading instruction. 

Last year's doctrine has become today's heresy. Fashions in the teaching of 
reading, math, and science have changed radically in the space of the last 
decade. For example, in the new orthodoxy of the 1990s, whole language and 
literature-based approaches to the teaching of reading are out, phonics and 
phonemic awareness are in. The pendulum has similarly swung back and forth 
in the teaching of math and science between experiential/constructivist orien-



tations and more teacher-centered didactic approaches. What many of us 
learned as effective instruction in teacher education courses is now berated by 
policy-makers and media pundits as the ruination of the next generation. 

State-mandated standardized assessments add to the pressure. Many edu
cators fear that such assessments constrict the curriculum and force us to teach 
to the test, thereby reducing the quality of instruction rather than enhancing it. 
The empirical data suggest that such fears are well-founded (McNeil, 2000). 
Standardized tests, such as the SAT-9 in California, also pressure us to reduce the 
emphasis on L1 literacy in bilingual programs since assessment is conducted 
only in English (Gandara et al., 2000). 

In this cacophony of conflicting ideologies and prescriptions, what can 
we say with any degree of confidence about effective reading instruction for 
bilingual/ELL students? Surprisingly, we can say quite a lot. There is actually far 
more coherence in the research and theory about what works and what con
stitutes effective literacy instruction for ELL students than we might assume 
from the volatile controversies about the topic. 

First, I outline some central characteristics of second language teaching 
and learning and then I try to forge a peace treaty in what have been termed 
the "reading wars." If we understand the relationship of academic language 
development (particularly vocabulary knowledge) to reading comprehension 
(and academic achievement generally), then there really should be no contro
versy in how to teach reading. Essentially what I argue is that how we teach 
phonics and phonemic awareness is not particularly important so long as we 
ensure that students do acquire decoding skills and relevant knowledge about 
how the sounds of the language relate to the written code. What determines 
reading achievement in the long-term is how effectively we develop students' 
reading comprehension. Reading comprehension is overwhelmingly related to 
the extent to which students engage in extensive reading. Simply put, books are 
the only place where students get access to the low frequency Graeco-Latin lex
icon of English. It follows that a diet of engaging books works much better than 
a diet of worksheets and drills in developing reading comprehension and aca
demic language. 

Second Language Acquisition: A Quick Synthesis 
There is general agreement among applied linguists that sufficient com

prehensible input is a necessary condition for acquisition of a second or third 
language. The notion of comprehensible input, elaborated by Krashen (1981), 



refers to the processing of meaning in the target language. Exposure by itself is 
not enough-it must be exposure that learners can understand. Furthermore, 
the input should contain structures that are a little beyond what the learner 
already knows. Despite the presence of "unknown" words and/or structures, 
learners can utilize context, extra-linguistic information, and their knowledge of 
the world to understand the meaning. Krashen argued that comprehensible 
input was not only a necessary condition but also a sufficient condition for tar
get language acquisition. In other words, comprehensible input is the central 
causal variable that determines the extent to which the second language acqui
sition process is more or less successful. 

Apparently persuasive evidence for this strong version of what Krashen 
termed the input hypothesis came from the fact that in naturalistic acquisition
rich contexts children are capable of acquiring native-like fluency in additional 
languages without formal instruction or any explicit focus on teaching the 
language itself. Similarly, there is strong evidence that comprehensible input 
through extensive reading in the second language can be highly effective in 
promoting L2 proficiency (e.g., Elley, 1991; Krashen, 1993). 

These considerations have led Krashen to downplay the role of formal 
teaching of the target language (e.g., teaching of grammatical rules or vocabu
lary). He has also argued that use of the target language is not an essential 
aspect of the acquisition process. Speaking and writing are relevant primarily as 
a means of generating more comprehensible input within communicative con
texts. Writing also has the important additional function of promoting cognitive 
growth but does not contribute directly to acquisition of the target language. 

According to this theoretical perspective, in order to create conditions for 
more successful second language acquisition, educators must expand opportu
nities for students to receive comprehensible input in written or oral modali
ties in these languages. If development of literacy in the target languages is a 
goal, then extensive reading in these languages is crucial. 

I believe that Krashen (1981, 1993) has appropriately highlighted the cen
tral importance of comprehensible input in the process of second language 
acquisition. Also, few would argue with his position that teaching formal fea
tures of the language in isolation, out of the context of any meaningful engage
ment with the language, is not particularly productive. However, the emphasis 
on issues of identity and societal power relations in the present volume and the 
focus on academic language suggest some additional roles for the teacher than 
just providing extensive comprehensible input. I believe it is worth asking how 



we can help students become more efficient processors of that input (in other 
words, make more of it comprehensible). I also believe that it is worth asking 
how we can maximize bilingual students' investment in the learning process 
(Kanno, 2000; McKay & Wong, 1996; Peirce, 1995) so that they come to see 
themselves as powerful users of language with additional insights about lan
guage and its potential in comparison to monolingual students. For example, 
when a student writes and publishes a bilingual book written in both L1 and 
L2, this achievement holds a mirror up to the student that positively reflects her 
identity. This, in turn, will motivate more engagement with reading and writing. 
Active language use thus becomes a critical aspect of learners' personal engage
ment in the language learning process. 

In short, a focus on how societal power relations influence academic lan
guage development suggests a broader range of determinants of second lan
guage acquisition and a more crucial role for the teacher than typically emerges 
from a focus on comprehensible input in isolation. Specifically, I would assign 
an important role to (a) the development of critical language awareness 
through a focus both on formal features of the target language and the societal 
consequences of particular forms of language use; (b) the development of effec
tive learning strategies to squeeze maximum learning from the input to which 
we can gain access (e.g., Chamot,Barnhardt,El-Dinary & Robbins, 1999; Chamot 
& O'Malley, 1994), and (c) actual use of the target language to generate new 
knowledge, act on social realities, or create literature or art, all of which poten
tially make a change in our world and open up identity options for the future 
(see Chapter 5). 

Obviously, as Krashen has emphasized, gaining access to comprehensible 
input is essential before we can elaborate the input in the ways outlined above. 
Three aspects of comprehensible input need to be highlighted: first, the extent 
to which input will be comprehended depends as much on the cognitive 
schemata or prior knowledge of the student as it does on the characteristics of 
the input itself. A migrant student who has a lot of informal background knowl
edge in her L1 regarding growing and harvesting plants and vegetables is more 
likely to understand an English science lesson on these topics than a lesson of 
equal linguistic difficulty on a topic s/he knows very little about. The more 
background knowledge a student has, the more she understands; and the more 
she understands, the more she learns. This, in turn, builds up further back
ground knowledge that continues to fuel the learning process. The implication 
here is that a crucial component of effective instruction for bilingual/ELL 



students is the activation of students' prior knowledge, together with build
ing background knowledge, to ensure that the cognitive schemata required 
for comprehensible input are in place. 

Second, it is clear from the research data (reviewed in Chapter 6) that 
background knowledge developed in students ' L1 helps make input in L2 com
prehensible. This suggests that it is important for teachers to tap into and ampli
fy students' L1 background knowledge, particularly in English-only classroom 
situations where the teacher may not speak the languages of his or her stu
dents. An implication is that teachers should encourage students to continue 
to develop their knowledge of the world and curriculum content in their Li 
while they are acquiring English since this knowledge increases their cogni
tive power to comprehend and acquire English. 

Third, comprehension is not an "all-or-nothing" phenomenon; our under
standing of words, stories, or events deepens the more we relate them to our 
prior knowledge and personal histories, the more we critically analyze them 
with respect to their logic and social significance, and the more we express our 
developing understanding through creative action such as writing on a topic, 
dramatizing and reinterpreting events, etc. Thus, the notion of''providing com
prehensible input" should be interpreted as encouraging students to engage 
in a process of collaborative critical inquiry where issues are analyzed and 
discussed as a way of deepening understanding and motivating further 
inquiry (e.g., through further reading). 

In summary, comprehensible input is a central determinant of second lan
guage acquisition for both conversational and academic purposes. However, 
comprehensible input is a complex multi-dimensional concept. An instructional 
focus on providing extensive comprehensible input is in no way incompatible 
with a focus on demystifying how the target language works and how it is relat
ed to students' Ll; nor is a focus on comprehensible input in any way incom
patible with encouraging active language use (in both L1 and 12) in both oral 
and written modalities. When students express themselves through language, 
they see their identities reflected in how they use language and the literature 
they produce through language. A poem written by a student in Spanish (Ll) 
and translated by her with the help of her classmates into English, and then post
ed in both Spanish and English versions on the class web site, is not just a lin
guistic creation: it holds a positive mirror up to that student of her present 
identity and who she can aspire to become in the future. In the process of aca
demic language development, cognitive, linguistic, and academic development 



are fused together. The fuel that drives this development is the extent to which 
learners are enabled to invest their identities fully in the learning process.[1] 
Exactly the same considerations hold for reading development among culturally 
diverse students. 

Reading Development in Ll and 12 Contexts 
In a similar way to academic second language acquisition generally, the 

fuel that drives the development of reading competence is the extent to which 
students are enabled to invest their identities fully in the process of becoming 
powerfully literate. The research on how to teach reading is far more consistent 
than might be apparent from the volatile debates that are still underway on this 
topic. Part of the confusion derives from the failure of many policy-makers and 
media warriors to distinguish the process of acquiring decoding skills from the 
process of developing reading comprehension abilities. The confusion also 
derives from distortions of opposing views that almost inevitably occur when 
issues are hotly debated. For example, phonics advocates have erroneously 
tended to depict whole language as an approach to reading that paid no atten
tion to phonics, while some whole language theorists appeared to argue so 
strenuously against phonics in isolation that they contributed to the impression 
that what defined whole language was its opposition to the teaching of phon
ics. In actual fact, good whole language teaching develops phonemic awareness 
and phonological skills in a variety of ways (e.g., through some direct instruc
tion and through writing activities where students make hypotheses about 
sound-symbol relationships [invented spelling]). By the same token, a focus on 
explicit systematic phonics teaching is not in any way incompatible with a con
current or later focus on encouraging extensive reading for meaning. 

At this point in time, whole language teaching has fallen very much from 
favor in states such as California and Texas where phonics has been construct
ed by some policy-makers as the solution for all the problems of academic 
underachievement. It is unfortunate that the central message of whole language 
teaching regarding the importance of focusing on meaningful engagement with 
text and encouraging extensive reading of a wide variety of linguistic genres 
has gotten lost in the ideological conflicts over reading.All of the research sup
ports the fact that extensive reading and immersion in a literate environ
ment are strongly related to the development of reading comprehension. The 



research is also clear, however, that some explicit teaching of phonemic 
awareness and the "alphabetic principle" (relationship of sounds to letters) is 
useful in developing word decoding skills. 

As noted above, part of the confusion derives from failure to clearly distin
guish what the research is saying with respect to decoding, on the one hand, and 
reading comprehension on the other. These are considered separately below. 

Decoding 
The alternative positions. The California Department of Education 

(1996) points out that "Research has shown repeatedly that phonemic aware
ness is a powerful predictor of success in learning to read" (p. 4). Phonemic 
awareness is the awareness that spoken words are made up of sounds and 
includes the ability to segment a word into its constituent sounds. The 
California report advocates systematic explicit phonics instruction "where let
ter-sound correspondences for letters and letter clusters are directly taught; 
blended; practiced in words, word lists, and word families; and practiced initial
ly in text with a high percentage of decodable words linked to the phonics les
son. Teachers should provide "prompt and explicit feedback" (1996, p. 6). This 
perspective emphasizes the use of decodable texts as the most appropriate ini
tial reading materials: 

Research strongly asserts that from the beginning of first grade and in 
tandem with basic phonics instruction, the most appropriate materi
als for independent reading are decodable texts. Toward creating a 
solid foundation for learning to read, most new words in these texts 
should be wholly decodable on the basis of the phonics that students 
have been taught. Sight words should be familiarized ahead of time so 
that they will not divert this purpose. As soon as children can read 
such basic decodable texts with reasonable comfort and fluency, they 
can move on to less controlled texts such as trade books. Some stu
dents will be ready to do so sooner than others. (1996, p. 12) 

Despite its emphasis on a rigid instructional sequence from phonemic 
awareness to phonics to decodable texts, this report does acknowledge a cru
cial role for extensive reading in developing reading comprehension: 

Even so, the single most valuable activity for developing children's 
comprehension is reading itself. The amount of reading that children 
do is shown to predict the growth in reading comprehension across 
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the elementary school years even after controlling for entry-level dif
ferences. It predicts the quantity as well as the language, vocabulary, 
and structure of students' writing. It also predicts the richness of 
their oral storytelling. Among older students and adults, it predicts 
receptive vocabulary, verbal fluency, content-area achievement, and 
all manner of general knowledge even when measures of school abil
ity, general intelligence, age, education, and reading comprehension 
itself are taken into account. ... 1brough reading, students encounter 
new words, new language, and new facts. Beyond that, however, they 
encounter thoughts and modes of thinking that might never arise in 
their face-to-face worlds. (1996, p. 11) 

This perspective with respect to the importance of extensive reading for 
the development of reading comprehension is identical to that emphasized by 
whole language theorists. However, Kra.shen (1996), McQuillan (1998), Coles 
(2000) and other whole language theorists strongly dispute the emphasis placed 
on explicit sequential skills instruction by policy-makers and many reading 
researchers (see, for example, Foorman, 2000; Stanovich & Stanovich, 1998). 
They acknowledge that phonemic awareness and phonological knowledge are 
correlated with reading development but argue that this knowledge can devel
op without explicit instruction and is a consequence of reading experience and 
print exposure rather than a direct causal factor in explaining the development 
of either decoding or reading comprehension. In Coles' words, "phonological 
awareness, although important in early literacy development, needs to be seen 
as a 'marker' of access to extensive literacy opportunities" (2000, p. 90). These 
theorists acknowledge a role for some explicit phonics instruction but argue 
that the teaching of more complex aspects of phonics and phonemic awareness 
is unnecessary and rapidly reaches a point of diminishing returns. 

A research synthesis. My reading of the research is that there is gener
al acknowledgment that phonemic awareness is a significant predictor of word 
recognition ( decoding) skills and that instruction in phonemic awareness can 
increase performance on tests of phonemic awareness and on some skills relat
ed to decoding (Foorman, 2000; Kra.shen, 1999a; Stanovich & Stanovich, 1998). 
The link between phonics/phonemic awareness instruction and reading com
prehension is much more tentative . There is minimal evidence, in fact, that such 
training, by itself, has any significant or long-lasting effects on the development 
of reading comprehension (e.g., Allington & Woodside-Jiron, 1999; Coles, 2000; 
Kra.shen, 1999a; McQuillan, 1998; Taylor et al., 2000). What the evidence does 



suggest is that the development of reading comprehension is best promoted by 
a broadly-based program that combines extensive exposure to meaningful and 
varied texts with (a) some explicit phonemic awareness and phonics instruc
tion, (b) instruction that encourages students to develop effective learning 
strategies for both decoding and comprehending text (metacognitive and met
alinguistic awareness) (Cunningham, 1990; Iverson & Tunmer, 1993; Muftiz
Swicegood, 1994; Tunmer & Chapman, 1999). 

It is instructive to go back to an earlier influential report that was written 
at a time when the polemics about reading were less intense. Anderson, 
Hiebert, Scott and Wilkinson (1985) in A Nation of Readers, cited positively by 
both sides of the issue, expressed the importance of phonics instruction in a 
less definitive way than is typical of current phonics advocates: 

Phonics is instruction in the relationship between letters and speech 
sounds. The goal of phonics is not that children be able to state the 
'rules' governing letter-sound relationships. Rather the purpose is to 
get across the alphabetic principle, the principle that there are sys
tematic relationships between letters and sounds. Phonics ought to 
be conceived as a technique for getting children off to a fast start in 
mapping the relationships between letters and sounds. 

It follows that phonics instruction should aim to teach only the most 
important and regular of letter-to-sound relationships because this is 
the sort of instruction that will most directly lay bare the alphabetic 
principle. Once the basic relationships have been taught, the best 
way to get children to refine and extend their knowledge of letter
sound correspondences is through repeated opportunities to read. If 
this position is correct, then much phonics instruction is overly sub
tle and probably unproductive. (1985, p. 38) 

They go on to suggest that a number of reading programs try to teach too 
many letter-sound relationships and phonics instruction drags out over too 
many years. They suggest that phonics instruction should be done early and 
kept simple. Except in cases of diagnosed individual need, there should be lit
tle need for phonics instruction beyond the second grade (p. 43). 

In a similar vein, Krashen's (1996) report Every Person a Reader: An 
Alternative to the California Task Force Report on Reading acknowledges 
that some phonics instruction can contribute to reading development: "some 
knowledge of the more straight-forward sound-spelling correspondences is cer-



tairtly useful;' (p. 12) particularly initial consonants. However, he suggests that 
there is a point of diminishing returns with phonics: "many phonics rules are 
not useful. .. they are very complex, and have numerous exceptions" (p. 13). 

Keith Stanovich, a strong advocate of explicit, systematic phonics instruc
tion, has endorsed what appears to be a similar position. He distinguishes a con
tinuum of phonological sensitivity ranging from shallow to deep sensitivity 
(Stanovich, 1992). At a deeper level of sensitivity, a child would be able to dis
tinguish explicitly small sound units such as phonemes while at a shallower 
level of sensitivity the child may be able to distinguish larger sound units such 
as syllables, or basic letter-sound regularity. Stanovich (1992) suggests that only 
shallow phonological sensitivity is required for the process of reading acquisi
tion to begin. Krashen (1996) has also quoted Share and Stanovich's (1995) 
view that "a minimal level of phonological sensitivity and letter-sound knowl
edge skill may enable a child to acquire rudimentary self-teaching skill" (p. 22). 
However, Stanovich is also very clear about the importance of "explicit analyt
ic instruction in word decoding in the early years of schooling" (Stanovich & 
Stanovich, 1998, p. 54). The difference between Stanovich's position and that of 
whole language theorists with respect to the roles of explicit phonics instruc
tion appears to be primarily a matter of emphasis. 

What does this all mean for reading instruction among bilingual/Ell stu
dents? Some of what we know can be expressed in the following three statements: 

1. The most effective approaches to developing initial reading skills are 
those that combine extensive and varied exposure to meaningful print with 
explicit and systematic instruction in phonemic awareness and letter-sound 
correspondences. 

2. Children vary in the extent to which they need and will benefit from 
intensive phonics instruction. Most children who are immersed in a literate 
environment in the home are capable of acquiring initial reading skills with 
minimal explicit phonics instruction. For the same reasons, immersion in a lit
erate environment in school is a crucial .component of effective reading instruc
tion. Phonics instruction that is isolated from the search for meaning in 
authentic text is ineffective in developing and sustaining strong literacy skills. 



3. Systematic phonics instruction can enable second language learners to 
acquire word recognition and decoding skills in their second language to a rel
atively high level, despite the fact that their knowledge of the second language 
is still limited. These decoding skills, however, do not automatically generalize 
to reading comprehension or other aspects of second language proficiency. 

Each of these positions is considered in more detail below: 

1. Virtually all researchers endorse some variant of a "balanced" view of 
reading instruction that incorporates varying amounts of explicit phonics 
instruction together with an emphasis on extensive reading as students 
progress through the grades. The instructional programs that work best for 
promoting reading comprehension ( as compared to individual word decod
ing) are those that: (a) emphasize extensive and varied exposure to mean
ingful print, (b) provide, in the early grades, some explicit and systematic 
instruction in phonemic awareness and letter-sound correspondences, and 
(c) provide instruction designed to help students develop metacognitive 
strategies for recognizing words and improving their own reading abilities. 
Programs that provide primarily explicit and systematic phonics instruction 
in the early grades, without extensive exposure to print, work relatively well 
in developing phonemic awareness and some word recognition skills but are 
not particularly effective in promoting reading comprehension skills. 

The pattern of findings can be illustrated with reference to Cunningham's 
(1990) study. Cunningham compared three instructional approaches used with 
kindergarten and grade 1 students. The first involved isolated phonics instruc
tion in which children learned phonemic segmentation and blending and relat
ed skills but were not encouraged to apply their knowledge to real reading 
tasks. This was a typical "skill-and-drill" program that proceeded in a sequential 
way to teach phonics skills in isolation. The second group also received instruc
tion in phonemic awareness but, in addition, they were directed to try to iden
tify unknown words through sound-symbol relationships and contextual cues. 
The instruction also encouraged children to think about the story and to reflect 
on and refine their own strategies for decoding and understanding words 
(metacognitive awareness) A third group (the control group) only listened to 
stories and answered questions about them during the time the other two 
groups were engaged in their specific instructional program. All children 
received reading instruction in grade 1 from a basal reading program. Coles 
(2000) summarizes the results of this study as follows: 
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The group that was taught to reflect and apply knowledge was found 
to have significantly superior scores on a reading-achievement test, 
whereas the "skill and drill" group was found to have scores similar to 
the control group.1bis study suggests that although phonemic-aware
ness training by itself does not produce superior reading scores over 
the receipt of no training, integrating phonemic training with reading 
and encouraging word-reading strategies that combine both decoding 
and comprehension can facilitate learning to read. (2000, p. 84) 

Tunmer and Chapman (1999) also review research supportive of metacog
nitive approaches to teaching initial reading and note that: "In general, metacog
nitive approaches to instruction are in sharp contrast to skill-and-drill 
approaches in which word-level skills are taught in an isolated, piecemeal fash
ion with little or no emphasis placed on developing within beginning readers 
an understanding of how and when to apply such knowledge" (p. 89). 

Coles (2000) reviewed the Hatcher, Hulme & Ellis (1994) study that report
ed superior results from a "reading with phonology" group in comparison to a 
"phonology training alone" group and a "reading alone" group. The "phonology 
training alone" students were taught word segmentation, rhyming words, sound 
synthesis into words and other phonemic awareness skills. The "reading with 
phonology" group completed about half this program but also devoted time to 
reading and rereading books, writing stories, and engaging in phonological activ
ities related to the stories. The "reading alone" group performed reading and 
writing activities similar to the "reading with phonology" group but there was 
no explicit focus on phonology or letter-sound relationships. 

A year after these instructional approaches were completed, the "reading 
with phonology" group was found to have significantly superior performance 
in reading comprehension, word identification, and spelling. The "phonology 
alone" group made significantly more progress in phonological skills but this 
did not translate into better reading or writing performance. Coles summarizes 
the study as follows: 

The authors conclude, therefore, that 'phonological training alone is 
not a powerful way of improving children's reading skills.' Moreover, 
they propose that their findings 'cast doubt on the simple theory 
that there is a direct causal path from phonological skills to reading 
skills.' (2000, p. 86). 



Coles interprets these studies as supportive of whole language approach
es and assumptions because they show the centrality of engagement with text 
to students' reading progress. He notes that "researchers have moved toward 
recognizing that phonological abilities are learned best when they are related 
to reading and writing activities rather than as a singular skill. This shift has 
moved the phonological awareness paradigm closer to rather than away from 
whole language theory and practice" (2000, p. 89). 

I have deliberately drawn on Coles' (2000) summaries of these research 
studies to illustrate the fact that whole language theorists do acknowledge the 
research suggesting that explicit instruction in phonemic awareness and the 
alphabetic principle, together with a focus on extensive exposure to meaning
ful text, can contribute to reading development. Unfortunately, some whole lan
guage advocates present their position as if they were arguing against any role 
for explicit teaching of phonics in reading instruction. This contributes to the 
fact that phonics advocates frequently assume that this is, in fact, the defining 
characteristic of the whole language approach. 

To illustrate this point, despite the fact that Coles (2000) interprets the 
research reviewed above as supportive of whole language, most advocates of 
explicit phonics instruction interpret this same research as refuting whole lan
guage approaches and assumptions. Stanovich and Stanovich (1998), for exam
ple, acknowledge the criticism that most studies supporting explicit systematic 
teaching of phonics have focused on decoding skills rather than reading 
comprehension. However, they cite Cunningham (1990), Hatcher et al. (1994), 
Iverson & Tunmer (1993) among others to show that "children given training 
in phonological sensitivity and/or alphabetic coding show superior outcomes 
on measures of comprehension and text reading as well as word recognition" 
(p. 53). In other words, they claim that phonics training does benefit reading 
comprehension in addition to decoding and they suggest that the "way now 
seems clear for whole language advocates to reconstitute their position in a sci
entifically respectable way" (p. 54). However, what they fail to note in calling for 
whole language to become "scientific" is that these studies support the whole 
language emphasis on extensive opportunities to read as a necessary condition 
for strong reading comprehension just as much as they support the benefits of 
explicit systematic phonics instruction. 

Other advocates of direct and systematic phonics instruction are more 
tentative in claiming that training in phonological awareness benefits reading 
comprehension. Snow, Burns and Griffin (1998), for example, in their influential 



National Academy report on Preventing Reading Difficulties in Young 
Children acknowledge that "the effects of training, although quite consistent, 
are only moderate in strength, and have so far not been shown to extend to 
comprehension" (1998, p. 251). Gee (1999) criticizes the National Academy 
report 's predominant emphasis on phonological awareness training, noting that 
"surely .. .it is more plausible to argue that early language abilities cause both 
phonological awareness and later success in learning to read" (1999, p. 366). 
The findings reviewed by the report, he argues, do not justify the emphasis on 
the efficacy of such training : 

Tests of early phonological awareness (or lack of it) do not fruitfully 
select those students who will later have problems in learning to read 
(cf., "many of those with weak phonological sensitivity will go on to 
become adequate readers" [Snow et al., 1998, p. 112]). Interventions 
based on stressing phonological awareness and phonics do not en
hance comprehension, though, of course, comprehension is the basis 
of learning, and reading is rather pointless without it. Furthermore, 
although a stress on phonological awareness and overt phonics 
instruction does initially help at-risk students, it does not bring them 
up to par with more advantaged students, and they tend to eventual
ly fall back, fueling a fourth-grade or later "slump" (this fact is amply 
documented in the report, see pp. 216,228,232, 248-249 , 251,257). 
(1999, p. 364) 

Clearly, the conflicts regarding early reading instruction have reached a 
profoundly unproductive stage. There is room at the inn both for an explicit 
focus on ensuring that all children are developing word analysis skills (some 
may require more systematic instruction than others) together with a focus on 
providing ample opportunities for children to engage with meaningful print 
and relate the wonder of books to their own lives. Researchers and theorists 
on both sides of the reading debate agree with this basic position. However, 
both sides have set up straw horses in an attempt to prove the other side 
wrong: phonics advocates have characterized whole language classrooms as 
focusing on reading only with minimal attempt to demystify how sounds and 
symbols relate; whole language advocates have characterized phonics-oriented 
classrooms as focusing on isolated drill-and-skill instruction with no attention 
to applying these skills to authentic texts. The research appears clear that nei-



ther of these extremes is as effective as instruction that focuses both on immer
sion of students in a literate environment and demystification of how the 
language works. 

Unfortunately, the combination of high stakes standardized testing (e.g., 
the SAT-9 in California) together with the demonization of whole language has 
resulted in precisely the wrong type of phonics instruction being implement
ed in many schools. The research cited above is very clear that drill-and-skill 
phonics instruction that teaches complex subskills in a rigid sequential manner 
and in isolation from engagement with real text is not effective in developing 
reading comprehension. Yet, this is precisely what appears to be happening in 
many California schools as a result of that state's three-pronged quick-fix for 
underachievement: (i) Proposition 227, (ii) the elimination of heretical whole 
language approaches in favor of phonics instruction, and (iii) the policing of 
schools and teachers by means of the SAT-9 (Gandara et al., 2000). As noted 
in Chapter 2, classroom observations and teacher interviews conducted by 
Gandara and her colleagues suggested that teachers felt compelled to teach to 
the test, placing much greater emphasis on "English word recognition or phon
ics, bereft of meaning or context" (p. 19). 

Thus, there is considerable merit to the concerns of Taylor et al. (2000) 
that the almost exclusive emphasis in recent research (e.g., Foorman et al., 
1998) on the importance of teaching the alphabetic principle, to the exclusion 
of other central components of the reading process, will have the effect of nar
rowing the curriculum for students from diverse backgrounds. As one illustra
tion, the requirement in the 1999/2000 Texas reading adoption that there be at 
least 80% decodable words in reading texts in the early grades suggests that this 
version of a "balanced approach" is actually quite unbalanced. As pointed out 
by Allington and Woodside-Jiron (1999) there is no direct research support for 
emphasizing "decodable" text over "predictable" text in early reading materials. 
In response, Mathes and Torgeson (2000) acknowledge the lack of direct 
research on this issue but argue that what we know about transfer and gener
alization indirectly supports the use of decodable text. 

2. Students who are immersed in a literate environment in the home 
can usually pick up decoding skills with minimal formal instruction in 
phonics. By the same token, immersion in a literate environment in school 
is a crucial supplement to phonics instruction for strong literacy (and bilit
eracy) skills to develop. 



Children immersed in a literate home environment usually need some ini
tial help to "break the code" but once they have done so they make rapid 
progress on their own by relating their knowledge of oral language and their 
concepts about print to the written text. They know that there is payoff in print 
so they are highly motivated to become independent readers. With the excep
tion of children who experience some form of reading disability or dyslexia, 
middle class children rarely experience failure in learning to read, regardless of 
what type of instructional program they receive in the early grades (e.g., phon
ics-oriented versus whole-language-oriented). 

An example of this phenomenon comes from students in Canadian French 
immersion programs and English background students in dual language or two
way bilingual immersion programs (see Chapters 7-9). These students are typi
cally introduced to reading instruction through their 12 (e.g., French or Spanish) 
in which, at the beginning of grade 1, they have relatively minimal fluency. English 
reading in these programs is not formally introduced until grades 2, 3 or some
times even 4. It is almost invariably observed that shortly after students have 
developed some decoding skills in French (or Spanish), they spontaneously start 
decoding in English (their 11). By the end of grade 1, these students are usually 
much more fluent readers in English than in their 12 (see Cashion & Eagan, 1990). 
They have had no formal phonics instruction in English but because of their 
immersion in a literate environment and the support for literacy in school they 
typically become very fluent readers. This shows clearly that direct instruction in 
the complex phonics rules for English is not always necessary for students to 
develop strong decoding and comprehension skills in English. 

This is further illustrated by Reyes (2000) in a longitudinal case study of 
the "spontaneous biliteracy" of four low-income working-class Mexicano/Latino 
children in a bilingual program, two of whom were taught to read initially only 
in Spanish and two only in English, according to their language dominance on 
entry to the program. The children received structured phonics instruction (in 
English or Spanish) in kindergarten but in first and second grade only minimal 
phonics was taught. All four children spontaneously transferred their literacy 
skills from the initial language to their second language without formal instruc
tion. Their "natural, spontaneous, and uncomplicated approach to bilingualism 
and biliteracy" was supported by their interest in writing in both languages and 
also by their social play where they challenged each other to read in the lan
guage in which they had received no formal reading instruction. This process 
of spontaneous transfer of literacy across languages parallels what is typically 



observed in French immersion programs and again illustrates the fact that the 
goal of phonics instruction should be to get students started on the process of 
working out the code and to support them as they do so. It is certainly not nec
essary; and in many cases probably counter-productive, to teach the more com
plex , exception-ridden phonics rules. Children's time would be much better 
spent applying their basic phonological awareness to reading engaging texts, 
with adult support, and beginning to express their identities through personal 
writing. The centrality of these affective dimensions related to students ' identi
ty tend to be omitted from the current "phonics as panacea" dogma. Reyes has 
strongly emphasized the importance of issues related to identity in the process 
of spontaneous biliteracy development, noting that the bilingual program: 

legitimated children 's bicultural identity, unleashing their potential 
for bilingualism and biliteracy rather than forcing them to choose 
between their two cultures . ... There is no doubt that these students 
felt their languages and their culture affirmed .... Although each of the 
girls received instruction in only one language, all their learning from 
kindergarten to second grade took place in classrooms where the 
teachers supported and nurtured their cultural and linguistic 
resources. Each day they heard their teachers and peers use Spanish 
and English. Their teachers also made great efforts to treat English 
and Spanish as equally as possible, valuing both languages for per
sonal, social, and academic purposes. (2000, p. 116) 

The centrality of identity negotiation to the process of literacy and biliter
acy development is clearly compatible with the perspective emphasized in the 
present volume (see Chapter 1). Reyes concludes that Latino/Latina children's 
cognitive and linguistic abilities continue to be underestimated in most schools 
where bilingualism is still constructed as a problem (as illustrated by Proposi
tion 227). She notes that although "many Latinos come to school with the nat
ural potential to become biliterate, that potential frequently is undermined, 
dismissed, and ignored" (p .119) resulting in a process whereby children are per
mitted to develop only half their potential. 

Reyes' study shows that school and home can combine to create socio
culturally supportive conditions for biliteracy development in working-class 
contexts in a very similar way to what is typically observed in middle-class 
contexts. A key element is immersion in a literate environment that enables 
children to engage their identities with reading and writing . 



A final example further illustrates the importance of immersion in a liter
ate environment. Tizard, Schofield and Hewison (1982) reported on a two-year 
project carried out in six schools in an inner-city area of London, England. Major 
improvements in children's reading skills were observed simply as a result of 
sending books home on a daily basis with the children for them to read to their 
parents, many of whom spoke little English and were illiterate in both English 
and their 11 (predominantly Bengali and Greek). The grade 1 and 2 children 
attending the two schools that implemented this "shared literacy" program 
made significantly greater progress in reading than a comparison group in two 
different schools who received additional small-group reading instruction from 
a highly competent reading specialist. Of particular importance is the fact that 
the differences in favor of the shared literacy program were most apparent 
among children who were initially having difficulty in learning to read. Both 
groups made greater progress than a control group in two schools who 
received no special treatment. Teachers involved in the home collaboration 
reported that children showed an increased interest in school learning and 
were better behaved. 

The impact of this project in motivating students to read can be seen from 
the fact that the students in the two "shared reading" schools exhausted the 
supply of books in the school libraries that were appropriate for early elemen
tary grades simply because they read so much. This project illustrates the fact 
that far more than just explicit systematic phonics instruction is required to 
promote strong reading skills in the early grades. 

3. Students instructed through a second language can acquire word 
recognition and decoding skills in their second language to a relatively high 
leve~ despite the fact that their knowledge of the second language is still lim
ited. These discrete language skills, however, do not automatically generalize 
to reading comprehension or other aspects of second language proficiency. 

This is an important finding which is highly relevant to interpreting the 
grade 2 standardized test results from districts such as Oceanside in California 
(see Chapter 3, note 7). The evidence regarding the acquisition of decoding 
skills in a second language comes from two sources. The first is research on 
French immersion programs in Canada (e.g., Lambert & Tucker, 1972). In the 
original St. Lambert program near Montreal, English-LI students in grades 1 and 
2 who were instructed exclusively through French in Kindergarten and grade 
1 and introduced to reading through French, performed either better (grade 1) 



or at the same level (grade 2) on a French Word Discrimination measure than 
did native French-speaking control students. In other words, they learned very 
specific decoding skills in their second language to a level equivalent to that of 
native speakers. 

However, there were major differences in virtually all other aspects of 
their French proficiency. For example, on a French Picture Vocabulary measure 
at grade 2 the French immersion (English LI) students obtained a score of 53.85 
compared to 63.48 for the French LI control group, a difference that was high
ly significant (F=27.45, p< .01). However, on Word Discrimination, the groups 
obtained almost identical scores (immersion 25.28, controls 25.60). [3] 
Students in French immersion programs usually require the entire elementary 
school period to catch up with French-LI speakers in French reading compre
hension despite the fact that they rapidly catch up in French decoding skills. 

The second source of data comes from research conducted on ELL 
students acquiring English reading skills in all-English programs. Kwan and 
Willows (1998),for example,examined the effects of the Jolly Phonics program 
among a sample of 240 English-LI and ELL kindergarten students in Toronto 
Canada. This program (110yd, 1992) is described as a systematic training pro
gram aimed at developing phonemic awareness and teaching letter/sound cor
respondences. The program is playful and multi-modal and designed to appeal 
to the younger child. It requires minimal teacher training and, since it requires 
only about 15 minutes per day, can be easily integrated into a regular kinder
garten program (Kwan & Willows, 1998). The study found that exposure to the 
Jolly Phonics program resulted in superior performance on a variety of phono
logical measures both among English-LI and ELL students. No effects of the pro
gram were observed on a broader array of linguistic proficiency measures that 
assessed linguistic concepts , vocabulary, sentence memory , and word memory. 
Despite the fact that ELL students performed more poorly than their English-LI 
counterparts on all the linguistic proficiency measures and on one of the four 
phonological processing measures (within treatment groups), they still benefit
ed in phonological processing from participating in the Jolly Phonics program. 
They also out-performed English-LI students in the control group who received 
no training in phonological awareness. Kwan and Willows summarize the impli
cations of their findings as follows: 

These results call into question the prevailing assumptions that 
require second language instructional methods to by-pass perceived 
acoustic-based processing weaknesses in 12 children and focus solely 



on native language literacy development. Indeed, instructional 
methods that provide explicit and systematic training in English 
alphabetic coding skills and phonemic awareness are beneficial to 12 
learners in that the goal of instruction is tied more to the develop
ment, rather than the by-pass, of English phonology and early literacy 
skills. (1998, Abstract) 

These results are clearly consistent with those of Lambert and Tucker 
(1972) in showing that 12 phonics skills can be taught to second language stu
dents in the early stages of schooling. The findings are also consistent with the 
very positive results obtained in 50:50 (half-time L1 and 12) dual language pro
grams that introduce L1 and 12 reading either simultaneously or in quick suc
cession (see Chapter 6 for a review of the outcomes of these programs). There 
is thus no need to delay the introduction of English reading instruction with
in a bilingual program (see Cummins, 2000). Furthermore, despite the 
assumptions of both advocates and opponents of bilingual education, the order 
in which reading instruction is introduced in a bilingual program is not, in itself, 
a significant variable. [ 4] 

However, the Kwan/Willows study is also consistent with other results 
considered above in showing that phonics/phonemic awareness training is no 
panacea insofar as it does not, by itself, benefit broader aspects of language pro
ficiency that are strongly related to the development of reading comprehension 
(e.g., vocabulary). The data also in no way contradict the fact that a period of at 
least 5 years is typically required for ELL students to catch up in academic 
aspects of 12 proficiency (e.g., reading comprehension). [5] 

It is pointless and counter-productive for whole language advocates to 
argue against the use of programs such as Jolly Phonics which succeed well in 
demystifying important aspects of language among kindergarten children, 
require only about 15 minutes a day to implement, and are fun for children and 
teachers alike. A more appropriate target is the dogmatic insistence among 
some phonics advocates and policy-makers that the vast majority of early read
ing materials should consist of "decodable text" to the exclusion of more 
authentic reading material. Some use of decodable text is non-problematic, par
ticularly if the texts have been imaginatively constructed to minimize their con
trived nature; however, to insist on near-exclusive use of decodable texts 
reflects an extreme and antiquated behaviorist learning philosophy that ignores 
what cognitive science has discovered about the importance of encouraging 



children to engage in hypothesis-testing and knowledge construction in 
interaction with supportive adults within the zone of proximal development 
(Vygotsky, 1978). 

The crucial contribution of whole language theory has more to do with 
the development of reading comprehension than with the development of ini
tial decoding skills. Unfortunately, this contribution risks being ignored despite 
massive empirical evidence in support of whole language principles regarding 
the development of reading comprehension. 

Conclusion. Students vary widely in the extent to which they require and 
will benefit from an explicit focus on phonics to develop adequate decoding 
skills. Some who have been immersed in a literate environment in the home may 
require minimal formal instruction to start decoding whereas others who have 
experienced less exposure to print in the home may require much more direct 
and explicit instruction focused on phonics but also on many other features of 
language. The purpose of phonics instruction should be to facilitate access to 
and comprehension of meaningful print. When children start to engage with 
print in a motivated way they will begin to work out on their own, and with 
adult help, how letters, sounds, and meaning relate to each other. This is why 
phonemic awareness instruction succeeds much better when it is integrated 
with authentic reading activities than when it is implemented in isolation. In 
addition, it should not be forgotten that it is not only phonemic sensitivity that 
is related to early reading development but also the wider spectrum of language 
awareness that Marie Clay has termed Concepts about Print and which is 
assessed by the test of that name. Concepts about Print in both L1 and L2 were 
strongly related to English reading development among Portuguese background 
students in a study conducted in Toronto (Cummins, 1991b). 

In short,for ELL students who do not come from a highly literate home envi
ronment, initial instruction should focus both on developing awareness of how 
the language works (phonics and beyond) and inducting students into the excite
ment of books both in school, and to the extent possible, at home. What this 
might look like in practice is illustrated by Goldenberg's (1998) description of a 
successful school change project involving bilingual education for Latino/Latina 
students where both "bottom-up" and "top-down" processes were applied. 
Among the former for kindergarten and grade 1 students were naming and rec
ognizing letters, recognizing beginning sounds of words, hearing and discrimi
nating rhymes, writing letters and words from dictation, and "estimating" the 



spellings of words when they wrote (i.e., "invented spelling" in whole language 
parlance). Top-down strategies included reading or "pseudo-reading" for pleasure, 
talking about books, and encouraging attempts at communicative writing. 

Reading Comprehension 
The limitations of viewing phonics as a panacea are immediately apparent 

from what is probably the largest study of reading achievement and instruction 
ever conducted. Postlethwaite and Ross (1992) in an evaluation of reading 
achievement in 32 systems of education around the world showed that the 
amount of time students reported they spent in voluntary reading activities was 
amongst the strongest predictors (#2) of a school's overall reading perfor
mance. More than 50 variables were ranked in order of importance for reading 
comprehension at grade 4 and 8 levels. The first ranked indicator was the 
school's perception of the degree of parent cooperation. This variable is prob
ably a reflection of socioeconomic status. The significance of reading frequen
cy in promoting reading development is evident from the high rankings of 
variables such as Reading in class ( #3), Amount of reading materials in the 
school (#8), Having a classroom library (#l l), and Frequency of borrowing 
books from a library (#12). With respect to teaching methods, a focus on 
Comprehension instruction was ranked #9 and Emphasis on literature was 
ranked # 17, both considerably higher than whether or not the school engaged 
in explicit Phonics teaching (#41). The ranking of relevant variables in this 
study from home, school, and classroom spheres is outlined in Table 4.1. 

The low ranking of explicit phonics instruction in determining reading 
comprehension does not, of course, mean that phonics instruction is not impor
tant in the early stages of learning to read. As indicated above, for many students 
it may be a crucial component. However, at higher levels of reading proficien
cy, phonics plays a lesser role in comparison to the amount of reading that stu
dents engage in and the amount of instruction they receive that is specifically 
focused on comprehension. 

Virtually identical trends emerge from analyses of the 1994 National 
Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) data within the United States. The 
direct relationship between reading performance and the amount of reading 
4th graders report is evident in the fact that those who reported they read 
almost every day obtained a score of 221, compared to 217 for those who 



reported they read 1-2 times a week and 198 for those who report reading 
never or hardly ever (McQuillan, 1998, Table 7.2, p. 69). Ken Goodman (1997) 
also points to the fact that in the 1994 NAEP data: 

In most cases, kids who read silently [in school] almost everyday 
score better than those who read silently at least weekly. But the 
sharp disadvantage is for kids who rarely read silently in school. They 

INDICATORS PREDICTING READING COMPREHENSION ( GRADE 4) 
(Postlethwaite & Ross,Effective Schools in Reading, 1992) 

HOME 

02. Amount of free voluntary reading 
12. Frequency of borrowing books from library 

SCHOOL RESOURCES 

08. Amount of reading materials in school library 
14. School resources (school library, reading room for 

students, student/school newspaper) 
19. School library books per student 

SCHOOL INm:ATIVES 

16. Sponsoring of reading initiatives 

CIASSROOM CONDffiONS AND TEACHER PRACTICES 

03. Reading in class 
11. Classroom library 
18. Frequency of visiting school library 

TEACHER METIIODS 

09. Comprehension instruction (deliberate emphasis 
on text understanding) 

17. Emphasis on literature ( encouragement of silent reading, 
listened to student reading, focus on library skills, etc.) 

41. Phonics teaching 



scored about thirty points lower on average in both years than daily 
silent readers. (1997, p. 54) 

Treadway (1997), in response to Goodman, acknowledges the importance 
of extensive reading for the development of reading comprehension but insists 
that systematic instruction in decoding is a necessary means to achieve that 
end. He notes that the three strongest predictors of student success in early 
reading are phonemic awareness, letter knowledge (almost any knowledge 
about letters), and concepts about print. He disputes the claims by Goodman, 
Krashen, and other whole language theorists that children learn to read by read
ing, arguing instead that "children that have phonemic awareness learn to 
decode. Those that learn to decode, learn to read, enjoy reading, and continue 
to do it. Those that do not learn to read by the end of first grade find reading 
frustrating and often quite trying" (1997, p. 58). 

Treadway's argument appears convincing if it is interpreted as claiming 
that phonemic awareness is important in learning how to decode and that 
decoding ability is a necessary condition for strong development of reading 
comprehension. However, it is much less convincing if it is interpreted as claim
ing that phonemic awareness in isolation is a major causal factor in the devel
opment of decoding and reading comprehension. This claim is problematic on 
two counts: (a) research findings cast doubt on the simple theory that there is 
a direct causal path from phonological skills to reading skills (e.g., Hatcher et 
al., 1994), and (b) those who come to school with advanced phonemic aware
ness, letter knowledge, and concepts about print are those who have been 
immersed in a literate environment at home and have been read to extensively. 
These students generally require only minimal explicit phonics instruction to 
break the code. Thus, phonemic awareness can be promoted through immer
sion in a literate environment as well as through explicit instruction. Treadway's 
causal sequence could be reformulated as: 

• children who are immersed in a preschool literate environment develop 
phonemic awareness together with other specific language abilities that 
reflect the expectations of schooling and are predictive of success in schooling; 

• those who have phonemic awareness (and other school-related language abil
ities) learn to decode with appropriate instruction; 



• those who do not come to school with phonemic awareness already devel
oped will benefit from immersion in a rich literate environment together with 
explicit instruction designed to develop concepts about print, including 
phonemic awareness and the alphabetic principle; 

• those who learn to decode will apply and extend their decoding skills to inde
pendent reading when they are provided with extensive exposure to varied 
and meaningful texts. 

As I noted earlier, from my perspective it doesn't ultimately matter how 
children develop phonemic awareness, letter knowledge and general concepts 
about print. However, it is important for them to develop this knowledge about 
language. It seems reasonable to advocate that there is an important place for 
both immersion in a literate environment in the early years of school (e.g., read
ing Big Books to children, encouragement of writing, etc.) together with explic
it demystification of how sounds and symbols relate to each other. This appears 
to be a position that advocates at opposite poles of the whole-language/phon
ics debate (e.g., Coles and Treadway) can endorse, albeit grudgingly. 

Both of these instructional emphases ([a] a focus on extensive reading and 
writing for self-expression and [b] the development of explicit awareness 
of how the language works) are also important for reading comprehension 
instruction. The danger in states that have adopted the "phonics as panacea" 
mantra is that the importance of immersion in a literate environment gets omit
ted from both the decoding and comprehension equations. The so-called "bal
anced" reading approach can easily become a very unbalanced focus on skills, 
drills, and worksheets with minimal reading of stories and other authentic text 
and minimal creative writing. In order to emphasize just how overwhelming 
the data are regarding the importance of extensive reading for the development 
of reading comprehension, consider some additional evidence. 

Consistent with the Postlethwaite/Ross results and the "whole language" 
arguments of Coles, Goodman, Krashen, and McQuillan, Fielding and Pearson's 
(1994, p. 62) review of research in this area highlights four components of a 
reading program that are strongly supported by the research data: 

• Large amounts of time for actual text reading; 

• Teacher-directed instruction in comprehension strategies; 

• Opportunities for peer and collaborative learning; and 



• Occasions for students to talk to a teacher and one another about their 
responses to reading. 

The power of extensive reading in a second language to promote knowl
edge of this language is supported in a wide variety of studies. Elley and 
Mangubhai (1983), for example, demonstrated that 4th and 5th grade students 
in Fiji exposed to a "book flood" program during their 30 minute daily English 
(L2) class in which they simply read books either alone or with the guidance of 
their teacher, performed significantly better after two years than students 
taught through more traditional methods. Elley (1991) similarly documented 
the superiority of book-based English language teaching programs among pri
mary school students in a variety of other contexts (see also Krashen, 1993, 
1999b; and McQuillan, 1998, for comprehensive reviews). [6] 

How does extensive reading promote the growth of reading comprehen
sion ability and overall second language proficiency? A simple answer is that it 
is only through reading that children get access to the low-frequency vocabu
lary and grammatical structures that represent the language of academic suc
cess. This becomes clear when we understand the nature of the English lexicon 
and the ways that vocabulary knowledge are related to reading comprehension. 

Vocabulary Knowledge and Reading 
As noted briefly in Chapter 3, the English lexicon derives from two main 

sources. The Anglo-Saxon language ( of Germanic origin and related to other lan
guages of northern Europe) had established itself as the major language in 
England from about the 5th century AD. However, in the 11th century the 
Normans invaded and their language (derived from Old French, Greek and 
Latin) became the high status language of the society used among the nobility 
and in the courts. The Anglo-Saxon language continued to be spoken among 
the peasants and those in lower status positions in the society. From the 12th 
through 16th centuries the two languages merged with each other to form the 
core of what we now call "English." However, the lexicon of each language did 
not blend evenly across all domains and functions of language. The Anglo-Saxon 
lexicon continued to be used predominantly in everyday conversation while 
the Graeco-Latin lexicon became the language of literacy and more formal func
tions of the society (e.g., legal transactions). 

Corson's (1993, 1995, 1997) detailed analysis of this process highlights the 
fact that today the academic language of texts continues to draw heavily on 
Graeco-Latin words whereas everyday conversation relies more on an Anglo-



Saxon-based lexicon: "most of the specialist and high status terminology of 
English is Graeco-Latin in origin, and most of its more everyday terminology is 
Anglo-Saxon in origin" (1993:13) . Graeco-Latin words tend to be three or four 
syllables long whereas the everyday high frequency words of the Anglo-Saxon 
lexicon tend to be one or two syllables in length . Corson points out that: 

Academic Graeco-Latin words are mainly literary in their use. Most 
native speakers of English begin to encounter these words in quan
tity in their upper primary school reading and in the formal 
secondary school setting. So the words' introduction in literature or 
textbooks, rather than in conversation, restricts people 's access to 
them . Certainly, exposure to specialist Graeco-Latin words happens 
much more often while reading than while talking or watching tele
vision .... Printed texts provided much more exposure to [Graeco
Latin] words than oral ones. For example, even children's books 
contained 50% more rare words than either adult prime-time televi
sion or the conversations of university graduates; popular magazines 
had three times as many rare words as television and informal con
versation (1997 , p. 677). 

Among the highest frequency Anglo-Saxon nouns are: time, people, years, 
work, something, world, children (Corson, 1997) . A listing of 570 word fami
lies that are found commonly in academic texts in English but which are not 
among the most frequent 2,000 words of the language is provided by Coxhead 
(2000). [7] Some of the words from Coxhead's list are: analyze, benefit, con
cept, context, establish, identify, interpret. Coxhead notes that "more than 82% 
of the words in the AWL [Academic Word List] are of Greek or Latin origin, indi
cating that the study of prefixes, suffixes, and stems may be one way to study 
this vocabulary" (pp. 228-229). The Latin and Greek origins of academic vocab
ulary in English also means that there are many cognates between this vocabu
lary and the vocabulary of Spanish and other Romance languages. This reality 
opens up many possibilities for cross-linguistic language exploration (see 
Chapter 5). Coxhead , however, cautions that direct study of the vocabulary in 
isolation is insufficient for effective learning. Direct study "needs to be balanced 
with opportunities to meet the vocabulary in message-focused reading and lis
tening and to use the vocabulary in speaking and writing" (p. 228). 



Paul Nation and his colleagues have carried out the most comprehensive 
research on the nature and learning of English vocabulary (e.g., Nation, 1990, 
1993). Like Corson, he points out that most low-frequency vocabulary comes 
to English from Latin or Greek. He estimates that about two-thirds of the low
frequency words in English derive from these linguistic origins. He further 
points out that: 

High frequency vocabulary consists mainly of short words which can
not be broken into meaningful parts. Low-frequency vocabulary, on 
the other hand, while it consists of many thousands of words, is made 
from a much smaller number of word parts. The word, impose, for 
example, is made of two parts, im- and -pose, which occur in hundreds 
of other words-imply, infer, compose, expose, position. This has clear 
implications for teaching and learning vocabulary (1990, p. 18). 

Nation (1993) suggests that for pedagogical purposes the vocabulary of a 
language can be classified into four groups: 

1. High frequency words. In English these consist of around 2,000 word fami
lies that provide coverage of more than 80% of most written text. These word 
families include words such as put, end, difficult, come. 

2. General academic vocabulary. This group of words consists of about 800 
word families (527 in Coxhead's more recent research) that provide coverage 
of about 8-10% of academic text . 

3. Technical or specialized vocabulary. This usually comprises about 2,000 
words for a particular subject area. These words are proportionately much 
more frequent in a specialized area than they are in the language as a whole 
and develop as a result of mastery of the field. They account for about 4-5 % 
of academic text. 

4.Low frequency words. Nation estimates that there remain at least 123,000 
low frequency word families. He notes that adult native speakers of English 
with a post-secondary education have a vocabulary size of about 20,000 
word families. Most of this vocabulary is made up of low frequency words 
that "are learned through diverse and wide-ranging contact with the lan
guage" (1993, p.125). Nation reviews research showing that "informal spoken 
language does not provide much opportunity for growth in knowledge of 



low frequency words" (p. 129). This vocabulary grows slowly and "requires sub
stantial amounts of reading or listening to language that contains more low fre
quency words than colloquial language does" (p. 129). 

Nation emphasizes that learners must be given the opportunity to use the 
language if vocabulary is to develop to its full potential: "If learners have a suf
ficiently large vocabulary but they are not given the opportunity to put this 
vocabulary to use and develop skill in using it, their growth in knowledge and 
further vocabulary growth will not be achieved" (1993, p. 132). 

Commenting on the relationship between vocabulary and reading, Nation 
and Coady (1988) point out that "vocabulary difficulty has consistently been 
found to be the most significant predictor of overall readability." Once the effect 
of vocabulary difficulty (usually estimated by word frequency and/or familiari
ty and word length) is taken into account, other linguistic variables, such as sen
tence structure, account for little incremental variance in the readability of a 
text. They summarize their review as follows: "In general the research leaves us 
in little doubt about the importance of vocabulary knowledge for reading, and 
the value of reading as a means of increasing vocabulary" (p. 108). 

One example of the research illustrating the extent to which vocabulary 
can be acquired from context is Nagy, Herman and Anderson's (1985) demon
stration that the probability of learning a word from context after just one ex
posure is between 10 and 15 percent. As learners read more in their second 
language, repeated exposure to unfamiliar words will exert an incremental effect 
on vocabulary learning. However, there are also limits to inferencing unknown 
words. Laufer (1992) has shown that learners need 95% "lexical coverage" of the 
words in a text before they can readily infer from context the meanings of the 
remaining 5% unknown words. When the proportion of words in a text known 
by the reader falls below this 95% threshold, the possibility of inferring the 
unknown words decreases significantly. A Spanish speaker who can supplement 
the use of context by drawing on cognate connections between Spanish and 
academic English words (e.g., encounter-encontrar; predict-predecir) has an 
important advantage in the reading process. Similarly, instruction that enables 
students from all backgrounds to develop strategies for analysis of the morpho
logical structure of words (prefixes, suffixes, and roots) can significantly increase 
their power to infer the meaning of unknown words (Biemiller, 1999; White, 
Power & White, 1989; White, Sowell & Yanagihara, 1989). 



In short, all of the research evidence suggests that reading extensively in a 
wide variety of genres is essential for developing high levels of both vocabulary 
knowledge and reading comprehension. This is particularly the case for ELL stu
dents since they are attempting to catch up to students who are continuing to 
develop their English (Ll) academic language proficiency. 

The important role that extensive reading itself plays in fueling reading 
development does not mean that teacher-directed instruction is unimportant. 
On the contrary, students will become more effective readers if they acquire 
efficient strategies for text interpretation and analysis and if the teacher directs 
their attention to how the language of text works (e.g., the role of cohesive 
devices such as however, although, etc.). This is illustrated by the strong show
ing of Comprehension instruction in the Postlethwaite and Ross (1992) study. 
Fielding and Pearson (1994) similarly rank "teacher-directed instruction in com
prehension strategies" second to "large amounts of time for actual text reading" 
in their review of the implications of reading research for instruction (see 
Chamot and O'Malley, 1994, and Chamot et al., 1999 for comprehensive reviews 
of the significance of learning strategies for ELL students' academic learning). 

Wong Fillmore (1997) has articulated the role that teachers should play in 
making texts work as input for language learning: 

• Provide the support learners need to make sense of the text; 

• Call attention to the way language is used in the text; 

• Discuss with learners the meaning and interpretation of sentences and phras
es within the text; 

• Point out that words in one text may have been encountered or used in other 
places; 

• Help learners discover the grammatical cues that indicate relationships such 
as cause and effect, antecedence and consequence, comparison and contrast, 
and so on. 

In short, teachers help written texts become usable input not only by 
helping children make sense of the text but by drawing their attention, 
focusing it, in fact, on how language is used in the materials they read. 
Done consistently enough, the learners themselves will soon come to 
notice the way language is used in the materials they read. When they 
do that everything they read will be input for learning. (1997, p. 4) 



What Wong Fillmore is discussing here could be described metaphorical
ly as harvesting the language. The framework for academic language learning 
discussed in the next chapter elaborates on the kinds of teacher-student inter
actions that create classroom conditions for harvesting academic language. 

Conclusion 
The volatile debates on how to teach reading that continue to occupy 

researchers, policy-makers, and educators are largely a waste of everybody's 
time. There is actually a considerable degree of consensus hidden behind the 
cacophony of ideological debate. For example, (almost) 

• everybody agrees that immersion in a literate environment with extensive 
exposure to both cognitively challenging talk and text either in home or 
school (and preferably both) is a strong predictor of success in both decod
ing and reading comprehension; 

• everybody agrees that the development of phonemic awareness, letter knowl
edge, and concepts about print is an important component of the develop
ment of initial decoding skills; 

• everybody agrees that an explicit instructional focus on developing phone
mic awareness, letter knowledge, and concepts about print, together with a 
significant instructional focus on actual reading, contributes to the devel
opment of decoding skills and early reading comprehension skills. A com
bined focus on the code and the meaning works significantly better than 
instruction that focuses primarily on isolated sequential phonics drills alone 
or on exposure to authentic text alone. 

• everybody agrees that the amount of access to print and the amount of actu
al reading that students carry out is by far the major determinant of reading 
comprehension development as students progress through the grades. 

The most significant point of contention appears to be the extent to 
which tight control should be exercised over students' access to authentic text 
(i.e., text that would not be classified as "decodable"). Those in the phonics 
advocacy camp emphasize that decodable text should predominate in initial 
reading materials with only limited access to "non-decodable" text (e.g., chil
dren's literature). Mathes and Torgeson (2000), for example, express this per
spective as follows: 



Likewise, to ask children to read text that they cannot decode using 
the alphabetic elements and skills that they have been taught is to 
communicate to them that the alphabetic knowledge and skill they 
have spent effort learning is not really relevant to reading, and that 
they must rely heavily on guessing the identity of words from con
text. (2000, p. 12) 

In other words, these authors see it as problematic for children to 
encounter words in reading materials for which the letter-sound correspon
dences have not been previously taught in an explicit and systematic way. 

By contrast, those who emphasize the importance of phonics skills as a 
starting point for getting into reading have generally little problem with some 
use of decodable texts but would also encourage students to use the totality of 
their concepts about print (including knowledge of phonics, contextual clues, 
and knowledge of the world) to engage with books and other texts that they 
are motivated to read . When students are motivated to read, and their identities 
are invested in the process, they will try out their evolving decoding skills on 
environmental print, stories, and other texts. In doing so, they will receive feed
back and scaffolding from teachers, parents, and older siblings and use this feed
back to infer more complex letter-sound correspondences that may not have 
been explicitly taught. 

Essentially, the contrast here is between a behaviorist and a sociocultural 
(Vygotskian) approach to learning. The fact that the research support for behav
iorist (or "stimulus-response") approaches came predominantly from watching 
rats running mazes and teaching pigeons to play ping pong might cause us to 
question the usefulness of behaviorist principles for complex human activities 
such as learning how to read. This skepticism is reinforced by the evidence 
reviewed above showing clearly that children are very capable of developing 
more complex phonological and decoding skills that have not been explicitly 
taught when they are in a culturally-responsive learning environment, guided or 
scaffolded by supportive adults. 

The orientation of the present volume is much more consistent with a 
Vygotskian approach to learning than with the more mechanistic behaviorist 
approach. Conceptualizing learning as occurring within the interpersonal 
space of teacher-student interactions (the zone of proximal development) 
enables us to reflect on how learning to read is affected by identity negotiation 
rooted in societal power relations in addition to specific instructional strategies 
or content. Within a Vygotskian framework, there is scope for discussing the 



centrality of notions such as cognitive engagement and identity investment for 
children's reading development rather than simply the technical characteristics 
of instruction (e.g., how many phonics rules should be explicitly taught and in 
what sequence). 

At one level, the differences between the opposing sides in the "reading 
wars" are profound insofar as they reflect very different notions of what it means 
to learn. However, as noted above, these differences can also be seen as a matter 
of emphasis. At a practical level, what this means is avoid the extremes. A simi
lar perspective is expressed by Celia Genishi and Dorothy Strickland (1999): 

In practice, teachers who advocate holistic approaches are apt to 
include strong word-recognition programs with phonics as a key 
tool for word recognition; and teachers who support intensive, sys
tematic phonics often employ instructional strategies such as read
ing aloud to children and the encouragement of invented spelling. 
Although the matter of emphasis is not to be taken lightly, it is unlike
ly that you will find classrooms that reflect polar ends of an instruc
tional continuum. (1999, p. viii) 

I am less confident than Genishi and Strickland that most classrooms are 
balanced in their approach. The "phonics as panacea" movement has influenced 
policy-makers in states such as California and Texas to such an extent that what 
is being implemented in many classrooms is isolated phonics instruction ( often 
combined with exposure to decodable text) to the exclusion of any significant 
emphasis on extensive reading of authentic text (Gandara et al., 2000). Even 
worse, in some behavioristically-oriented programs, teachers are expected to 
read scripts that dictate exactly what they should say to students in order to 
develop their phonics skills. Deviation from the script is strongly discouraged. 
There is certainly nothing inappropriate with providing illustrative scripts to 
guide instruction; new or inexperienced teachers may benefit from following 
the script initially until they gain more confidence. However, the top-down 
imposition of scripts on all teachers represents an attempt to "teacher-proof" 
the curriculum. It reflects a profound distrust of teachers and an extremely nar
row interpretation of the teaching-learning process. Nowhere in this anemic 
instructional vision is there room for really connecting with culturally diverse 
students, affirming their identities, or generating any intrinsic motivation to 
learn and engage cognitively with the instruction. Teachers and students alike 
are constructed as programmable robots. This kind of programming reduces 



instruction to a technical exercise. No role is envisaged for teachers or students 
to invest their identities in the teaching/learning process. Linda McNeil of Rice 
University in Houston, commented astutely in TIME Magazine that this kind of 
dictatorial prescriptive programming will "drive out the best teachers and give 
the weakest a place to hide" (Morse, 2000, p. 61). 

In the next chapter, I present a broader and more inclusive vision of the 
teaching-learning process that integrates literacy learning in culturally diverse 
contexts both with the interpersonal negotiation of identity between teachers 
and students and with the sociopolitical power relations in the broader society. 

Endnotes to Chapter 4 
1. The perspective here is similar to that elaborated in Collier's Prism model (Collier, 1995; 

Thomas & Collier, 1997). This model has four major components that "drive" language 
acquisition for school: sociocultural, linguistic, academic, and cognitive processes. Within 
the prism are the social and cultural processes that impact on the child's experience in 
home, school, community, and the broader society. These sociocultural processes incorpo
rate the influences and power relations that I have discussed in terms of both macro-inter
actions and micro-interactions in Chapter 1. Thomas and Collier note that sociopolitical and 
affective factors will strongly influence the student's response to the new language, "affect
ing the process positively only when the student is in a socioculturally supportive environ
ment" (1997, p. 42). 

The boundaries of the prism are formed by LI + L2 language development, LI + L2 
cognitive development, and L1 + L2 academic development. Thomas and Collier note the 
interdependence of all four components: "If one is developed to the neglect of another, this 
may be detrimental to a student's overall growth and future success" (1997, p. 44). Thus, pro
grams that focus only on language development in English tend to ignore both cognitive 
development and sociocultural processes. Furthermore, they typically provide support for 
overall academic development either minimally or not on grade level. 

The implication of both the Collier/fhomas Prism model and the perspective in the 
present volume is that it is not particularly useful to try to separate out the unique effects 
of input (and output) on cognition versus language because the cognitive, linguistic, and 
academic dimensions of academic language learning are fused. The glue that binds them 
together in the process of learning is the extent to which broader sociocultural process cre
ate the conditions for full identity investment on the part of the learner. 

2. Readers with masochistic tendencies may want to explore in detail the arguments/accusa
tions and counter-arguments/accusations surrounding the program of research sponsored 
by the National Institute of Child Health and Human Development (NICHD), and specifi
cally the Foorman et al. (1998) study and its impact on reading policy in Texas and California 
(Allington and Woodside-Jiron, 1999; Coles, 2000; Dressman, 1999; Foorman, 2000; Mathes & 



Torgesen, 2000; Taylor et al., 2000). I would prefer to emphasize the commonalities between 
the two sides as illustrated in the following quotes. Mathes and Torgesen note that there is 
consensus among NICHD-supported researchers that: 

teaching the alphabetic principle is one critical component for prevent
ing or remediating reading failure for many children. What NICHD-sup
ported reading researchers do not advocate is code-onry instruction , a 
focus on skill worksheets, skills taught in a disjointed manner, or skills 
taught only in isolation. Likewise, NICHD reading researchers do not sug
gest that beginning readers should be deprived of authentic literature and 
read only decodable text. (2000, pp. 5-6) 

Foorman et al. (2000) suggest that "it may well be possible to prevent reading fail
ure for large numbers of children if beginning instruction explicitly teaches the alphabetic 
principle" (p. 52) but they also caution that: 

It is important to keep in mind that the classroom curricula used in this 
study took place in a print-rich environment with a significant literature 
base. Instructional programs that provided only phonological awareness or 
phonics lessons were not used because it was not likely that such training 
would generalize to actual reading and spelling skills. (p . 52) 

From the opposite perspective , Taylor et al. (2000) "agree that an extensive body of 
research exists to support the importance of teachers helping children learn to understand 
the alphabetic principle" (p . 23) but critique the Foorman et al. (1998) research for pro
moting the idea that "explicitly teaching the alphabetic principle can prevent reading fail
ure" (p . 19). They note that "students of diverse backgrounds already typically receive large 
doses of instruction in isolated, lower-level skills with little opportunity to engage in high
er-level thinking about text " (p . 20). Their concern is that the Poorman et al. study "may 
have the lamentable consequence of leading to more skill and drill and even less thought
provoking experience with meaningful text for children in poor urban schools" (p. 20). 
They cite the National Reading Panel report (2000, p. 289) to the effect that "Phonics should 
not become the dominant component in the reading program, neither in the amount of 
time devoted to it nor in the significance attached." With specific reference to the literacy 
learning of children from diverse backgrounds they refer to Au (1998) : 

She conclude s that if students are to achieve at higher levels, educators 
must emphasize ownership ; push for biliteracy rather than using the 
home language only as a vehicle for English literacy; have students read 
multicultural literature ; and teach skills explicitly, within the context of 
authentic literacy activities. (faylor et al., 2000, p. 18) 

3. Lambert and Tucker speculate that the significantly better performance of the grade 1 
French immersion group compared to the controls on the French Word Discrimination test 
(in which students were required to associate the sound of a French word with its printed 
form) may have been due to students developing "a type of linguistic detective capacity to 
help search out and link up efficiently the written and oral forms of new words" (1972, p. 
41). However, this initial superiority was not observed at the grade 2 level. 
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4. Much more significant than the order in which L1 and 12 reading are introduced in a bilin
gual program is the extent to which the program focuses on maintaining and developing lit
eracy in the LI. Introduction of reading in L1 is not an essential aspect of the rationale for 
bilingual education for linguistic minority students. However, in many cases it will make good 
sense to introduce reading in students' LI. Spanish, for example, has a more regular sound
symbol relationship than English and is the language Spanish-LI speakers know better when 
they enter school, so it will make sense in most circumstances to use that as the language of 
initial reading instruction. However, the data show clearly that under some circumstances 
Spanish-LI students can learn to read first in English or in both languages in quick succes
sion. Reviews of the literature for more than 20 years have shown no clearcut or absolute 
superiority for introducing reading in LI as compared to 12 (e.g., Cummins, 1979a; Engle, 
1975; Fitzgerald, 1995; Wagner, 1998). To make initial literacy in the LI central to the ratio
nale for bilingual education places the whole enterprise on very shaky empirical and theo
retical grounds because the research data do not show that this, in itself, is the central 
variable distinguishing successful from less successful programs. For example, programs such 
as the 50: 50 programs in Oyster Bilingual School in Washington DC, and the Amigos program 
in Cambridge, MA, introduce formal reading instruction in both languages in grade 1. 

Rather than being suspicious of English and delaying its introduction, my belief is that 
we should encourage the development of biliteracy in classrooms where students are read
ing extensively in both languages, writing bilingual books (according to well-established 
whole language procedures), sharing them with parents and peers, and generally augment
ing their awareness of language and how it works. Strong and uncompromising promotion 
of LI literacy is a crucial component of this approach but we should adopt a both/ ana rather 
than an either/or orientation to LI and 12. When promoted together, the two languages 
enrich each other rather than subtracting from each other. Reyes' (2000) research illustrates 
just how powerful this process of biliteracy development can be for bilingual students. 

5. Decoding skills can be taught through drill and practice, as programs such as DISTAR have 
long demonstrated (Becker, 1977). However, as all advocates for explicit systematic phonics 
instruction agree, decoding skills may be a necessary condition for the development of read
ing comprehension but they are not a sufficient condition. In the DISTAR example, students 
who achieved well on standardized reading measures (particularly decoding tests) up to the 
3rd grade dropped significantly in reading comprehension between the 3rd and 6th grades 
(to the 16th percentile) (see Becker, 1977; Cummins, 1984). Furthermore, as noted previous
ly, the relatively good "reading" performance of grade 2 students in the Oceanside district in 
California in an all-English program in the wake of Proposition 227, should be considered 
very cautiously in view of the fact that standardized tests assess primarily decoding skills 
rather than comprehension abilities at this grade level. The fact that scores of Oceanside stu
dents from grades 3-6 were much less impressive illustrates the fact that the acquisition of 
strong reading comprehension skills is a very different process than acquiring decoding 
skills. A much more meaningful measure of reading performance will come in later grades 
when reading comprehension abilities, rather than just decoding, become the focus of assess
ment. Performance at this level is likely to depend on the extent to which the program incor
porates the "whole language" emphasis on extensive reading and writing activities. 



6. Working with Japanese university students of English as a foreign language (EFL), Mason and 
Krashen demonstrated in three experiments that extensive reading in English 

proved to be superior to traditional approaches on measures of reading 
comprehension, as well as on measures of writing and reading speed, and 
according to teacher observations, was much more popular with students . 
. . . Extensive reading resulted in significantly superior gains in six out of 
seven comparisons for doze and reading comprehension tests and exten
sive readers did better on measures of writing and reading speed. 
Extensive reading allowed "reluctant" students of EFL to catch up to tra
ditional students ... (1997, p. 101). 

In a similar vein, Llghtbown (1992) reported on a study that examined the power of 
reading in 12 compared to more traditional L2 teaching among francophone elementary 
school students in New Brunswick, Canada. In the experimental program, students learned 
English as a second language through listening to tape-recorded stories and other material 
while following the written text with no formal teaching. These students learned at least as 
much between grades 3 and 6 as did students in a more traditional aural-oral program. Both 
programs lasted for 30 minutes per day and in the experimental program student autono
my was strictly respected insofar as there was "no teaching, no testing, no probing students' 
comprehension" (p. 356). 

7. For purposes of creating the Academic Word List, Coxhead notes that "a word family was 
defined as a stem plus all closely related affixed forms" (2000, p. 218). For example, the word 
family associated with the word concept includes the forms: conception, concepts, concep
tual, conceptualization, conceptualize, conceptualized, conceptualizes, conceptualizing, 
conceptually. 



n this chapter, I try . to pull the research and theory on academic 
language learning together in such a way that major controversies 
are resolved and the implications for instruction become apparent. 
As noted in the previous chapter, the demographics of diversity 
together with the length of time required for ELL students to catch 
up academically means that virtually all teachers in urban areas 

will be required to teach culturally and linguistically diverse students in their 
"mainstream" classrooms. In order to implement effective instruction in this 
context, educators must re-define their roles both individually and collectively. 
This implies that schools must take seriously the fact that they are "learning 
institutions." In other words, in addition to being places where students learn, 
schools must also acknowledge that they are required to adapt to changing 
demographic and social circumstances if they are to carry out their mission 
effectively. In particular, schools must learn how to teach a diverse student body 
that is dramatically different from the "generic" white, middle-class, monolin
gual, monocultural students for whom curriculum was developed in the past. 

Thus, policy-makers and administrators must ensure that all educators in 
the school have the opportunity to develop the knowledge base to teach cul
turally and linguistically diverse students appropriately. A high school teacher 
may take pride in her ability to teach science but unless she knows how to teach 
science to students who are at varying stages of acquiring academic English, her 
science teaching skills may amount to very little. Her role definition must change 
from being an effective science teacher for the "generic" white, middle-class, 
monolingual, monocultural student to being an effective teacher of science and 



English academic skills to the new culturally and linguistically diverse main
stream student. Universities across North America are only beginning to take 
account of these new realities in the way they prepare pre-service teachers and 
other educators (e.g., administrators, psychologists, etc.) (see Merino, 1999). 

What this perspective implies is that schools must develop policies to re
orient their instruction with respect to culturally and linguistically diverse stu
dents. These policies relate to the roles not only of ESL and bilingual teachers 
but of all teachers in the school. If all teachers are to buy into these policies, 
then they should have a role in formulating and monitoring them within the 
school. In other words, effective instruction for ELL students requires that all 
educators within a school become informed about relevant research and theo
ry and take responsibility for implementing appropriate practices that address 
students' language learning and academic needs. 

The instructional framework in the present chapter is intended to serve as 
a convenient starting point for discussing the development of language and 
equity policies in schools. It represents just the beginning, not the end-point, of 
such a process. Any policy should be dynamic rather than static; in other words, 
it should draw on the collective experience of educators in the school and be 
subject to ongoing refinement and modification based on that collective expe
rience (Corson, 1999). An example of the kinds of considerations that might 
contribute to a culturally-sensitive language policy process, based on sugges
tions from the Scottish Consultative Council on the Curriculum (Landon et al., 
1994), is provided in Appendix A. 

The present framework incorporates the emphasis on identity negotiation 
and cognitive challenge, and their intersection with patterns of societal power 
relations, discussed in previous chapters. It also highlights three focus areas for 
instruction aimed at developing academic language proficiency: instruction 
must incorporate a focus on meaning or message (comprehensible input), it 
must aim to demystify how academic language works and develop a critical lan
guage awareness among students, and finally, it must provide ample opportuni
ties and encouragement for students to express themselves-their developing 
identities-through varied forms of creative oral and written language use. 



A Framework for Academic Language Learning 
1be Inte,personal Space of 
Cognitive Engagement and Identity Investment 

The central sphere in Figure 5.1 represents the interpersonal space creat
ed in the interactions between teachers and students. Within this interpersonal 
space or what Vygotsky (1962, 1978) termed the zone of proximal develop
ment (Chapter 1, note 14), knowledge is generated (learning occurs) and iden
tities are negotiated. In contexts of cultural, linguistic, or economic diversity 
where social inequality inevitably exists, these interactions are never neutral: 
they either challenge the operation of coercive relations of power in the wider 
society or they reinforce these power relations. At the other end of the sphere, 
we can visualize the discourse of societal power relations which is broadcast 
into the classroom and directly affects how identities are negotiated between 
teachers and students. For example, the discourse that asserts bilingual children 
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need to assimilate and give up their L1 if they are to succeed in the society is 
not a neutral scientific statement of fact; on the contrary, it contradicts the sci
entific data on this issue and derives directly from patterns of coercive power 
relations in the wider society. This construction of children's bilingualism as a 
problem to be resolved frequently results in patterns of teacher-student inter
action that communicate to students that they should leave their language and 
culture at the schoolhouse door. 

The framework argues that within the interpersonal space of teacher-stu
dent interactions, students' cognitive engagement must be maximized if they 
are to progress academically. Similarly, teacher-student interactions must affirm 
students' cultural, linguistic, and personal identities in order to create classroom 
conditions for maximum identity investment in the learning process. 

There is a reciprocal relationship between cognitive engagement and 
identity investment. The more students learn, the more their academic self-con
cept grows, and the more academically engaged they become. However, stu
dents will be reluctant to invest their identities in the learning process if they 
feel their teachers do not like them, respect them, and appreciate their experi
ences and talents. In the past, students from marginalized social groups have 
seldom felt this sense of affirmation and respect for language and culture from 
their teachers. Consequently their intellectual and personal talents rarely found 
expression in the classroom. 

In short, a starting point in the framework is the assertion that the learn
ing process must be observed through the twin lens of cognitive engagement 
and identity investment. What this means in practice can be illustrated with 
respect to the process of activating students' prior knowledge. 

Activating prior knowledge/building background knowledge. 
There is general agreement among cognitive psychologists that we learn by inte
grating new input into our existing cognitive structures or schemata. Our prior 
experience provides the foundation for interpreting new information. No learn
er is a blank slate. In reading, for example, we construct meaning by bringing our 
prior knowledge of language and of the world to the text. As Fielding and 
Pearson (1994) point out, research conducted in the late 1970s and early 1980s 
consistently revealed a strong reciprocal relationship between prior knowledge 
and reading comprehension ability: "The more one already knows, the more one 
comprehends; and the more one comprehends, the more one learns new knowl
edge to enable comprehension of an even greater array of topics and texts" 
(1994, p. 62). More recently, Spires and Donley (1998) have shown that ninth-



grade students instructed in a prior knowledge activation strategy showed sig
nificantly better petformance in reading comprehension than comparison 
groups (those instructed in a main idea strategy and a control group). The prior 
knowledge strategy group also demonstrated more positive attitudes towards 
reading than the other groups. Chamot (1998) has expressed very clearly the 
"dramatic effect that prior knowledge has on learning new information and 
skills" and how this is particularly important for second language learners: 

Nowhere is the role of prior knowledge more important than in sec
ond language educational contexts. Students who can access their 
prior knowledge through the language and culture most familiar to 
them can call on a rich array of schemata, whereas students who 
believe they can only use that knowledge they have explicitly learned 
in the second language are limited in their access. (1998, p.197) 

Thus, in second language learning, our prior knowledge plays a major role 
in helping to make the second language input comprehensible. Imagine, for 
example, that you have intermediate Spanish skills and you take advantage of an 
opportunity to take a course on child development in a Mexican university in 
order to improve your knowledge of the language. You already know a lot about 
child development from courses you have taken in English and from raising 
your own children. As you struggle to understand the lectures in Spanish, your 
prior knowledge of child development allows you to understand far more than 
if you had no knowledge of the content. Because you know much of the con
tent already, you can make intelligent guesses or inferences about the meaning. 
By contrast, if you had enrolled in a course on South American literature, about 
which you knew very little, your intermediate Spanish would not have carried 
you nearly as far. And furthermore, because you understood far less of the input, 
you would have learned far less Spanish (see Krashen, 1991). 

Thus, a major rationale for activating students' prior knowledge, or if there 
is minimal prior knowledge on a particular topic or issue, building it with the 
students, is to make the learning process more efficient. Prior knowledge rep
resents one central aspect of what students bring to the learning situation that 
makes input more context-embedded and comprehensible. It is important to 
activate students' prior knowledge because students may not explicitly realize 
what they know about a particular topic or issue; consequently, their prior 
knowledge may not facilitate learning unless it is brought to consciousness. As 



Jessner (1999) argues, activating students' metalinguistic knowledge of their L1 
and encouraging them to relate their L1 knowledge to their L2 is an important 
aspect of this process. 

Lois Meyer (2000) has expressed in a particularly clear way the impor
tance of prior knowledge (familiarity with the topic) in reducing the cognitive 
load of the instruction and how L1 instruction can contribute to this process: 

The number of new concepts embedded in a lesson or text is its cog
nitive load. Whether or not a learning activity is "cognitively loaded" 
is not so much a factor of the specific content of the lesson but 
rather depends on the student's initial familiarity with that content. 
If the English learner has little entry knowledge about the subject 
matter, the cognitive load of the lesson will be heavy, for many con
cepts will be new and unfamiliar. The student will have little basis 
from which to generate hypotheses regarding the meanings the 
teacher is conveying through English. 

If the student's entry knowledge of the topic is considerable, this will 
lighten the cognitive load. Learners can draw on their knowledge to 
interpret linguistic and non-linguistic clues in the lesson in order to 
make educated guesses about the meanings of the teacher's talk and 
text. Instruction through the student's primary language contributes 
in important ways to lowering the cognitive barrier, for content 
knowledge acquired through the first language aids the English 
learner to interpret the meanings of lessons received through 
English. (2000, p. 229) 

In a classroom with second language learners from diverse backgrounds, 
prior knowledge about a particular topic may vary widely. Thus, simple trans
mission of the information or skill will fail to connect with the prior knowledge 
and previous experience of many students. As a result, the input will be much 
less comprehensible for those students. Some students may have relevant infor
mation in their L1 but not realize that there is any connection with what they 
are learning in their L2. In other cases, there may be a considerable cultural gap 
between what is assumed by the text and what students know from their prior 
experience. This is particularly the case for older students whose previous 
schooling has been interrupted and who may have minimal L1 literacy skills. 



Thus, a first step in making any input more context-embedded is to activate 
students' prior knowledge through brainstorming as a whole class, or in small 
groups or pairs. 1bis is an appropriate situation for students to use their 11 in 
small groups or in pairs when their proficiency in English is limited. [ 1] 

Finding out what students know about a particular topic allows the 
teacher to supply relevant concepts or vocabulary that some or all students 
may be lacking but which will be important for understanding the upcoming 
text or lesson. Building this context permits students to understand more com
plex language and to pursue more cognitively demanding activities. It frees up 
brain power. 

One useful technique for ensuring that students have the necessary back
ground knowledge to understand the lesson is the preview, view, review pro
cedure (Freeman & Freeman, 1998, 2000). The preview is provided to students 
in the 11 (by the teacher, a bilingual aide, a bilingual peer, a cross-age tutor, or a 
parent volunteer) in order to give the students an overview of what the upcom
ing lesson is about. The preview could be an oral summary, reading a book, 
showing a film or visuals (e.g. poster, photographs), asking key questions etc. 
According to Freeman and Freeman: 

During the view the teacher conducts the lesson using strategies to 
make the input comprehensible. With the help of the preview, the 
students can follow the English better and acquire both English and 
academic content. Finally, it is good to have a short time of review 
during which students can use their native language. For example, 
students who speak the same first language could meet in groups to 
review the main ideas of the lesson and then report back in English. 
(2000,p.11) 

In short, activation of students' prior knowledge and building background 
knowledge increases students' cognitive engagement and enables them to func
tion at an intellectually and linguistically higher level. Students understand more 
and consequently they learn more language and academic content. 

However, just as important for the learning process as these cognitive 
considerations is the fact that activation of prior knowledge enables teachers to 
validate culturally diverse students' background experiences and affirm their 
cultural knowledge. Inviting students to contribute what they already know to 
the class discussion communicates to students that the cultural and linguistic 
knowledge they are bringing into the classroom is important. Both the teacher 



and other students are interested in the unique cultural experiences of individ
ual students. A community of sharing is created in the classroom; identity is 
being negotiated in ways that motivate students to express their growing sense 
of self and participate actively in the learning process. The sharing of cultural 
knowledge among teacher and students is multicultural education in action in 
a far more profound way than the more typical "heroes and holidays" approach. 

In this regard, it is important to emphasize that curriculum materials and 
texts should be chosen carefully to ensure their relevance to students' cultural 
background and prior experience. If students' prior experience is excluded by 
virtue of the cultural loading of the text or material, it will be far more difficult 
for students to relate to it, or for teachers to build background knowledge. Lisa 
Delpit has eloquently expressed this point 

If we plan to survive as a species on this planet we must certainly 
create multicultural curricula that educate our children to the differ
ing perspectives of our diverse population. In part, the problems we 
see exhibited in school by African American children and by chil
dren of other oppressed minorities can be traced to this lack of a cur
riculum in which they can find represented the intellectual 
achievements of people who look like themselves. Were that not the 
case, these children would not talk about doing well in school as 
"acting White." Our children of color need to see the brilliance of 
their legacy, too. (1992, p. 245) 

In summary, activating bilingual students' prior knowledge: 

• Increases cognitive engagement and makes language and concepts 
more meaningful to students by enabling them to interpret new 
information in relation to what they already know; 

• Enables teachers to get to know their students better as individuals 
with unique personal histories; in turn, this permits teachers to tune 
their instruction to the needs and interests of individual students; 

• Creates a context in the classroom where students' cultural knowl
edge is expressed, shared and affirmed, thereby motivating stu
dents to invest themselves more fully in the learning process. 

The reciprocal relationship between affirming students' identity and max
imizing their cognitive engagement is also evident in many other aspects of 



instruction. For example, when students write, revise, and publish stories in the 
classroom, they are simultaneously stretched cognitively and also affirmed as 
individuals with something important and interesting to contribute. Identity 
investment and cognitive engagement are two sides of the same coin. 

The teacher's role in maximizing cognitive engagement and iden
tity investment. If students are primarily involved in rote memorization in the 
classroom, only a fraction of their cognitive capacity is engaged in learning. 
From an academic perspective, they are chugging along in second gear. 
Engagement of higher level cognitive processes such as analysis, synthesis, and 
evaluation-critical thinking-is clearly likely to produce much more learning 
for the simple reason that much more of students' brains is involved in the pro
cess of learning. By the same token, this kind of stimulation will develop stu
dents' brains, and their cognitive capacity, much more than instruction that 
involves only low-level cognitive processes. This clearly points to a major limi
tation of traditional orientations to pedagogy that focus primarily on low-level 
memorization and application skills (see Chapter 7). 

In terms of Figure 3.1, discussed in Chapter 3, the primary "target zone" or 
zone of proximal development for pitching instruction for second language 
learners should be quadrant B-context-embedded and cognitively demanding. 
The rationale is that instruction must evoke intellectual effort on the part of stu
dents, i.e., be cognitively demanding and engaging, if it is to develop academic 
and intellectual abilities. If the instruction is cognitively undemanding ( quadrants 
A and C), students will learn very little and quickly become bored in the process; 
if the instruction goes beyond what students can process cognitively (because of 
lack of contextual support), then they will also learn very little and become frus
trated and mentally withdraw from academic effort. As indicated in Figure 3.1, the 
crucial dimension in helping students succeed in cognitively demanding tasks 
and activities is the contextual support that is (a) activated in the learner (e.g., 
motivation,prior knowledge etc.) and (b) embedded in the instruction. 

Expressed differently, an English LI student may succeed in a particular 
task (e.g., writing a science experiment report) with relatively little contextual 
support because English is her L1 and she has acquired the rules of this genre 
of writing from previous instruction; however, the same task may be much 
more cognitively challenging for a second language learner because of limita
tions in her current English language abilities and lack of previous instruction 
in how to write up science reports. The second student will require consider
able contextual support or scaffolding if she is to succeed in the task. 



Faced with this situation, some teachers who are unfamiliar with instruc
tional strategies for second language learners have tended to "dumb down " the 
task (i.e., revert to quadrants A or C). Tilis permits students to work within their 
level of English and academic competence but never pushes them to go 
beyond that level, which they must do if they are to catch up academically to 
English LI students. 

Effective teaching for ELL students is often conceived as a collection of 
techniques or strategies for making input comprehensible to students and 
developing their literacy skills. Knowledge of, and effective classroom imple
mentation of techniques such as use of graphic organizers, cooperative learn
ing, total physical response, developing learning strategies, peer tutoring , 
dialogue journals, authentic assessment, and so on are important but they do 
not necessarily translate into effective instruction. Much more crucial is the 
recognition that human relationships are fundamental to students' academic 
engagement. Tilis is true for all students, but particularly so in the case of sec
ond language learners who may be trying to find their way in the borderlands 
between cultures. They frequently don't have either the means or the desire to 
go back to their original culture but don 't yet have the language skills or cul
tural understanding to participate fully in their new culture. For students to 
invest their sense of self, their identity, in acquiring their new language and par
ticipating actively in their new culture, they must experience positive and 
affirming interactions with members of that culture . 

Nobody is more important in this process than the teacher. Teachers 
have the opportunity to nurture students' growing understanding of who they 
are and who they want to be. It is the teacher who guides students towards 
powerful ways of expressing themselves in their new language and communi
cates to them possibilities of who they can become and the roles they might 
play within their new society. 

In other words, techniques and strategies will be effective only when 
teachers and students forge a relationship of respect and affirmation; when stu
dents feel that they are welcomed into the learning community of the class
room and supported in the immense challenges they face in catching up 
academically; and when students feel that their teachers believe in them and 
expect them to succeed in school and in life. 

Respect and affirmation are the basis of any relationship and, in classroom 
interactions, respect and affirmation are central to motivating second language 
learners to engage actively and enthusiastically in academic effort. This per-



spective entails two implications for how teachers define their role: first, it 
implies that teachers must see their role as creating instructional contexts in 
which second language learners can become active partners in the learning 
process; second, it implies that teachers must view themselves as learners-in 
order to teach effectively they must learn from their students about students' 
culture, background, and experience. 

When we look at the learning process through the twin lens of cognitive 
engagement and identity investment, what comes into focus are teacher-stu
dent interactions that: 

• provide ample opportunities for students to process meaningful language and 
concepts; 

• provide ample opportunities for students to deepen their awareness of how 
their languages work and how language use intersects with power relations 
to affect their lives (e.g., through advertisements, political rhetoric, etc.); 

• provide ample opportunities for students to use their languages in powerful 
ways to connect with other people and make a difference in their world. 

These three focus areas are discussed below. 

Focus on Meaning 
The framework highlights the fact that effective instruction in a second 

language must focus initially on meaning or messages. As noted in the previous 
chapter, virtually all applied linguists agree that access to sufficient compre
hensible input in the target language is a necessary condition for language 
acquisition. However, for purposes of academic language development , our 
interpretation of the construct of comprehensible input must go beyond just lit
eral comprehension. Depth of understanding of concepts and vocabulary, as 
well as critical literacy, are intrinsic to the notion of comprehensible input 
when we are talking about the development of academic language proficiency. 
This implies a process whereby students relate textual and instructional mean
ings to their own experience and prior knowledge (i.e., activate their cognitive 
schemata), critically analyze the information in the text (e.g., evaluate the valid
ity of various arguments or propositions), and use the results of their discus
sions and analyses in some concrete, intrinsically-motivating activity or project 
(e.g., making a video or writing a poem or essay on a particular topic). In short, 



for effective learning of academic content, the notion of comprehensible input 
must move beyond literal, surface-level comprehension to a deeper level of cog
nitive and linguistic processing. 

The following outline of the kinds of teacher-students interactions that 
promote critical literacy (Table 5 .1) is derived from the Au's (1979) experience
text-relationship approach and Ada's (1988a, 1988b) creative reading 
approach. It attempts to show how interpersonal spaces can be created 
between teachers and students that encourage students to share and amplify 
their experience within a collaborative process of critical inquiry. Each of the 
five phases progressively opens up possibilities for strengthening students' per
sonal and academic identity. The texts that are the focus of the interaction can 

Focus ON MEANING: 
FROM COMPREHENSIBLE INPUT TO CRITICAL LITERACY 

Experiential Phase. Activate prior knowledge and build background 
knowledge; For example, in a science unit on photosynthesis, teachers and 
students brainstorm on "What makes plants grow?" 

Literal Phase. Focus is on information contained in the text; Typical 
questions might be: When, where, how, did it happen? Who did it? Why? 

Personal Phase. Students relate textual information to their own expe
riences and feelings; Teachers might ask: Have you ever seen (felt, experi
enced) something like this? Have you ever wanted something similar? 

Critical Phase. Critical analysis of issues or problems arising from the 
text; involves drawing inferences and exploring generalizations. Teachers 
might ask: Is what this person said valid? Always? Under what conditions? 
Are there any alternatives to this situation? 

Creative Phase. Translating the results of previous phases into concrete 
action; How can the problem or issues be resolved? What role can we play 
in helping to resolve the problem. This phase might involve drama, role 
play, letters to editor, school principal, web site or newsletter publication 
of research/analysis/art, poetry, stories. 



derive from any curricular area or from newspapers, popular songs, or current 
events. The process is equally applicable to students at any grade level and the 
phases can be intertwined rather than follow a strict sequence. A basic assump
tion is that collective action to transform aspects of our social realities results 
in a deeper understanding of those realities. 

Much conventional reading instruction in both L1 and 12 has focused only 
on the literal phase or on comprehensible input in a very narrow sense. The 
experiential, personal, critical, and creative phases are essential if we are to 
speak of knowledge generation or transformative pedagogy rather than just 
transmission of information. 

The ways in which maximizing cognitive engagement are intertwined 
with maximizing identity investment have been illustrated earlier with refer
ence to the importance of activating students' prior knowledge and, where nec
essary, building background knowledge. These instructional activities reflect 
the experiential and personal phases of the scheme outlined above. Some fur
ther elaboration of these phases is outlined below. 

Schifini (1994) suggests five strategies for tapping, focusing, and building 
on students' background knowledge: 

• Use visuals to stimulate discussion. Students work in small groups to 
make observations or speculate about visual stimuli that are in the text or sup
plied by the teacher. For example, in a science class, the teacher may show a 
picture of waves breaking on a beach and ask students to write down or dis
cuss how ocean water moves. The most frequent responses from students are 
highlighted and used as an introduction to the text itself. 

• Use manipulatives and multimedia presentations. Schifini points out 
that "concrete objects such as historical artifacts, posters, replicas of newspa
per coverage of major historical events, and laboratory experiences with 
everyday objects such as thermometers, rocks, leaves, batteries, and bulbs all 
build background through interaction" (p. 165). 

• Sharing prior experiences with students f:rom diverse backgrounds. 
Schifini gives the example of students listening to the songs "We Shall 
Overcome" and "De Colores" and sharing their personal experiences or prior 
knowledge of discrimination and prejudice. Teachers can focus the discussion 
through questions such as "Why do you think people discriminate against 
other people?" "Have you ever felt discriminated against?" "How have we tried 



to decrease discrimination in this country?" etc. On the basis of this discussion, 
the teacher might then ask students to predict what they might read about in a 
text on the Civil Rights movement in the United States. 

• Writing activities that focus students' prior knowledge. Schifini sug
gests that quick-writes (e.g., one-minute brainstorming on paper), journal 
writing, and responding to written prompts (e.g., "People make war because 
___ ") help students to become aware of their prior knowledge and 
extend their schemata . 

• Linking prior knowledge to new concepts. A technique proposed origi
nally by Ogle (1986), K-W-L charts, is useful in relating prior knowledge to 
new information and concepts. A page is divided into three sections which 
students can fill out individually or in groups. "K" stands for "What I know;" 
Schifini points out that this activates prior knowledge and can help students 
clarify misconceptions when discussed within groups. "W" stands for "What 
I want to find out" and helps students establish their own purposes for read
ing and can guide their interpretation of and extraction of information from 
text. "L" stands for "What I have learned and still need to learn" and encour
ages students to monitor their own learning and become actively involved in 
the assessment process . Anna Uhl Chamot (1996) has suggested that "H" can 
be added to the chart to signify "How I learned what I learned" in order to 
build students' awareness of learning strategies. 

Although these strategies for activating prior knowledge constitute good 
instruction for all students, they are particularly important for second language 
learners because the activation and building of context permits them to func
tion at a cognitively and linguistically higher level. These strategies also stimu
late students to use the target language since extended discussion is usually 
required rather than single word answers to teacher questions. 

The intersection of cognitive engagement and identity investment is also 
apparent in the critical and creative phases. Students who are given the oppor
tunity and encouragement to use higher-order thinking and to solve problems 
not only develop these cognitive abilities but also come to see themselves as 
individuals who are capable of intellectual insights and creative work. Their 
sense of who they are and who they can become expands as a result. 

This deepening of comprehension represents a progressive expansion of 
conceptual horizons. Thus, the more we process input or information, the more 
potential there is for deepening our understanding of the phenomena in ques-



tion. In other words, for purposes of academic language development, the 
notion of comprehensible input merges into the notion of critical literacy. 
Critical literacy is required to make literature and complex social issues com
prehensible. Furthermore, the more critically literate students become, the 
more they generate the power to define their own identities and realities rather 
than being subject to the kinds of external definitions that historically have 
served to disempower subordinated groups. 

Focus on Language 
The Focus on Language component in Figure 5.1 attempts to put contro

versial issues such as the appropriate time and ways to teach 12 grammar, the 
role of phonics in reading instruction, the place of corrective feedback to stu
dents, etc. under the "umbrella" of Language Awareness. The development of 
language awareness includes not just a focus on formal aspects of the language 
but also the development of critical language awareness which encompasses 
exploration of the relationships between language and power. Students, for 
example, might carry out research on the status of different varieties of language 
(e.g., colloquial language versus formal "standard" language) and explore criti
cally why one form is considered by many educators and the general public to 
be "better" than the other. They might also research issues such as code-switch
ing and the functions it plays within their own lives and their bilingual commu
nities. Or they might analyze letters to the editor on controversial issues such as 
immigration and examine how the language used in these letters positions and 
potentially stereotypes bilingual learners such as themselves and their parents. 

In short, a focus on formal features of the target language should be inte
grated with critical inquiry into issues of language and power. Also, to be effec
tive, a focus on language must be linked to extensive input in the target 
language (e.g., through reading) and extensive opportunities for written and 
oral use of the language. 

A number of scholars and educators have focused on the importance of 
developing language awareness not only as a means of demystifying language 
and how it works but also as a way of reinforcing students' sense of identity. Lisa 
Delpit (1998), for example, talks about encouraging African American speakers 
of Ebonics to become "language detectives" investigating similarities and dif
ferences between their own vernacular and other forms of English such as that 
found in school texts. For example, groups of students can work together to cre
ate bilingual dictionaries of their own language forms and Standard English. A 



significant goal is to reinforce students' understanding that their language is 
legitimate and powerful in its context of use but that other forms of English are 
necessary in different contexts of use. She also illustrates how an affirmation of 
identity can be associated with a focus on language by referring to the practice 
of a teacher who has her middle school students (grades 7-8) listen to rap 
songs in order to develop a rule base for their creation: 

Focus AREAs FOR CRITICAL INQum.Y INTO LANGUAGE 

• The structure of language systems (e.g., relationships between 
sounds and spelling, regional and class-based accents, grammar, 
vocabulary, etc.); 

• Ways of accomplishing different functions and purposes of lan
guage; 

• Conventions of different musical and literary forms (e.g., rap, rock, 
folk music, poetry, .fiction, etc.); 

• Appropriateness of expression in different contexts ( cultural con
ventions of politeness, street language versus school language, the 
language of everyday speech versus the language of books, lan
guage variety as a badge of identity in groups as diverse as gangs, 
political parties, fraternities, etc.); 

• Ways of organizing oral or written discourse to create powerful or 
persuasive messages (e.g,. oratorical speeches, influential written 
documents, political rhetoric, advertisements, etc.); 

• Cross-lingual comparison of languages (e.g., proverbs in L1 and 12, 
differences in orthography among languages spoken by children in 
the class, cognates between English and Ll, etc.) 

• Diversity of language use in both monolingual and multilingual con
texts ( code-switching in bilingual communities, language mainte
nance and loss in families, political controversies surrounding 



The students would teach her their newly constructed "rules for writ
ing rap," and she would in turn use this knowledge as a base to begin 
a discussion of the rules Shakespeare used to construct his plays, or 
the rules poets used to develop their sonnets. (Delpit, 1995, p. 67) 

Table 5.2 outlines some aspects of language that might be the focus of col
laborative inquiry among students. Encouraging this collaborative inquiry in the 
classroom clearly goes beyond just the teaching of forms and functions of the 
language. The goal is to develop among students an awareness of language and 
how it works in different social situations. [2] 

A systematic focus on developing critical language awareness requires 
that teachers organize instruction to enable students to harvest the language 
so that it becomes available for their use. Computer technology can be useful 
in helping students (either individually or in groups) to collect, internalize, and 
consolidate their knowledge of language and then use it powerfully to extend 
their intellectual horizons and personal identities. For example, along the lines 
suggested by Norah McWilliam's (1998) word-weaving project, students could 
set up templates in computer files to enter words that they have come across 
in their reading or everyday experiences that they want to explore. A variety of 
categories could be entered along the left hand side of the page and students 
could use various resources and strategies to complete the database as illus
trated in Table 5.3 (e.g., brainstorming, use of conventional or electronic dic
tionaries or thesauri, world wide web pages devoted to language issues, 
discussion with parents or teachers, etc.). Obviously, computers are not neces
sary to carry out this type of activity (as illustrated in McWilliam's work) but the 
technology, if available, would certainly increase the scope and impact of this 
kind of project and permit easy updating of the file as new aspects or dimen
sions of the words are discovered. The kind of information that might be gath
ered is illustrated in Table 5 .3 for the word Big. Word exploration files could be 
printed out for each group member at the end of the week and shared with par
ents and other family members. Students could be encouraged to use, in their 
own writing, words they have explored (e.g., rather than using "big", use one of 
the more vivid synonyms). 

The categories chosen in the example above represent only some of the 
avenues for language exploration. Other categories that might be chosen 
include, in the Meaning category, Homonyms, Cognates/Related Words in LI. 
Under Form, language exploration could pursue words with the Same Pre.fix, 
Same Suffix, Related Root Words while Use might include Idioms, Proverbs, 



Jokes, Puns,Advertisements, etc. The goal here is not just to collect these exam
ples of language use but to analyze them critically. For example, students might 
analyze the ways in which language is used to exclude alternative perspectives, 
persuade, and frequently deceive in commercial or political advertisements. 
They might brainstorm "survival strategies" to avoid being manipulated by 
these forms of language. 

BIG WORDS FOR BIG MINDS: Coll.ECTING LANGUAGE 

SPECIMENS 

Ll Equivalents: 

Synonyms: 

Antonyms: 

Examples of: 

Word: Big 

Meaning 
grande (in Spanish) 

huge, gigantic, enormous, vast, mammoth, 
immense, gargantuan, large, massive, great, grand 
(e.g. "on a grand scale"), extensive, bulky; 

small, little, tiny, miniscule, petite, insignificant; 

Empire State Building, the sun, etc. 

Form 
Grammatical 
Category: adjective 

Comparatives: big, bigger, biggest 

Use 
Metaphoric Usage: She has a big heart(= she's generous) 

Big Brother is watching you! 
He's gotten too big for his boots; 
He's got a big mouth; 
His eyes were bigger than his stomach 
The big issue of the presidential campaign is .... 
That's big of you! (sarcastic) 



Language exploration, where students assume the role of linguistic detec
tives, is likely to be particularly fruitful in analyzing more complex words. 
Frequently words that derive from Graeco-Latin origins entail a stem or a root 
form that is joined with a variety of prefixes and suffixes. These prefixes and 
suffixes behave in predictable ways across languages. For example, European 
languages that derive from Latin and Greek have many cognates in common 

BIG WORDS FOR BIG MINDS: COllECTING LANGUAGE SPECIMENS 

WORD: PREDICT 

Meaning 
Lt Equivalents: L1 Equivalents: predecir (in Spanish) 

Synonyms: forecast, foresee, foretell, envisage, expect, 
guess, prophesy 

Prefix/Root Meanings: pre = before; "diet" from Latin dicere = say. 
Predict = say before 

Fonn 
Grammatical Category: verb 

Grammatical Patterns: predict 
prediction 
predictable 
predictably 

(verb), 
(noun), 
(adjective), 
(adverb) 

Words with Same Prefix: prefer, prehistoric, prejudge, premature, 
premeditate, preoccupy, prepare, etc. 

Words with Same Root: contradict, contradiction, dictate, dictation, 
dictator, diction, dictionary, etc. 

Use 

Seismologists try to predict where and 
when earthquakes are going to happen 



and charts such as that in Table 5.4 for the word predict could be compared 
across languages. Grade 1 students will encounter the word predict in their 
Science curriculum (as well as the other process words in Science (e.g., inves
tigate, communicate, observe, etc., all of which have cognates in Spanish). 
Teachers could explain the Latin ( or Spanish) meaning for the prefix pre 
(before) and the root word (diet) which derives from the Latin say. Thus,pre
dict means to say before. In a bilingual classroom or an enlightened "English
only" classroom, the teacher could encourage Spanish-speaking students to 
construct a chart in Spanish similar to Table 5.4. Students could use a variety of 
resources such as parents, community volunteers, dictionaries, on-line dictio
naries, etc. to complete this task. [3] 

In addition to exploring cognate connections across languages, students 
can compare similarities in the way abstract nouns are formed from verbs in dif
ferent languages (e.g., predict/prediction= predecir/predicci6n). They will 
soon see that for the Graeco-Latin lexicon, consistent rules govern the behavior 
of these suffixes both within and across languages. For example, words ending 
in -tion in English end in ci6n in Spanish and words ending in -ity in English 
end in -dad in Spanish (e.g., identity/identidad). Students or groups could also 
be asked to brainstorm and/or research other examples of the same pattern 
( e.g., accelerate/ acceleration; contradict/contradiction; investigate/investiga
tion, etc.). An alternative graphic organizer for exploring words with similar 
roots is presented in Figure 5.2. 

EXPLORING CROSS-LINGUAL AsPECTS OF 
TIIE GRAECO-LATIN LExlCON 

jurisdiction contradict contradiction diction 
dictate edict 

dictator dictum 
dictionary dictatorial 

dictation PREDICT prediction 
indict predictable 
verdict unpredictable 

benediction valediction valedictorian vindictive 



The contrast in the exploration categories for Big and Predict illustrate a 
point made earlier. Many of the high frequency monosyllabic words derived 
from the Anglo-Saxon lexicon are polysemous-they have multiple meanings 
and are frequently used metaphorically or figuratively in everyday language. 
Compare, for example, the literal meaning of high ( =Jar above the ground) with 
the many metaphoric uses of the term (e.g., high=feeling happy or in a drug
induced state) or its use in expressions such as high quality, high speed train, 
etc.). Many of the multisyllabic low-frequency words derived from the Graeco
Latin lexicon, on the other hand , have more stable and fixed meanings and are 
less subject to metaphoric usage. These words often are embedded in word fam
ilies where the same core word can be transformed into many different gram
matical categories (e.g., predict, prediction, predictable, predictably). 

Clearly, each type of word presents its own unique challenges to second lan
guage learners. It is crucial that teachers provide ELL students with ample oppor
tunities to develop what McWtlliam (1998) calls semantic agility by means of 
exploring metaphoric usage in the English they are reading and hearing and also 
by using metaphorical language in their own writing of prose and poetry. 
Semantic agility also includes an awareness of how root words combine with pre
fixes and suffixes to generate an extensive array of words and word families. 

This type of explicit focus on how academic language works can reinforce 
the modeling of language that teachers provide in their content instruction. 
Gibbons (1991) emphasizes that explicit modeling of academic language is par
ticularly important in schools with large numbers of bilingual students: 

In such a school it is very easy to fall into the habit of constantly sim
plifying our language because we expect not to be understood. But 
if we only ever use basic language such as put in or take out or go 
Jaster, some children will not have any opportunity to learn other 
ways of expressing these ideas, such as insert or remove or acceler
ate. And these are the words which are needed to refer to the gen
eral concepts related to the ideas, such as removal, insertion and 
acceleration. (p. 18) 

The point of harvesting the language in the manner suggested in this section 
is to make it available for students to use in their own production of language. [ 4] 

In this regard, bilingual students from Romance language backgrounds 
have a significant advantage over their monolingual counterparts. The most 
difficult, low-frequency words in English are overwhelmingly derived from 



Latin and Greek sources and most of these words have cognates in Spanish and 
other Romance languages. Encouraging bilingual students to explore cognate 
connections across their languages not only communicates to students the 
value of their home language and culture (identity affirmation) but also deep
ens their knowledge of English in ways that are academically highly significant. 

Focus on Use 
The Focus on Use component is based on the notion that L2 acquisition 

will remain abstract and classroom-bound unless students have the opportuni
ty to express themselves-their identities and their intelligence-through that 
language. In order to motivate language use there should ideally be an authen
tic audience that encourages two-way communication in both oral and written 
modes. The three examples of language use presented in Figure 5.1 (generate 
new knowledge, create literature and art, act on social realities) are intend
ed to illustrate important components of critical literacy. Language must be 
used to amplify students' intellectual, aesthetic, and social identities if it is to 
contribute to student empowerment, understood as the collaborative creation 
of power. Unless active and authentic language use for these purposes is pro
moted in the classroom, students' grasp of academic (and conversational) 
aspects of their second language is likely to remain shallow and passive. 

Language use can stimulate linguistic growth, cognitive development, and 
affirmation of identity. Each of these three processes is important for academic 
language learning. With respect to linguistic growth, Swain (1995) notes three 
ways in which active use of the target language stimulates acquisition: 

• Students must try to figure out sophisticated aspects of the target language in 
order to express what they want to communicate; 

• It brings home to students and to their teachers what aspects of language 
they need assistance with; 

• It provides teachers with the opportunity to provide corrective feedback to 
build language awareness and help students figure out how the language 
works (for a recent review of the effects of output on 12 acquisition see Izumi 
and Bigelow, 2000). 

One example of how this process operates in the teaching of content 
areas is provided by Gibbons (1991). She emphasizes the importance of report
ing back as a strategy for promoting academic language development. For 



example, after a concrete hands-on group experience, such as a science exper
iment, students are asked to report back to the class orally about what they did 
and observed and then to write about it. As students progress from concrete 
hands-on experience to more abstract language use, they must include suffi
cient information within the language itself for the meaning to be understood 
by those who did not share in the original experience. She notes that: 

while hands-on experiences are a very valuable starting point for lan
guage development, they do not, on their own, offer children ade
quate opportunities to develop the more 'context-free' language 
associated with reading and writing .... a reporting back situation is a 
bridge into the more formal demands of literacy. It allows children to 
try out in speech-in a realistic and authentic situation-the sort of 
language they meet in books and which they need to develop in 
their writing. Where children's own language background has not 
led to this extension of oral language, it becomes even more impor
tant for the classroom to provide such opportunities. (1991, p. 31) 

From the perspective of cognition, active language use is endorsed as cen
tral to cognitive development by the majority of theorists across North America 
today who operate from a Vygotskian or sociocultural perspective. Vygotsky 
(1978) emphasized that intellectual functions develop within a matrix of social 
interaction and are mediated by the child's inner speech. Language use and 
social interaction through language are thus crucial for intellectual develop
ment both in home and school (for elaborations of this perspective see Perez, 
1998a, 1998b, and the work on instructional conversations [e.g., Patthey
Chavez, Clare & Goldenberg, 1995; Tharp & Gallimore, 1988]). 

As one illustration of how closely linked active language use is to intellec
tual functioning, consider the role of teacher-mediated discussion in developing 
critical literacy through experiential, literal, personal, critical, and creative phas
es (fable 5.1). Writing about or discussion of complex issues with their teach
er and peers encourages students to reflect critically and refine their ideas. As 
learners connect new information with what they already know, their cognitive 
power increases. They are enabled to understand more of the content and lan
guage that they hear or read. Cognitive and linguistic growth are seriously 
impeded when students are confined to passive roles within the classroom. 



In addition to its cognitive and linguistic benefits, active language use in 
the classroom encourages students to express themselves; in other words, to 
explore their feelings, ideas, and experiences in a supportive context and there
by become more aware of their goals, values, and aspirations. Two examples of 
language use that have the potential to strongly promote affirmation of identi
ty are drama/role-play and creative writing. 

Drama/Role-Play. Shirley Brice Heath (1993) has argued that drama is a 
powerful means of enabling language learning through collaboration and cog
nitive apprenticeship. She documents how inner city youth organizations have 
used dramas that young people write, cast, and direct to enable them to retain 
their first language or dialect while acquiring standard English and preparing 
for job entry. In the Canadian context, Regnier (1988) has also documented 
how inner city First Nations (Native) youth have written and performed dramas 
that reflect their lives and how this process has exerted a powerful impact on 
their sense of self and on their academic development. 

Creative writing and publishing. The process approach to writing, 
advocated for more than 20 years by Donald Graves (1983) and his colleagues, 
brought about a major change in the way writing was taught in North American 
schools. Graves' approach emphasizes writing as a communicative activity in 
which there is a real purpose (e.g., publication of a book within the classroom), 
a genuine audience (e.g., peers, teachers, parents), and support systems to assist 
children to work through the editing of successive drafts. This type of writing, 
in a variety of genres, can be highly effective in creating a sense of academic 
power, particularly among bilingual children who are developing literacy in two 
languages (see, for example, Brisk, 1985; Brisk & Harrington, 2000; Edelsky, 
1986). There is probably no clearer illustration of what the term empowerment 
means than when a student's published story is placed in the class library and 
this student sees her friend borrowing the book from the class library to bring 
home and read with her parents. Daiute (1985) has expressed the potential of 
creative writing to promote a sense of academic efficacy among students: 

Children who learn early that writing is not simply an exercise gain 
a sense of power that gives them confidence to write-and write a 
lot. ... Beginning writers who are confident that they have something 
to say or that they can find out what they need to know can even 
overcome some limits of training or development. Writers who don't 
feel that what they say matters have an additional burden that no 
skills training can help them overcome. (1985, pp. 5-6) 
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Once again it is clear how a student's sense of self is affected by the oppor
tunities provided in the classroom for active language use and creative effort. 

Writing on a daily basis is especially important for second language learn
ers because it requires them to engage with the most sophisticated aspects of 
academic language. It brings home to them and to their teachers what aspects 
of language they need assistance with and encourages them to become familiar 
with supports such as dictionaries, computer spell checkers, word banks they 
may have kept on particular topics etc. Despite its cognitively challenging 
nature, if the appropriate supports are in place, writing can be highly satisfying 
and motivating for second language learners. 

Dialogue journals (where teachers respond in writing to students' jour
nals) are an excellent way of encouraging second language learners' writing 
development in a genuinely communicative manner (Peyton & Stanton, 1993). 
This type of personal interaction between teacher and student provides an 
authentic context for students to express themselves and for teachers to pro
vide both affirmation and guidance. Within the interpersonal space provided by 
dialogue journals teachers and students learn from each other and collaborate 
in extending conceptual horizons (see Brisk and Harrington, 2000, for a variety 
of very useful hands-on and identity-affirming literacy activities). 

In the current era of "knee-jerk accountability," many teachers and admin
istrators are concerned that if they devote too much time to authentic 
classroom reading and writing activities, their students will suffer on the stan
dardized tests used to police instruction. This concern is legitimate but teach
ers should be reassured by the fact that extended reading is by far the strongest 
predictor of reading comprehension test scores (see Chapter 4, Table 4.1). 
There is also at least anecdotal evidence that extended writing across curricu
lar areas can boost standardized test scores. [5] Observations by the staff of the 
highly successful Oyster Bilingual School in Washington DC highlight the 
importance of writing for academic achievement in general but also more 
specifically for performance on the SAT-9 test: 

Further analysis of test scores on a class-by-class basis indicated that 
the teachers who were most successful in raising test scores provid
ed a very strong writing program for their students. Schoolwide pri
orities this year include reading 25 books a year and writing two 
books, one in English, one in Spanish. We will hold, for the first time, 
a Young Authors' Night where students will have the opportunity to 
read their books to parents and to other students . ... a schoolwide 



Writing Process is being implemented across all classes and grades. 
Teachers are required to implement the Writing Process to enable 
students to write two books. (Oyster Bilingual School, 1999, p. 4) 

Here again, we see the positive effects of integrating students' sense of self 
with active language use and engagement with literacy. A student who sees her
self as a Young Author, capable of writing creatively in two or three languages, 
will read more extensively and write more enthusiastically than one who is con
fined to a passive role within the classroom. 

Another example of a language use activity that clearly promotes identity 
exploration together with literacy skills development is the writing of critical 
autobiographies in which culturally- and linguistically-diverse students write 
about experiences and events in their lives (e.g., Brisk, 1998; Brisk & 
Harrington, 2000). Brisk points out that in writing the autobiographies, students 
should examine and discuss their lives from a variety of perspectives: linguistic, 
cultural, political, economic, sociological, and psychological, and try to under
stand why things are the way they are. In the course of class discussion explor
ing various themes, teachers can ask questions to students to probe deeper into 
issues. Parents can also be interviewed for relevant information and resources 
(e.g., photographs) (see Mccaleb, 1994). 

A variation of the critical autobiography is to have pairs of students col
laborate to write each others' biography. In some cases, a more fluent speaker 
of the target language will collaborate with a less fluent student to construct 
and write the biography of the less fluent student. Publication of the biogra
phies in paper or electronic format (e.g., class web page) can also be pursued 
for sharing with a wider audience (e.g., parents, other students, etc.). 

Students can be encouraged to write in their stronger language and then 
work with other students or the teacher or a volunteer to produce a bilingual 
or trilingual text. Edwards documents how this process simultaneously devel
ops writing expertise and affirms bilingual students' identities: 

While it is clearly very difficult for language learners to write in 
English in the early stages, there is no reason why they cannot draft, 
revise and edit in their first language. This approach allows them to 
develop their skills while joining in the same activity as their peers. 
It can also enhance their status in the class. Instead of emphasizing 
what they cannot do, the focus shifts to their achievements. This is 
precisely what happened with Julia, a ten year old girl who had 



recently arrived from Russia. Classmates-and teacher-were fasci
nated by the appearance of the Cyrillic script on the page and very 
impressed by her beautiful handwriting. A Russian-speaking member 
of staff provided a translation so that she was able to share her story 
with the class. (1998, p. 67) 

Once again, the impact of this type of initiative derives from its dual and 
complementary focus on knowledge generation and identity negotiation. [6] 

Even in the case of students who have significant gaps in their formal 
schooling, writing can play a major role in promoting academic growth. This is 
vividly documented by Ofelia Garcia (1999) in an article entitled Educating 
Latino high school students with little formal schooling which examined the 
academic progress of students in Dual literacy programs in New York City: 

And it became obvious that these students, despite their limitations 
with academic skills, had an ability for poetic metaphor and written 
expression that exceeded that of many of their schooled adolescent 
peers. Their images were complex, their metaphors forceful. 
Standard language did not constrain them, and students felt free to 
construct their own language to write poetry. (p. 70) 

Unfortunately, the structure of most high schools frequently turns off bilin
gual students' voice and capacity for literary self-expression rather than ampli
fying it. Garcia concludes: 

When students are encouraged to write freely and are made to under
stand that writing is a system of expression of thoughts and feelings, 
language flows fluidly and communicates appropriately, even if it con-
tains errors. But ... when students are allowed only correct form, their 
writing becomes limited and fails to communicate. (1999, p. 77) 

Guadalupe Valdes (1999) has also documented that middle school students 
who start with minimal or no English can, within 2 years and with appropriate 
instruction, "reach the point where they can carry out communicative acts-like 
explaining, describing, and narrating-in writing" (p. 173). Many bilingual stu
dents, however, are never given the opportunity to develop the power of self
expression through writing. Linda Harklau (1999) notes that in an attempt to 
increase their chances of academic success, bilingual/ELL students are frequent
ly placed in low-track classrooms rather than the more demanding high-track 
classrooms. However, these low-track classrooms tend to socialize students into 



language behaviors and practices that limit their access to future educational 
and occupational opportunities . Whereas high-track students were frequently 
assigned extensive reading from authentic sources and were asked to synthesize, 
analyze, and interpret this reading material, low-track students were seldom 
given these opportunities and rarely engaged in extended reading or writing. 
According to Harklau, the typical high school program with its compartmental
ization of instruction organizes "ESL as one more subject area to be affixed to 
students' schedules until they can function in mainstream classrooms" (p. 56). 
The weakness of such a structure is that it provides "little support for students ' 
special linguistic needs outside the confines of ESL classrooms, little recognition 
of fostering of linguistic and ethnic diversity in the school at large, and a strong 
tendency to confound bilingualism with academic deficiency (p. 56). 

In short , extensive writing in a variety of genres, on a daily basis, should be 
a central part of ELL students' instructional experience at all grade levels and 
across curricular areas. Writing articulates self in a way that is cognitively chal
lenging and linguistically enriching. To ensure that bilingual/ELL students have 
ample opportunities for extended writing (and reading), schools must engage 
in a language policy process that involves all educators as active participants. 
Ideally, parents and students should also be invited to participate actively in 
shaping the school's identity along these lines. 

Conclusion 
A framework for academic language learning has been outlined that views 

the interactions between educators and students as the most immediate deter
minant of student success or failure in school. These interactions can be viewed 
through two lens: the lens of the teaching-learning relationship in a narrow 
sense, represented by the strategies and techniques that teachers use to provide 
comprehensible input and reading instruction as well as promote content 
knowledge and cognitive growth . Effective instruction viewed through this lens 
will maximize students' cognitive engagement. 

The second lens is the lens of identity negotiation which is represented 
by the messages communicated to students regarding their identities-who 
they are in the teacher's eyes and who they are capable of becoming . Perhaps 
the most important thing that teachers can do to promote students' mastery of 
academic English is to organize the classroom as a learning community where 
the voices of all students can be heard. When students feel strong respect and 



affirmation from their teachers and peers, it generates a powetful sense of 
belonging to the classroom learning community and motivation to participate 
fully in the society beyond. 

Maximum cognitive engagement and maximum identity investment are 
realized in instruction that provides opportunities for students to focus on 
meaning, language, and extensive use of both oral and written language. In this 
regard, the importance of extensive reading and writing in the development of 
both academic self-confidence and academic language proficiency cannot be 
over-emphasized. Reading texts that students can relate to their personal histo
ries or their understanding of the world generates the motivation to keep on 
reading. Writing narratives and analyses that express their growing sense of self, 
their identity, allows students to map out where they have come from and 
where they are going. However, students will also benefit from an explicit focus 
on developing an awareness of language and its pervasive role in all aspects of 
our society. This focus on language itself and its intersection with various kinds 
of power relations in society encourages students to harvest the language. In 
this way, they absorb much more academic language from what they read and 
are enabled to use this language powerfully and effectively in their own speak
ing and writing. 

The following two chapters elaborate on these themes in the context of 
bilingual education and educational restructuring. These chapters highlight 
crucial aspects of the instructional environment that have not been considered 
in depth in this chapter; for example, the role of L1 instruction in promoting 
12 literacy development, and the importance of establishing strong partner
ships to encourage culturally-diverse parents to participate actively in their 
children's education. 

Endnotes to Chapter 5 
1. Handscombe and Becker (1994) provide a telling example of the powerful messages con

veyed to bilingual students when they are encouraged to use their LI and share their prior 
knowledge with the teacher and other students. Taraneh was a student of Iranian back
ground in a culturally diverse grade 3/4 class in the Metropolitan Toronto area taught by 
Nancy Becker. She had been in Canada for 10 months but had been educated prior to this 
through Urdu in Pakistan: 

While Tareneh's previous schooling had been in Urdu, her parents had taught her to 
read and write in Farsi/Persian and Nancy encouraged her to bring a book to school in what 
Tareneh always referred to as "my language" so that she could hear Tareneh read it. Tareneh 
was delighted to do this and chose to bring a book about a stuffed Panda. The book had 
appealing drawings to help the monolingual English users with the meaning, while Tareneh 



rattled her way fluently through the text. The girls in the class were particularly impressed 
with her skill at deciphering the impossible-looking squiggles on the pages. Their demon
strated interest did much to bolster Tareneh's self-esteem. The very next week, when Nancy 
asked if she would like to bring another book in Farsi, she arrived with one in English, mak
ing it clear that she knew what she needed to learn at this moment and would take all the 
help she could get, especially now that everyone knew how literate she really was. (1994, 
pp . 25-26) 

It is particularly important to communicate strong reinforcing and welcoming mes
sages to refugee children who may have survived considerable trauma prior to arriving in 
North America (see Criddle & Mam, 1987, and Kaprielian-Churchill & Churchill, 1994, for 
moving accounts of refugees' struggle for survival in their homeland and the challenges they 
face trying to reestablish their lives and identities in a new society). 

2. Three useful resources for fascinating information about language are John Edwards' (1994) 
book Multilingualism, David Crystal's (1987) Cambridge Encyclopedia of Language, and 
Norah McWilliam's (1998) What's tn a Word. Among the facts included in Crystal's volume 
are the following: 

• There are about 5,000 languages co-existing in fewer than 200 countries around the 
world. This explains why most countries in the world are multilingual. 

• One of the most multilingual people ever to have lived was Cardinal Giuseppe Mezzofanti 
who lived between 1774 and 1849 and was the librarian at the Vatican. The eminent 
Cardinal could speak 50 languages, understand 70 and translate 114 ! 

• Chinese has the most mother tongue speakers (1,000 million), English comes next with 
350 million, and then Spanish with 250 million. Although fewer in mother tongue speak
ers, English is estimated to exceed Chinese in terms of total number of speakers (1400 
million) (Edwards, 1994). 

Discussion of "fun facts" such as these can stimulate a variety of language awareness 
activities in the classroom. For example, students could research how many languages are 
spoken and understood by students in the class (these could then be graphed by lan
guages); which student in the class speaks the most languages (give student a certificate or 
some form of recognition); what are the major countries in which Chinese, English, and 
Spanish are spoken (identify on a world map and connect with voyages of discovery/colo
nization etc.). In other words, the facts are not inert but rather act as catalysts for further 
student investigation. 

3. Two potentially useful web-based resources that can facilitate ELL students, access to the 
curriculum and support the transfer of Ll writing expertise to L2 writing are : 
http://www.babylon.com and http://world .altavista.com. The Altavista site uses "Babel 
Fish" as a translator to translate text across a variety of languages. Babylon, on the other 
hand, does not do extended translations but rather provides either on-line or downloaded 
access to dictionaries in 12 languages (including Spanish, Chinese, and Japanese). Students 
can highlight a word in an English text and get either a pop-up translation in their Ll or an 
English dictionary definition. 

J S 2 NeioltaLni 9Jentdie~: fJu~aLon ~o'l tmpowerimenl in~ CDtve'l~e ~ocief~ 



The Babel Fish site provides machine translation across 7 languages (English, French, 
German, Italian, Portuguese, Russian, Spanish). Using Babel Fish (or some other computer 
translation service or program), a recently-arrived Spanish LI student could write a story or 
autobiography in Spanish and the teacher could cut and paste her writing into Babel Fish 
and receive an English translation. The translation will be rough (as machine translations 
tend to be) but it will usually be sufficient to provide Ithe teacher with the sense of what 
the student is trying to express. Also, teachers and students can have some fun editing the 
computerese variety of English (or other languages) into coherent prose. This classroom
edited version provides the ELL student with a self-generated text in English to accompany 
her Spanish LI text. It also permits her to share her experiences and insights with her teach
er and classmates. 

To illustrate how Babel Fish works , consider a passage written in Spanish from the 
book El Canto de las Palomas written by Juan Felipe Herrera and included in the Scott 
Foresman Lectura Spanish Reading Program (grade 3): 

Mi mama me decia esto 
Cuando teniamos que mudarnos a otro campo de labor. 
Mi mama Lucha, mi papa Felipe y yo. 
Divisaba a los campesinos trabajando en los files 
Mientras mi papa manejaba nuestra vieja troca del Army 
Por los caminos olvidados de California.(Lectura Scott Foresman, Grade 3, 
Volume 2, Teacher's Guide, p. 138). 

Babel Fish has some difficulty rendering this passage into English, as the following 
attempt at translation shows: 

My mother said this to me 
When we had to change us to another field of work. 
My mother Fight, my papa Felipe and I. 
She descried to the farmers working in you case out them. 
While my papa handled our old troca of the Army 
By the ways forgotten California. 

Although garbled , this "translation " provides enough entry into the passage to enable 
students with varying degrees of Spanish-English bilingualism to brainstorm about the cor
rect meaning and to "teach" the computer "proper English". For example, Spanish-speakers 
will know immediately why the computer translated the mother 's name as "Fight" and will 
likely be amused at the computer's "misunderstanding ". Interesting discussions might also 
ensue regarding the computer 's inability to translate troca into truck. If the word in the text 
had been camion rather than the "borrowed" form troca, the computer would have had no 
difficulty getting the meaning . 

The last phrase By the ways forgotten California would likely also stimulate some 
creative brainstorming about what the computer is trying to say. Students might be encour
aged to don their linguistic detective cloaks and explore the different meanings of the word 
way or ways and the many idiomatic and figurative uses of the term . 



This kind oflanguage exploration (ofLl and L2) can increase students' awareness of 
language and their understanding of the evolution of their own language. It also shows stu
dents the value of their bilingualism since students who have more developed bilingual and 
biliteracy abilities have a clear advantage in this kind of classroom activity. 

The "official" translation of the text (from the Lectura Teacher's Manual [p. 138]) is 
provided below. Once again, where polished translations such as this exist for texts sub
mitted to Babel Fish, students can be encouraged to discuss in groups or brainstorm as a 
whole class what makes the professional translation a coherent and elegant piece of writ
ing (as compared to Babel Fish's stumbling effort or possibly their own initial attempts) . 
They might also question the accuracy of "official" translations (such as the way trabajan
do en los files is rendered in the English version) and come to understand that literal trans
lations are not always possible or most effective in rendering the author's meaning. 

My mother would tell me this 
when we had to move on to another labor camp. 
My mother Lucha, my father Felipe, and me. 
I would gaze across the fields at the campesinos-
the farmworkers-as my father drove our old army truck 
through the backroads of California. 

The same translation engine operates from the SYSTRAN web site but an alternative 
can be found at the Transparent Language site (www.transparentlanguage.com/ets). As 
the following example shows, it has similar difficulties to Bablefish/SYSTRAN in translating 
the Spanish text above: 

My mom told me this. 
When we had to move us to another field of work. 
My mom Fights, my dad Felipe and I. 
He made out the peasants working in the files. 
While my dad handled our old one he exchanges of the Army 
By the roads forgot of California 

A wide-range of technology resources relevant to bilingual education (including 
other translation resources) can be found in Ana Bishop's excellent article Technology 
trends and their potential for bilingual education (National Clearinghouse for Bilingual 
Education, No. 7, September 2000. www.ncbe.gwu.edu). 

4. Two web sites that might be useful to explore as a means of expanding students' language 
awareness are: 

The Human Languages Page (http://www.ilovelanguages.com/), a comprehensive 
catalogue of language-related Internet resources with more than 1900 links to related sites 
(including the Altavista Babel Fish site. These sites offer online language lessons, translating 
dictionaries, literature, translation services, software, language schools, or information on 
particular languages. 



Languages Made Clear (http://www.languagesmadeclear.cjb.net) offers informa
tion about English, Spanish, French, German, Dutch, Portuguese, Italian, and Esperanto lan
guages. Users can find information about and practice Grammar, Vocabulary and 
Pronunciation in these languages. The site includes lists of vocabulary on specific topics 
(e.g., Animals, Education, etc.) that permit words in different languages to be compared. This 
might be a useful source for language exploration activities focused on cognate relation
ships across languages. 

A number of web sites that can support ELL students' vocabulary expansion have 
been identified by Christine Meloni in an article in TESOL Matters (October/November, 
2000, 10:4, p. 14): These are summarized below: 

Wordwizard (http ://www .wordwizard.com/) permits users to peruse pages on 
word origins, slang, insults, and quotations as well as study vocabulary used in both pro se 
and poetry. 

A.Word.A.Day (http ://www .wordsmith .org/awad/index .html) offers a new word 
everyday together with its pronunciation, meaning, and examples of use. 

Cool Word of the Day (http://www.edu.yorku.ca/wotd) offers a variety of word 
games to develop English vocabulary. 

The Monthly Idiom (http://www.comenius.com/idioms) presents a new idiom 
every month together with an archive of more than 60 idioms. 

Common Errors in English (http://www.wsu.edu/~brians/errors/index. html) clari
fies common errors that learners of English frequently make. 

Words in the News (http://www/bbc/co.uk/worldservice/learningenglish/ words) 
focuses on the language used in recent British Broadcasting Corporation news reports . 

English Vocabulary (http ://xahlee .org/Page1'wo_dir/Vocabulary _dir/vocabu
lary.html) organizes words in various categories such as "SAT Words; "Slang" etc . 

Vocabulary Quizzes (http ://www.aitech.ac.jp/~iteslj/quizzes/vocabulary . html) is 
one of a number of useful pages available at the TESL Internet Journal. 

ESL Slang Page (http://www.eslcafe.com/slang) is offered as part of Dave's ESL Cafe 
which also offers a wealth of other useful resources. For example, there is also an idiom 
page and a phrasal verb page at (http://www.eslcafe . com/idioms) and (http://www . 
eslcafe.com/pv) respectively 

5. One way to involve students actively in demystifying the construction and social functions 
of standardized tests is to provide opportunities for them, working in groups, to construct 
their own tests on topics with which they are familiar or on which they have carried out 
research. For example, the teacher might explain how multiple-choice items are construct
ed (e.g., the role of distractors) and groups might construct a set of items on topics such as 
baseball, popular music, television programs, popular slang etc., and administer their items 
to the other groups. Alternatively, each group might research aspects of a particular topic 
(e.g., the American Civil War, the European arrival in North America, endangered species, 
etc.) and construct items based on their research. Groups could also construct items that 
focus on the unit of study that has just been completed. 



Within this conception, standardized tests are viewed as one particular genre of lan
guage. Students should be familiar with the conventions of this genre if their academic 
worth is to be recognized. In generating multiple-choice items, students are developing lan
guage awareness in the context of a highly challenging (but engaging) cognitive activity. I 
believe that this strategy would develop "test-taking skills" (and a lot more) far more effec
tively than current drill and practice approaches. 

6. Another set of examples of language use in the context of transformative pedagogy comes 
from the computer-mediated sister class projects documented by Brown (1999), Cummins 
and Sayers (1995) and Brown, Figueroa, Sayers, and Cummins (1998). Brown, for example, 
describes a project dubbed "New Places" by the participating classes in which students 
who had moved described their experiences. Students who hadn't moved interviewed 
peers at their school about how they were received in their new schools and communities. 
Students from a dozen countries were involved in this project, including those who had 
moved from rural China to Beijing, African Americans who had moved from the south to 
the north within the United States, and immigrant students who had moved from many 
countries to the United States. Students investigated what motivates migration and how 
people from different cultural, racial, and linguistic backgrounds were received by their new 
communities. Brown concludes: 

One of the outcomes of this project was that together the students ana
lyzed the linguistic, cultural, and institutional barriers at their schools and 
drew up guidelines for teachers and students about how to make their 
schools better places for newcomers. The idea that collaborative problem 
solving might make the world a better place motivates much online learn
ing. (1999, p. 312) 



Chapter 6 
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s we have seen, both opponents and advocates of bilingual 
education in the United States justify their positions in 
terms of what is in the best interests of children. Advocates 
argue that bilingual education can help make instruction 
comprehensible for English language learners and facilitate 
parental participation in their children's education. 

Opponents, by contrast, have suggested that bilingual education reduces chil
dren 's exposure to English, thereby limiting their academic opportunities . These 
claims are frequently clothed in vivid rhetoric: for example, the claim by US. 
English that bilingual education constitutes child abuse or Schlesinger's (1991) 
suggestion that "bilingualism shuts doors" whereas "monolingual education 
opens doors to the larger world." 

In this chapter, these opposing claims are examined in relation to the 
research evidence. An extensive body of research on bilingualism and bilingual 
education exists within the United States. When this research is combined with 
the research carried out worldwide for more than 70 years on these issues, the 
evidence is truly monumental. As far back as 1963, entire volumes were being 
filled with reviews of the research on bilingualism (e.g., Vildomec, 1963). 

Thus, I have always been puzzled by the frequent lament from policy-mak
ers that "research on bilingual education is sparse" or that "the research evi
dence is conflicting and therefore no conclusions regarding the efficacy of 
bilingual education can be drawn." What has been missing from the policy 
debate is any attempt to think theoretically about the research evidence. By the
oretical thinking I mean articulating predictions based on the opposing claims 
and evaluating these predictions in relation to the research evidence. For exam
ple , what predictions can be derived from the opposing linguistic mismatch 



and maximum exposure hypotheses and how do these predictions stack up 
against the research evidence? 

In order to evaluate what the research evidence on bilingual education is 
saying, it is necessary first to examine the relationship between theory, 
research, and policy decisions. I suggest that when the role of theory is under
stood, there is overwhelming consistency in the research on bilingualism and 
bilingual education. Following this, a definition of bilingual education is offered 
and the different types of bilingual programs that have been implemented in 
various parts of the world are described. The third section makes explicit the 
theoretical positions underlying the claims of opponents and advocates of 
bilingual education in the United States and then predictions derived from 
these theoretical positions are examined, first in relation to recent large-scale 
studies carried out in the United States, and then in relation to the internation
al research on bilingual education. 

Theory, Research, and Policy 
A major reason why many policy-makers and educators in the United 

States regard the research basis for bilingual education as inadequate is that they 
have failed to realize that data or "facts" from bilingual programs (or any other 
programs) become interpretable for policy purposes only within the context of 
a coherent theory. It is the theory rather than the individual research findings 
that permits the generation of predictions about program outcomes under 
different conditions. Research findings themselves cannot be directly applied 
across contexts. For example, the fact that kindergarten and grade 1 Punjabi
background students in a Punjabi-English bilingual program in Bradford, 
England, learned English just as successfully as a control group in a traditional 
English-only program (Rees, 1981), tells us very little about what might happen 
in the case of Latino/Latina students in the United States. 

Yet when this pattern is repeated across a wide range of situations, it sug
gests that some stable underlying principle is at work. This principle can then 
be formally stated as a theoretical proposition or hypothesis from which 
predictions can be derived and tested. For example, the linguistic mismatch 
hypothesis would predict that in every situation where there is a switch 
between home language and school language, students will encounter academ
ic difficulties. The maximum exposure hypothesis would predict that any form 
of bilingual education that reduces the amount of instructional time through the 



medium of English will result in academic difficulties in English. These predic
tions can be tested against the research evidence. 

Similarly, if we observe that across a wide variety of social, political, and 
linguistic contexts, instruction through a minority language for part or all of the 
school day does not result in any long-term academic loss in the majority lan
guage, it suggests that some theoretical principle is operating that can account 
for the consistency of findings despite wide variation in contexts. This is, in fact, 
what the research data clearly show and the underlying principle has been 
termed the linguistic interdependence principle (Cummins, 1981a, 1984).I sug
gest in this chapter that it provides a reliable, albeit partial, basis for policy deci
sions regarding the education of bilingual students. In short, although research 
findings cannot be applied directly across contexts, the accumulation of 
research findings does have relevance for policy. This relevance is achieved by 
means of the integration of the findings within a coherent theory from which 
predictions regarding program outcomes under different conditions can be 
generated. In contrast to research findings, theories are almost by definition 
applicable across contexts. The validity of any theoretical principle is assessed 
precisely by how well it can account for the research findings in a variety of 
contexts. If a theory cannot account for a particular set of research findings, 
then it is an inadequate or incomplete theory. Thus, if there is counter-evidence 
to predictions derived from the linguistic mismatch, maximum exposure, or 
interdependence hypotheses, then they must be rejected as inadequate theo
retical principles to explain the research data. 

Types of Bilingual Education Programs 
The term bilingual education usually refers to the use of two ( or more) lan

guages of instruction at some point in the student's school career. In other words, 
it is generally defined in terms of the means through which particular educa
tional goals are achieved. When used in this sense, proficiency in two languages 
is not necessarily a goal of bilingual education. For example, the most common 
form of bilingual education in the United States, transitional bilingual education, 
aims only to promote students' proficiency in English. When it is assumed that 
students have attained sufficient proficiency in the school language to follow 
instruction in that language, home language instruction is discontinued. 

However, the term bilingual education is sometimes defined in relation 
to goals, to refer to educational programs that are designed to promote bilin
gual proficiency among students. When used in this broader sense, bilingual 
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education may entail instruction primarily or exclusively through only one lan
guage, as for example, when instruction is delivered through a minority lan
guage in order to provide students with the maximum opportunity to learn that 
language. Second language immersion programs of this type are implemented 
widely in certain countries. 

For example , French immersion programs have operated across Canada for 
almost 40 years and currently involve approximately 300,000 students. There are 
three broad types of French immersion program: early, starting usually in 
Kindergarten with 100% French until English is introduced in grades 2, 3 or 4; 
usually about half the time is spent through each language by grade S or 6; mid
dle, starting in grades 4 or 5 with between 50% and 100% French initially; and 
late, starting in grade 7 or 8 with 50% to 100% French initially. The early immer
sion program is the most common variant and countless evaluations have shown 
that students make good progress in acquiring French fluency and literacy at no 
cost to their English (LI) academic skills despite considerably less instructional 
time through English (Lambert & Tucker, 1972; Swain & Lapkin, 1982). 

Dual language programs (sometimes called two-way bilingual programs) 
implemented in the United States are modeled after the early French immersion 
programs but involve students from English home backgrounds together with 
students from another language background (e.g., Spanish, Korean, Chinese, etc.). 
There are two major patterns of language allocation in dual language programs: 

• 90/10 programs deliver approximately 90% of the instruction initially through 
the minority language with a gradual transition to equal use of the two lan
guages in the later grades of elementary school. English reading is usually 
introduced in grade 3. 

• 50/50 programs have equal use of each language from grade 1-6 (sometimes 
kindergarten is conducted predominantly through the minority language). 
Reading is usually introduced in both languages in grade 1. Sometimes the 
alternation of languages takes place on a morning/afternoon basis and some
times on an alternate day basis. This model also allows for a team teaching 
approach where the English part of the program is taught by a monolingual 
English teacher and the minority language part by a bilingual teacher. 
However, often the same bilingual teacher teaches both parts of the program. 

Typologies of bilingual education programs have generated a myriad of dif
ferent types depending on the combination of program goals, status of the stu
dent group (e.g., dominant/subordinated, majority/minority etc.), proportion of 



instructional time through each language, and sociolinguistic and sociopolitical 
situation in the immediate community and wider society (see Skutnabb-Kangas, 
1984, for a review). [1] For our purposes, it is sufficient to distinguish five broad 
types based on the population groups the program is intended to serve. Four of 
these program types are intended primarily for minority or subordinated group 
students while the fifth is intended for majority or dominant group students. 

Type I programs involve the use of indigenous or Native languages as 
mediums of instruction; examples are the various Native language bilingual 
programs in the U.S. (e.g., McCarty, 1997) and Maori bilingual or immersion 
programs in New Zealand (Bishop & Glynn, 1999). The indigenous group has 
usually been conquered or colonized at some time in the past and the bilingual 
programs are often aimed at revival or revitalization of languages that have 
become endangered. 

Type II programs involve the use of a national minority language which 
sometimes has official language status in the society. Examples are the use of 
Gaelic in Ireland and Scotland, and Welsh in Wales as well as Basque and Catalan 
in Spain. The rights to L1 instruction for official language minorities (both 
French and English) in Canada constitute another example. Many other exam
ples exist across the world, from China and Singapore in Asia to a variety of 
programs in Africa and other continents (Cummins & Corson, 1997; see 
Skutnabb-Kangas, 2000 and Skutnabb-Kangas & Phillipson, 1994, for discussion 
of linguistic human rights related to bilingual education around the globe) . The 
minority language or languages involved usually have long-term status in the 
society and often some degree of official recognition. Maintenance or revital
ization of these languages is usually the primary goal of such programs. Some 
programs could be classified as either Type I or Type II; for example, the Basques 
are usually regarded as the indigenous population of the northern parts of the 
Iberian peninsula and thus programs aimed at revitalization of Basque could also 
be classified as Type I. 

Type ill programs involve international minority languages that are the 
languages of relatively recent immigrants to a host country. Many of the bilingual 
programs in countries such as the United States, The Netherlands, Australia, or 
Sweden fall into this category. Most of these are transitional programs designed 
to facilitate students' academic progress. In some situations, Type II and Type III 
programs merge into one another, as in the case of some Spanish-English bilin
gual programs in the United States that may serve both long-term Spanish-speak
ing groups as well as more recent immigrant groups. 



Type IV programs serve children who are deaf or hard-of-hearing 
Bilingual/bicultural programs for Deaf children are a relatively recent phe
nomenon. This is not surprising in view of the fact that the manual languages of 
the Deaf were recognized by linguists (and somewhat later by policy makers) 
as genuine languages only in the 1970s. Bilingual/bicultural programs involving 
American Sign Language (ASL) started in North America only in the early 1990s 
(Gibson et al., 1997). Scandinavian countries were more advanced in imple
menting bilingual/bicultural programs for Deaf students (Mahshie, 1995) . 
However, bilingual/bicultural programs for Deaf children are still in their infan
cy in most places around the world . 

Type V programs are intended for dominant or majority group students 
and aim to develop bilingual and biliteracy skills among such students. French 
immersion programs in Canada and dual language programs in the United States 
are examples of Type V Dual language programs also fall into the category of 
Type II or Type III since they also serve linguistic minority students. The 
European Schools model (Beardsmore, 1993; Skutnabb-Kangas, 1995) which 
involves instruction through four languages at various points in the students ' 
school career also qualifies as Type V, as do Swedish immersion programs for 
Finnish students in Finland (Buss & Lauren, 1995). 

Contrary to the impression one might get from the current U.S. debate on 
the issue, bilingual programs are not a recent innovation. In fact, bilingual edu
cation was common in Greek and Roman times (Lewis, 1976) as well as in the 
United States prior to the first world war (Kloss, 1977; Schlossman, 1983). 
Currently some form of bilingual education is implemented in the vast majority 
of countries around the world (Fishman, 1976). [2] In the next section, theoret
ical positions underlying the opposing claims related to bilingual education in 
the United States are outlined. 

Theory Underlying 
Opposition to Bilingual Education 

Three major psychoeducational claims have been articulated to argue 
against bilingual education: (a) the claim that "time on task"(or "maximum 
exposure") is the major variable underlying language learning and hence immer
sion in English is the most effective means to ensure the learning of English; (b) 
the claim that under these conditions of immersion, language minority students 
will quickly (within 1-2 years) pick up sufficient English to survive academically 
without further special support ; (c) the claim that English immersion should 



start as early as possible in the student's school career since younger children 
are better language learners than older children. Examples of each of these 
claims are presented below. 

Rosalie Pedalino Porter (1990) clearly articulates the "time-on-task" princi-
ple in stating: 

My personal experience and professional investigations together 
impel me to conclude that the two overriding conditions that pro
mote the best learning of a second language are (1) starting at an 
early age, say at five, and (2) having as much exposure and carefully 
planned instruction in the language as possible. Effective time on 
task-the amount of time spent learning-is, as educators know, the 
single greatest predictor of educational achievement; this is at least as 
true, if not more so, for low-socioeconomic-level, limited-English stu
dents. Children learn what they are taught, and if they are taught 
mainly in Spanish for several years, their Spanish-language skills will 
be far better than their English-language ones. (1990, pp. 63-64) 

Gary Imhoff (1990) in outlining the U.S. English position on bilingual edu
cation suggests that while native language instruction might be acceptable "for 
the first few months" (p. 51), the educational rationale for bilingual education 
beyond this initial adjustment period is seriously deficient. Especially problematic 
is the rejection by bilingual education advocates of the "time on task" principle: 

Bilingual-education advocates also tend to dismiss the idea that prac
tice makes perfect, expressed in educational terms as "time on task;' 
and hold instead that non-English-speaking students will learn 
English better if less time is spent teaching it. (1990, p. 51) 

Nathan Glazer (Glazer & Cummins, 1985) has articulated his position in 
regard to teaching methodology and length of time required to develop English 
proficiency in responding to questions posed by the editors of the journal 
Equity and Choice: 

all our experience shows that the most extended and steady expo
sure to the spoken language is the best way of learning any language . 
. . . How long? It depends. But one year of intensive immersion seems 
to be enough to permit most children to transfer to English-language 
classes. (1985, p. 48) 



These claims are in direct contrast to those made by academic advocates 
of bilingual education, as outlined below. 

Theory Proposed by Bilingual Education Advocates 
It is important first to highlight the fact that most bilingual education the

orists have distanced themselves from the usual rationale for bilingual programs, 
namely the linguistic mismatch hypothesis, outlined earlier. While the claim 
that children cannot learn through a language they do not understand has been 
persuasive to many policy-makers and educators (and, in fact, underlies the 
quick-exit transitional focus of most U.S. bilingual education), it is seriously 
flawed. It fails to account either for the success of English background children 
in Canadian French immersion or in U.S. dual language programs or the fact 
that, under certain conditions, English language learners can succeed academi
cally in English-only programs (see Cummins, 1984). 

Related to the rejection of the linguistic mismatch hypothesis by bilingual 
education advocates is the fact that bilingual education theory does not assign a 
central role to the language of initial reading instruction. As noted in Chapter 4, 
initial reading instruction in Spanish is a reasonable strategy in many situations 
in Spanish-English bilingual programs due to the relatively consistent sound
symbol relationship in Spanish compared to English and the fact that it is the lan
guage most Spanish-speaking students know best on entry to school. However, 
bilingual and ELL students can acquire decoding skills through a second lan
guage in all-English contexts and several 50/50 dual language programs that intro
duce reading in Spanish and English simultaneously or in quick succession have 
been highly successful (e.g., Oyster Bilingual School in Washington DC). 

Academic advocates of bilingual education have consistently rejected com
pensatory (or transitional) bilingual programs; instead, they have argued for 
enrichment (or two-way) bilingual programs that promote biliteracy for all chil
dren, regardless of language background (e.g., Collier, 1995; Fishman, 1976; 
Lambert, 1975; Swain, 1979). They suggest that reinforcing children's conceptual 
base in their LI throughout elementary school (and beyond) will provide a foun
dation for long-term growth in English academic skills. Based on the time periods 
required to catch up academically with English LI peers, researchers have also 
cautioned that we should not expect bilingual children to approach grade norms 
in English academic skills before the later grades of elementary school. 

The two theoretical principles proposed in support of bilingual education 
have been termed the additive bilingualism enrichment principle and the 



interdependence or common underlying proficiency principle. Each will be 
considered in tum. 

The Positive Effects of Additive Bilingualism 
There are close to 150 empirical studies carried out during the past 30 or 

so years that have reported a positive association between additive bilingualism 
and students' linguistic, cognitive, or academic growth. The most consistent find
ings among these research studies are that bilinguals show more developed 
awareness of the structure and functions of language itself (metalinguistic abili
ties) and that they have advantages in learning additional languages. The term 
additive bilingualism refers to the form of bilingualism that results when stu
dents add a second language to their intellectual tool-kit while continuing to 
develop conceptually and academically in their first language. 

This pattern of findings suggests that the proficiency attained by bilingual 
students in their two languages may exert important influences on their aca
demic and intellectual development. Continued development of both languages 
into literate domains (additive bilingualism) appears to be a precondition for 
enhanced cognitive, linguistic, and academic growth. Some illustrative studies 
focusing on the effects of bilingualism on metalinguistic abilities and on the 
learning of additional languages are considered below. 

Bilingualism and Metalinguistic Abilities. The findings of a series of 
Australian studies (Ricciardelli, 1992, 1993) illustrate the types of advantage 
that bilingual information processing might confer on the developing child. 
Ricciardelli conducted two studies to investigate the influence of bilingualism 
on children's cognitive abilities and creativity. The first involved 57 Italian
English bilingual and 55 English monolingual children who were aged 5 or 6 at 
the time of the study. This study found that children who were proficient in 
both Italian and English performed significantly better than children who were 
proficient in English only (the high English monolingual group) and those bilin
guals who were proficient in English but less proficient in Italian, on several 
measures reflecting creative thinking (the Torrance Fluency and Imagination 
measures), metalinguistic awareness (Word Order Correction), and verbal and 
non-verbal abilities. 

The second study was conducted in Rome with 35 Italian-English bilingual 
and 35 Italian monolingual 5 and 6 year-old children. Again, those children who 
were proficiently bilingual in Italian and English performed significantly better 
than the other groups on the Torrance Fluency and Imagination measures as 
well as on Word Order Correction and Word Reading. 



Another series of seven studies, carried out between 1978 and 1987 in a 
totally different socio-cultural context (Orissa, India), shows a consistent pattern 
of results. Mohanty (1994) studied large numbers of monolingual and bilingual 
Kond tribal children who had varying degrees of contact with the dominant lan
guage of Orissa, namely Oriya. The monolingual children came from areas where 
the original Kui language of the Konds had given way to Oriya monolingualism 
as a result of contact with speakers of the dominant language. In other areas, a 
relatively stable form of Kui-Oriya bilingualism exists where Kui is used pre
dominantly in children's homes but contact with Oriya through peers and oth
ers in the neighborhood results in most children having a considerable degree 
of bilingualism by the time they start school, which is conducted through the 
medium of Oriya. Despite the differences in language use, the Konds are rela
tively homogenous with respect to Kond identity, socioeconomic status, and cul
tural characteristics. The context thus provides a unique opportunity to study 
the impact of bilingualism in relative isolation from the social, political and eco
nomic factors which frequently confound comparisons between monolingual 
and bilingual groups. 

Mohanty's studies show a clear positive relationship between bilingualism 
and cognitive performance including measures of metalinguistic ability. He sug
gests that bilinguals' awareness of language and their cognitive strategies are 
enhanced as a result of the challenging communicative environment in which 
their bilingual abilities have developed. 

Bialystok (1987a, 1987b, 1988) has also carried out a series of studies that 
suggest a positive influence of bilingualism on children's metalinguistic aware
ness. The advantages are more evident for bilinguals who are more fully fluent 
in their two languages. She suggests that "the level of bilingualism is decisive in 
determining the effect it will have on development" (1988:567). 

The cognitive benefits of bilingualism are also supported by research carried 
out in the Basque country. Lasagabaster (1998) investigated a trilingual school sit
uation (Basque, Spanish, English). Participants were 126 grade 5 and 126 grade 8 
students. The grade 5 students were in their second year of studying English and 
the grade 8 students were in their third year. Students' academic knowledge of 
Basque, Spanish, and English was assessed together with a nonverbal ability test 
(Raven's Progressive Matrices) as a control measure and a test of metalinguistic 
abilities as dependent variable. Groups were formed based on median splits car
ried out on the three language measures (Basque, Spanish, English) and compar-



isons made between those "highly competent" (i.e., above the median) in three 
languages, those highly competent in two languages, those highly competent in 
one language, and those below the median in all three languages. 

Lasagabaster reported that performance on the metalinguistic ability test 
was directly related to the levels of bilingualism/trilingualism in the order out
lined above. Those above the median in three languages performed significant
ly better than all other groups with those below the median in all three 
languages demonstrating less well-developed metalinguistic abilities than the 
other three groups. Although in the predicted direction, differences were not 
significant between those above the median in two languages as compared to 
those above the median in just one, possibly, as Lasagabaster suggests, because 
those who had become highly proficient in three languages would have been 
the ones who might have made the differences between the other two groups 
significant. The differences between the groups could not be attributed to non
verbal ability or socioeconomic or sociocultural status. 

A variety of explanations have been suggested to account for the observed 
superiority of bilingual children on certain types of cognitive and linguistic mea
sures: for example, the fact that bilinguals have two words for the same idea or 
object and two ways of expressing the same thought may lead them to "objec
tify" or become more aware of their linguistic operations, as suggested by 
Vygotsky (1962) (see Cummins, 1976; Diaz & Klinger, 1991; and Lambert & 
Tucker, 1972, for reviews). [3] 

In general, it is not surprising that bilingual children should be more adept 
at certain aspects of linguistic processing. In gaining control over two language 
systems, the bilingual child has had to decipher much more language input than 
the monolingual child who has been exposed to only one language system. 
Thus, the bilingual child has had considerably more practice in analyzing mean
ings than the monolingual child. 

The evidence is not conclusive as to whether this linguistic advantage 
transfers to more general cognitive skills; McLaughlin's review of the literature, 
for example, concludes that: 

It seems clear that the child who has mastered two languages has a 
linguistic advantage over the monolingual child. Bilingual children 
become aware that there are two ways of saying the same thing. But 
does this sensitivity to the lexical and formal aspects of language gen
eralize to cognitive functioning? There is no conclusive answer to 
this question-mainly because it has proven so difficult to apply the 



necessary controls in research (1984, p. 44). 

An important characteristic of the bilingual children in the more recent 
studies (conducted since the early 1960's) is that, for the most part, they were 
developing what has been termed an additive form of bilingualism (Lambert, 
1975); in other words, they were adding a second language to their repertory of 
skills at no cost to the development of their first language. Consequently, these 
children were in the process of attaining a relatively high level of both fluency 
and literacy in their two languages. [4] The children in these studies tended to 
come either from dominant language groups whose L1 was strongly reinforced 
in the society (e.g., English-speakers in dual language or second language immer
sion programs) or from minority groups whose L1 was reinforced by bilingual 
programs in the school. Bilingual children who lack this educational support for 
literacy development in L1 frequently develop a subtractive form of bilingualism 
in which L1 skills are replaced or "subtracted"by L2 (Wong Fillmore, 1991a). [5] 

Enhancement of Third Language Learning. Two studies carried out in 
Canada suggest that development of bilingual students' L1 academic proficien
cy can positively influence the learning of additional languages. Both studies 
were conducted in a large Metropolitan Toronto school board that offers French 
as a second language for 20 minutes a day from grades 1 through 4 followed by 
the option of a French-English bilingual program (50% English, 50% French) 
from grades 5 through 8. Students also have the option of participating in a her
itage language program involving the teaching of languages other than English 
or French from Kindergarten through Grade 8. 

The first study (Bild & Swain, 1989) reported that Grade 8 students from 
heritage language backgrounds who were enrolled in the French-English bilin
gual program performed better than an English-background group in the same 
program on a variety of grammatical measures of French but not on measures 
of lexical knowledge. A significant positive correlation between the number of 
years in heritage language classes and indices of French proficiency was also 
noted in this study. 

The second study (Swain & Lapkin, 1991; Swain, Rowen and Hart, 1991) 
involved more than 300 grade 8 students in the same bilingual program. Swain 
et al. compared four groups of students on various measures of French profi
ciency: (1) those who had no knowledge of a heritage language (HL); (2) those 
with some knowledge but no literacy skills in the HL; (3) those with HL literacy 
skills but who mentioned no active use of HL literacy; and finally, ( 4) those who 



understood and used the HL in the written mode. The first group had parents 
with higher educational and occupational status than the other three groups 
who did not differ in this regard. 

Highly significant differences in favor of those students with HL literacy 
skills (groups 3 and 4) were found on both written and oral measures of French. 
These differences are particularly noteworthy in view of the fact that these stu
dents came from considerably lower socio-economic backgrounds than students 
who spoke English as their first language. There was also a trend for students 
from Romance language backgrounds to perform better in oral aspects of French 
but the effect of this variable was much less than the effect of literacy in the her
itage language. The authors conclude that there is transfer of knowledge and 
learning processes across languages and development of LI literacy entails con
crete benefits for students' acquisition of subsequent languages. 

These two studies taken together suggest that trilingualism is a feasible 
educational goal and that the development of literacy in the minority language 
spoken in the home facilitates the learning of a third language in school. 

Two studies carried out in Spain that focused on the learning of English 
within Basque/Spanish or Catalan/Spanish bilingual programs also found evi
dence that literacy in two languages facilitates the acquisition of a third lan
guage (Cenoz & Valencia, 1994; Sanz, 2000). Cenoz and Valencia reported that, 
in the Basque Country, students in Basque-medium schools who were becom
ing bilingual and biliterate in Basque and Spanish performed significantly better 
than monolingual Spanish students in Spanish-medium schools on measures of 
English. Sanz reported a similar pattern in Catalonia. She concludes: 

These results replicate those of Cenoz and Valencia (1994). As in the 
case of the Basque immersion program, students in the Catalan immer
sion program showed an advantage as L3 learners compared with stu
dents in a monolingual school. Catalan bilingualism, like Basque 
bilingualism, explains superior English achievement independently 
from other variables. Another commonality between Cenoz and 
Valencia's results and those presented in here is the significant role 
that both motivation and exposure play as factors predicting 13 profi
ciency .... results from the present study [show that] immersion pro
grams in the minority language, whether in the Basque Country or in 
Catalonia, produce more efficient L3 learners. (2000: 33-34) 



Sanz relates the advantage of literate bilinguals in learning a third language 
to their greater metalinguistic awareness: 

The weak interface position in L2 acquisition theory (Ellis, 1994) pro
poses that, while explicit knowledge cannot be transformed into 
implicit knowledge of the L2, it can help in the acquisition process 
by acting as an advance organizer, focusing learners' attention on the 
relevant features of the language. That is, heightened metalinguistic 
awareness, which results from exposure to literacy in two languages, 
gives bilinguals the capacity to focus on form and pay attention to 
the relevant features of the input. (2000: 36) 

The pattern of research findings suggests that the level of proficiency 
attained by bilingual students in their two languages may be an important influ
ence on their academic and intellectual development (Cummins, 1976; 1981a). 
Specifically, there may be threshold levels of proficiency in both languages that 
students must attain in order to participate effectively in instruction and avoid 
falling behind academically and a second, higher, threshold necessary to reap 
the linguistic and intellectual benefits of bilingualism and biliteracy. 

Diaz (1985; Diaz & Klinger, 1991) has questioned the threshold hypothesis 
on the grounds that the effects of bilingualism on cognitive abilities in his data 
were stronger for children of relatively low L2 proficiency (non-balanced bilin
guals). This suggests that the positive effects are related to the initial struggles 
and experiences of the beginning second-language learner. This interpretation 
does not appear to be incompatible with the threshold hypothesis since the 
major point of this hypothesis is that for positive effects to manifest themselves, 
children must be in an additive situation where both languages are developing. 
If beginning L2 leamers do not continue to develop both their languages, any ini
tial positive effects are likely to be counteracted by the negative consequences 
of subtractive bilingualism. Thus, positive effects will not be sustained unless 
high levels of bilingual proficiency are attained (see Figure 6.1). 

In summary, the research strongly suggests that, rather than "shutting 
doors" as Schlesinger (1991) claimed, literacy in two languages enhances the 
intellectual and academic resources of bilingual students. At an instructional 
level, we should be asking how we can build on this potential advantage in the 
classroom by focusing students' attention on language and helping them 
become more adept at manipulating language in abstract academic situations. 
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One 
wheel 

( one language) 
can get you 

places ... 

Provided, of course, 
the people who made 

the wheels knew what 
they were doing. 

So can a 
big wheel 
and a 
little wheel. .. 

However, when your 
wheels are nicely 
balanced and fully 
inflated you'll go farther ... 



The Role of First and Second Language Interdependence in 
Explaining the Outcomes of Bilingual Programs 

A major concern of parents and policy-makers in contexts where bilingual 
programs have been implemented is that spending instructional time through 
a minority language will result in lower achievement in the majority language. 
The majority or dominant language is usually the language associated with 
power and status in the society and thus it is not surprising that parents and 
policy-makers are concerned that children's development in this language 
should not suffer as a result of bilingual education. The argument proposed by 
opponents of bilingual education that deficiencies in English should be reme
diated by intensive instruction in English appears intuitively logical at first 
sight. The alternative argument that some initial instruction in L1 will be more 
effective than total instruction in English in promoting English skills appears to 
invoke a "less equals more" type of logic that is unlikely to convince skeptics. 

However, when empirical evidence rather than "common sense" is made 
the criterion for evaluating the merits of these two positions, it becomes very 
clear that the maximum exposure or time-on-task claim is seriously flawed. The 
research data from contexts around the world show clearly that students in 
bilingual education programs develop academic skills in the majority language 
that are at least equivalent to students who are taught exclusively through that 
language. We can understand how this process works by means of the linguis
tic interdependence principle. 

The interdependence principle has been stated as follows (Cummins, 
1981a): 

To the extent that instruction in Lx is effective in promoting profi
ciency in Lx, transfer of this proficiency to Ly will occur provided 
there is adequate exposure to Ly (either in school or environment) 
and adequate motivation to learn Ly. (1981a , p. 29) 

The issues revolve around two alternative conceptions of bilingual pro
ficiency, termed the Separate Underlying Proficiency (SUP) and Common 
Underlying Proficiency (CUP) models. 

The SUP and CUP models of bilingual proficiency. The argument 
that if bilingual children are deficient in English, then they need instruction in 
English, not in their Ll, implies: (a) that proficiency in LI is separate from profi
ciency in English, and (b) that there is a direct relationship between exposure 



to a language (in home or school) and achievement in that language. The SUP 
model is illustrated in Figure 6.2. 

The second implication of the SUP model follows from the first if L1 and 12 
proficiency are separate, then content and skills learned through L1 cannot trans
fer to 12 and vice versa. In terms of the balloon metaphor illustrated in Figure 6.2, 
blowing into the L1 balloon will succeed in inflating L1 but not 12. When bilin
gual education is approached with these "common-sense" assumptions about 
bilingual proficiency, it is not at all surprising that it appears illogical to argue that 
12 proficiency can be more effectively developed through L1 instruction. 

However, despite its intuitive appeal, the empirical evidence clearly refutes 
the SUP model by showing significant transfer of conceptual knowledge and 
skills across languages. In order to account for the evidence (reviewed below), 
we must posit a common underlying proficiency (CUP) model in which the lit
eracy-related aspects of a bilingual's proficiency in L1 and 12 are seen as com
mon or interdependent across languages. In other words, the common 
underlying proficiency refers to the cognitive/academic knowledge and abilities 
that underlie academic performance in both languages. 

Two ways of illustrating the CUP model (the linguistic interdependence 
principle) are shown in Figures 6.3 and 6.4. Figure 6.3 expresses the point that 
experience with either language can promote development of the proficiency 
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underlying both languages, given adequate motivation and exposure to both 
either in school or in the wider environment. In Figure 6.4 bilingual proficien
cy is represented by means of a "dual iceberg" in which common cross-lingual 
proficiencies underlie the obviously different surface manifestations of each 
language. In general, the surface features of 11 and 12 are those conversational 
features that have become relatively automatized or less cognitively demanding 
whereas the underlying proficiency is that involved in cognitively demanding 
tasks. [6] 

In concrete terms, what this principle means is that in, for example, a 
Spanish-English bilingual program, Spanish instruction that develops Spanish 
reading and writing skills (for either Spanish L1 or 12 speakers) is not just devel
oping Spanish skills, it is also developing a deeper conceptual and linguistic pro
ficiency that is strongly related to the development of literacy in the majority 
language (English). In other words, although the surface aspects (e.g., pronunci
ation, fluency, etc.) of different languages are clearly separate, there is an under
lying cognitive/academic proficiency that is common across languages. This 
common underlying proficiency makes possible the transfer of cognitive/aca
demic or literacy-related skills from one language to another. 

Another illustration involves telling the time: a 9-year old immigrant student 
who arrives from Mexico knowing how to tell the time in Spanish does not have 
to learn all over again the principles underlying this process (e.g., the meaning 
of seconds, minutes, hours, and the fact that there are 60 seconds in a minute , 60 
minutes in an hour, and 24 hours in a day). She does have to learn the English 
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equivalents for the words and concepts she knows in Spanish but she doesn't 
have to learn the concepts themselves which form part of her knowledge base
her common underlying proficiency. This student's 6-year old sister who does 
not already know the principles involved in telling time has a more difficult task: 
she has to learn both the concepts and the English vocabulary involved in telling 
time through a language that, at this point, she doesn't understand. 

In general, transfer is more likely to occur from the minority to the major
ity language because of the typically greater exposure to literacy in the majori
ty language outside of school and the strong social pressure to learn it. However, 
when the sociolinguistic conditions are right, two-way transfer across languages 
does occur. This has been demonstrated in both minority contexts (Verhoeven, 
1991a, 1991b) and majority contexts (Cashion & Eagan, 1990). 

In short, the development of academic skills in English depends not just 
on exposure to English (as "time-on-task" advocates argue) but equally on the 
knowledge and concepts that children have inside their heads that help them 
make sense of English. Thus, instruction that builds up Latino/Latina children's 
reading and writing in Spanish is creating a conceptual foundation upon which 
academic skills in English can be built. A student who knows how to write sen
tences and paragraphs in Spanish doesn't have to learn what sentences and 
paragraphs are all over again in English. 

Clearly, the notions of time-on-task/maximum exposure and interdepen
dence/common underlying proficiency make diametrically opposite predic
tions in relation to the effects of bilingual education. If the time-on-task notion 
were valid we would expect that all students in bilingual programs would suf
fer academically in English when less instructional time was spent through 
English. By contrast, the interdependence notion would predict that transfer of 
underlying conceptual knowledge across languages would offset any impact of 
less instructional time through English. 

Maximum Exposure v. Linguistic 
Interdependence: The Research Evidence 

Consider the following research data that support the linguistic interde
pendence principle: 

• In virtually every bilingual program that has ever been evaluated, whether 
intended for linguistic majority or minority students, spending instructional 
time teaching through the minority language entails no academic costs for stu-



dents' academic development in the majority language (Baker, 1996; Cummins 
& Corson, 1997). 

• An impressive number of research studies have documented a moderately 
strong correlation between bilingual students' LI and 12 literacy skills in situ
ations where students have the opportunity to develop literacy in both lan
guages. It is worth noting that these findings also apply to the relationships 
among very dissimilar languages in addition to languages that are more close
ly related, although the strength of relationship is often reduced (e.g., Arabic
French, Dutch-Turkish, Japanese-English, Chinese-English, Basque-Spanish) 
(Cummins, 1991d; Cummins et al., 1984;Genesee, 1979;Huguet,Vila & Llurda, 
2000; Sierra & Olaziregi, 1991; Verhoeven & Aarts, 1998; Wagner, 1998). 

A comprehensive review of U.S. research on cognitive reading processes 
among bilingual students concluded that this research consistently supported 
the common underlying proficiency model: 

considerable evidence emerged to support the CUP model. United 
States ESL readers used knowledge of their native language as they read 
in English. This supports a prominent current view that native-language 
development can enhance ESL reading. (Fitzgerald, 1995, p.181) [7] 

The most clear-cut large-scale evidence with respect to the validity or oth
erwise of time-on-task versus interdependence notions comes from the Ramirez 
report, so-named after its principal investigator, J. David Ramirez, and from the 
Thomas and Collier (1997) report which involved more than 40,000 students. 
The findings of these reports are reviewed in the next section and then some of 
the international evaluations of bilingual education are examined. 

The Ramirez Report 
The Ramirez report was released on February 11th, 1991, by the U.S. 

Department of Education. The study involved 2352 Latino elementary 
schoolchildren in nine school districts, 51 schools and 554 classrooms. It com
pared the academic progress of children in three program types: (a) English 
immersion, involving almost exclusive use of English throughout elementary 
school, (b) early-exit bilingual in which Spanish was used for about one-third of 
the time in kindergarten and first grade with a rapid phase-out thereafter, and 
(c) late-exit bilingual that used primarily Spanish instruction in kindergarten, 
with English used for about one-third of the time in grades 1 and 2, half the time 
in grade 3, and about sixty per cent of the time thereafter. One of the three late-
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exit programs in the study (site G) was an exception to this pattern in that stu
dents were abruptly transitioned into primarily English instruction at the end of 
grade 2 and English was used almost exclusively in grades five and six. In other 
words, this "late-exit" program is similar in its implementation to early-exit. 
Students were followed through to the point where each program model 
assumes they would be ready for mainstreaming into the regular program; in the 
case of the early-exit and immersion students this was grade 3 while late-exit 
students were followed to the end of grade 6. 

It was possible to compare directly the progress of children in the English 
immersion and early-exit bilingual programs but only indirect comparisons 
were possible between these programs and the late-exit program because these 
latter programs were offered in different districts and schools from the former. 
The comparison of immersion and early-exit programs showed that by the end 
of grade 3 students were performing at comparable levels in English language 
and reading skills as well as in mathematics. Slightly more of the early-exit bilin
gual students were reclassified as fully English proficient by the end of grade 3 
than was the case for immersion program students (J2% vs. 67%). Students in 
each of these program types progressed academically at about the same rate as 
students in the general population but the gap between their performance and 
that of the general population remained large. In other words, they tended not 
to fall further behind academically between first and third grade but neither did 
they bridge the gap in any significant way 

While these results do not demonstrate the superiority of early-exit bilin
gual over English immersion, they clearly do refute the argument that there is a 
direct relation between the amount of time spent through English instruction 
and academic development in English. If the "time-on-task" notion were valid, 
the early-exit bilingual students should have performed at a considerably lower 
level than the English immersion students, which they did not. 

The "time-on-task" notion suffers even further indignity from the late-exit 
bilingual program results. In contrast to students in the immersion and early-exit 
programs, the late-exit students in the two sites that continued to strongly 
emphasize primary language instruction throughout elementary school (at 
close to 40% of instructional time) were catching up academically to students 
in the general population. This is despite the fact that these students received 
considerably less instruction in English than students in early-exit and immer
sion programs and proportionately more of their families came from the lowest 
income levels than was the case for students in the other two programs. It was 



also found that parental involvement (e.g., help with homework) was greater in 
the late exit sites, presumably because teachers were fluent in Spanish and stu
dents were bringing work home in Spanish. 

Differences were observed among the three late-exit sites with respect to 
mathematics, English language (i.e., skills such as punctuation, capitalization 
etc.) and English reading; specifically, according to the report: 

As in mathematics and English language, it seems that those students 
in site E, who received the strongest opportunity to develop their pri
mary language skills, realized a growth in their English reading skills 
that was greater than that of the norming population used in this 
study. If sustained, in time these students would be expected to catch 
up and approximate the average achievement level of this norming 
population (Ramirez, 1992, pp. 37-38). 

By contrast, students in site G who were abruptly transitioned into almost 
all-English instruction in the early grades (in a similar fashion to early-exit stu
dents) seemed to lose ground in relation to the general population between 
grades 3 and 6 in mathematics, English language and reading. 

The report concludes that: 

Students who were provided with a substantial and consistent pri
mary language development program learned mathematics, English 
language, and English reading skills as fast or faster than the norming 
population used in this study. As their growth in these academic skills 
is atypical of disadvantaged youth, it provides support for the effica
cy of primary language development in facilitating the acquisition of 
English language skills (1992, pp. 38-39). 

An additional conclusion highlighted by Ramirez (1992) was that learning 
English language skills by limited English proficient students requires six or 
more years of special instructional support, a finding clearly consistent with the 
results of studies reviewed in Chapter 3 (e.g., Collier, 1987; Cummins, 1981b; 
Hakuta et al., 1999; Klesmer, 1994). 

These findings are entirely consistent with the results of other bilingual pro
grams and show clearly that, as predicted by the interdependence principle, 
there is no direct relationship between the instructional time spent through the 
medium of a majority language and academic achievement in that language. On 



the contrary, there appears to be an inverse relation between exposure to English 
instruction and English achievement for Latino/Latina students in this study. [8] 

Beykont's analysis of Ramirez Site E data. Beykont (1994) has carried 
out further analyses of the Ramirez data from Site E which involved Puerto 
Rican students in New York City. The sample of two cohorts for whom data 
were available from grades 3 through 6 consisted of 139 students (J 4 girls and 
65 boys), the majority of whom were born in the United States. The progression 
of Spanish and English reading scores from grades 3 through 6 was related to a 
variety of predictor variables (preschool attendance , parental attitudes towards 
bilingual education , classroom organization [grouping patterns]). Beykont used 
sophisticated methodology for measuring change over time that relied on 
repeated measures of growth (Rogosa & Willett, 1985). 

Among the findings of her study are the following: 

• Students made significant progress between grades 3 and 6 in both English 
and Spanish reading. Spanish reading scores remained higher than English 
reading throughout this period but students approached grade norms rapidly 
in both languages. 

• Academic progress in English reading was faster for those students whose ini
tial (grade 3) Spanish reading scores were high and slower for those with low 
initial Spanish reading scores. A strong relationship was also observed 
between English and Spanish reading at the grade 3 level. 

• Students whose parents held favorable attitudes towards bilingual education 
made faster progress in both English and Spanish reading between grades 3 
and 6 than those whose parents held unfavorable or ambivalent attitudes. 

• Students tended to show higher English and Spanish academic performance 
in classrooms that relied on smaller groups rather than on larger or whole 
class grouping . 

Beykont concludes that: 

In fact, children 's consistently rapid progress in both English and 
Spanish reading through the sixth grade is remarkable, considering 
that the academic performance of native speakers typically levels off 
starting in the fourth grade, when children are expected to move 
beyond "learning to read" and start "reading to learn" difficult content 
matter . ... Of those Puerto Rican children who stayed in the program , 



about 50% of cohort 1 read at or above the sixth grade level in both 
English and Spanish; an additional 21.4% read at or above grade level 
in Spanish only and the rest read one or two years below grade level 
in English and Spanish. In cohort 2, which was followed for three 
years [to the end of grade 5], about 37% read at or above fifth-grade 
level in English and Spanish; an additional 31 % read at or above fifth. 
grade level in Spanish only by the end of the study .... These results 
clearly indicate that early assessment of English skills conceals the 
long-term benefits of extensive Spanish instruction for biliteracy 
development (p. 140). [9] 

The Thomas/Collier (1997) Study 
The study entitled School Effectiveness for Language Minori"ty Students 

carried out by Wayne Thomas and Virginia Collier (1997) is undoubtedly one of 
the largest investigations of educational effectiveness ever conducted. It 
involved analysis of more than 700,000 student records compiled from five large 
school systems during the years 1982-1996. Student progress was examined 
both cross-sectionally and longitudinally. The core analyses were carried out on 
42,317 students who had attended the participating schools for at least four 
years. More than 150 home languages were represented in the sample with 
Spanish the largest language group comprising 63 per cent overall. 

Thomas and Collier investigated two central questions: (1) How long does 
it take ELL students to reach the 50th Normal Curve Equivalent (NCE), taking 
account of age on arrival in the U.S. and type of program attended? (2) What is 
the influence of school program and instructional variables on the long-term 
academic achievement of ELL students? With respect to the first question, 
Thomas and Collier report that: 

[l]t takes typical bilingually schooled students who are achieving on 
grade level in L1, from 4-7 years to make it to the 50th NCE [normal 
curve equivalent] in 12. It takes typical "advantaged" immigrants with 
2-5 years of on-grade-level home country schooling in L1 from 5-7 
years to reach the 50th NCE in 12, when schooled all in 12 in the U.S. 
It takes the typical young immigrant schooled all in 12 in the U.S. 7-10 
years or more to reach the 50th NCE, and the majority of these students 
do not ever make it to the 50th NCE, unless they receive support for 
L1 academic and cognitive development at home. (1997, p. 36) 



They report that the amount of formal schooling in L1 that students have 
received is the strongest predictor of how rapidly they will catch up academi
cally in 12. This factor is a stronger predictor than socioeconomic status or the 
extent to which parents may or may not speak English. [10] 

With respect to the second question, Thomas and Collier report major dif
ferences in long-term academic outcomes (in English) across programs. They 
point out that their results are aggregated from a series of 4-8 year longitudinal 
studies from well-implemented, mature programs in five school districts. 
Students whose achievement is represented in the following chart are those 
who began schooling in the U.S. in kindergarten with no proficiency in English 
and whose background is low socioeconomic status as measured by eligibility 
for free or reduced lunch. However, a similar pattern was found for other 
cohorts from different socioeconomic levels. The pattern of mean NCE findings 
for students at the grade 11 level is presented below. The proportion of the sam
ples (at the elementary school level) in each of these program types is repre
sented in parentheses. 

Two-way developmental bilingual education 
programs (two-way bilingual immersion): NCE61 (3%) 

One-way developmental bilingual education 
(late-exit) with content-based ESL support: NCE52 (7%) 

Transitional bilingual education 
with content ESL: NCE40 (9%) 

Transitional bilingual education together 
with ESL, both taught traditionally: NCE35 (17%) 

ESL taught through academic content: NCE34 (13%) 

ESL pullout, taught traditionally: NCE24 (51%) 

Thomas and Collier interpret the differences in programs in terms of the 
fact that the developmental bilingual programs address students' linguistic, cog
nitive, academic, and sociocultural realities whereas less successful programs 
tend to focus narrowly only on students' linguistic or academic needs. [11] 

International Evaluations of Bilingual Education 
As mentioned above, the international literature on bilingual education is 

voluminous (for example, see reviews by Baker, 1996; Baker & Prys Jones, 1998; 



Cummins & Corson, 1997; Cummins, 2000; Krashen, 1999a; Reid & Reich, 1992; 
Spolsky & Cooper, 1978). We provide just two examples here to illustrate the 
database that does exist. The first study was conducted in The Netherlands and 
the second in the Basque country. 

Verhoeven's Turkish-Dutch bilingual program evaluation. Verhoeven 
(1991a, 1991b, 1994) reported the results of two experimental programs in 
transitional LI literacy instruction with Turkish-background students in The 
Netherlands. He summarizes the results as follows: 

With respect to linguistic measures, it was found that a strong 
emphasis on instruction in LI does lead to better literacy results in LI 
with no retardation of literacy results in L2. On the contrary, there 
was a tendency for L2 literacy results in the transitional classes to be 
better than in the regular submersion classes. Moreover, it was found 
that the transitional approach tended to develop a more positive ori
entation toward literacy in both LI and L2 .... Finally, there was posi
tive evidence for ... [the] interdependence hypothesis. From the study 
on biliteracy development it was found that literacy skills being 
developed in one language strongly predict corresponding skills in 
another language acquired later in time (1991a, p. 72). 

Verhoeven (1994) reports stronger cross-lingual relationships for literacy 
and pragmatic language skills than for lexical knowledge. Phonology (as mea
sured by phoneme discrimination tests) was also significantly related across lan
guages which Verhoeven interprets as reflecting the influence of metalinguistic 
factors on phonological performance in both languages. [12] 

Evaluations of Basque-Spanish bilingual programs. A series of evalua
tions of Basque-Spanish bilingual programs in the Basque Country of Spain 
(Gabina et al., 1986; Sierra and Olaziregi, 1989; 1991) similarly showed a minimal 
relationship between instructional time spent through the medium of a majority 
language (in this case, Spanish) and academic achievement in that language. The 
three studies were similar in design in that each compared the Basque and 
Spanish achievement of elementary school students in three program types: (a) 
Spanish language instruction with Basque taught as a second language (Model A); 
(b) Spanish and Basque both used for instruction about 50% of the time (Model 
B); and ( c) Basque as the language of instruction with Spanish taught as a subject 
(Model D). Students in Model D came from both Basque- and Spanish-speaking 



homes whereas the majority of students in the other two programs came from 
Spanish-speaking homes. In all three studies, stratified random samples were cho
sen that were representative of the population of the Basque Country. 

A similar pattern of results emerged in the three studies and at both grade 
levels studied (Grades 2 and 5). Extremely large differences were evident 
between Models D and A in command of both oral and written Basque, with 
Model B in an intermediate position. With respect to Spanish, however, the pro
gram differences at both grade levels were small. For example, in the second 
study involving Grade 5 students (Sierra and Olaziregi, 1989) there was only a 
six-point difference in overall Spanish scores between Models A and D (J9.81, 
standard deviation 7.99, versus 73.77,standard deviation 9.31) compared to a 56 
point difference in Basque scores (23.17 versus 79.04). 

The goals of the Basque bilingual (Model B) and minority language immer
sion (Model D) programs are different than those of most bilingual programs in 
the United States insofar as promotion of additive bilingualism is the major objec
tive in the Basque Country whereas academic achievement in the majority lan
guage is the primary goal of U.S. bilingual programs. Nevertheless, the findings are 
remarkably consistent in showing that instruction through the medium of a 
minority language for a substantial part of the school day entails no long-term aca
demic disadvantage with respect to achievement in the majority language. [13) 

In summary, the research evidence shows consistent support for the prin
ciple of linguistic interdependence in studies investigating Ll-L2 relationships 
and in evaluations of bilingual education from around the world. The consis
tency and strength of research support indicates that highly reliable policy pre
dictions can be made on the basis of this principle. Specifically, the data imply 
that instructional time can be focused on developing bilingual students' litera
cy skills in their first language without adverse effects on the development of 
their literacy skills in the majority language. Furthermore, the relationship 
between first and second language literacy skills suggests that effective devel
opment of first language literacy skills can provide a conceptual foundation for 
long-term growth in majority language literacy skills. This does not imply, how
ever, that transfer of literacy and academic language knowledge will happen 
automatically; there is usually also a need for formal instruction in both lan
guages to realize the benefits of cross-linguistic transfer. Also, as argued in 
Chapter 5, there should be an explicit instructional focus on language itself in 
order to demystify the structure, functions, and status relations of the bilingual 
student's two languages.[14) 



Conclusion 
This review of psychoeducational data regarding bilingual academic devel

opment shows that a theoretical and research basis for at least some policy deci
sions regarding bilingual students' education does exist. In other words, 
policy-makers can predict with considerable accuracy the probable effects of 
educational programs for bilingual students implemented in very different 
sociopolitical contexts. 

First, they can be confident that if the program is effective in continuing to 
develop students' academic skills in both languages, no cognitive confusion or 
handicap will result; in fact, students may benefit in concrete ways from access 
to two linguistic systems. 

Second, they can be confident that spending instructional time through 
the minority language will not result in lower levels of academic performance 
in the majority language, provided of course, the instructional program is effec
tive in developing academic skills in the minority language and there is also ade
quate instruction in the majority language. It is possible to spend instructional 
time developing literacy in the minority language because at deeper levels of 
conceptual and academic functioning, there is considerable overlap or interde
pendence across languages. Conceptual knowledge developed in one language 
helps to make input in the other language comprehensible. 

The additive bilingualism enrichment principle and the linguistic inter
dependence principle open up significant possibilities for the planning of bilin
gual programs by showing that, when programs are well-implemented, students 
will not suffer academically either as a result of bilingualism itself nor as a result 
of spending less instructional time through English. If optimum academic devel
opment of bilingual students is the goal, then students must be encouraged to 
acquire a conceptual foundation in their L1 in addition to English. 

This does not mean, however, that exposure to literacy in English should 
be delayed. The interdependence principle posits that transfer of academic 
skills and knowledge will occur across languages under appropriate conditions 
of student motivation and exposure to both languages. It does not argue that ini
tial instruction in the early grades should be totally through the minority lan
guage nor that literacy should necessarily be introduced first in the minority 
language (see Chapter 4). Such an approach may be effective under certain 
conditions, as the outcomes of many 90/10 dual language programs and second 
language immersion programs suggest. However, in other situations where bilin
gual students may have varying levels of proficiency in their L1 and English on 



entry to the program, it may be more effective to promote literacy in both L1 
and English simultaneously or in close succession . The goal here would be to 
work for two-way transfer across languages from an early stage by encouraging 
students to read literature in both languages and write in both languages (e.g., 
produce and publish bilingual books). This type of approach has been imple
mented very successfully since 1971 in the Oyster Bilingual School dual lan
guage program in Washington, DC. (see Cummins, 2000; Freeman, 1998, for 
reviews of this program) . 

In short, the data reviewed in this chapter clearly imply (a) that bilingualism 
and biliteracy should be promoted as central educational goals for all students and 
(b) that bilingual instruction should place a strong emphasis on developing liter
acy in the minority language. However, there is no one prescribed model for 
achieving these goals and flexibility of approach is necessary to take account of 
the varying entry characteristics of students , the availability of resources (e.g., 
bilingual teachers, minority language curriculum materials) and the political and 
economic climate within which the program is being instituted. [15] 

While the psychoeducational principles discussed in this and the previous 
chapter clarify many of the disputed issues related to bilingual education , they 
do not, by themselves, constitute a fully adequate basis for planning education
al interventions for bilingual students who come from groups that have been 
characterized by persistent school failure. The psychoeducational principles do 
not address the fundamental causes of bilingual students' educational difficul
ties, which, as noted in Chapters 1 and 2, are sociopolitical and sociohistorical 
in nature. Also, they do not fully explain the fact that, under some circum
stances, bilingual programs have been dramatically successful in reversing stu
dents' academic difficulties. Thus, a framework for intervention is required that 
takes account of the interactions between sociopolitical and psychoeducation
al factors and that allows us to specify the essential components of an effective 
education for culturally-diverse students. Promotion of an additive form of bilin
gualism and biliteracy is one significant component but there are others that are 
equally significant. The components of effective programs for ELL students are 
discussed in the next two chapters. 

Endnotes to Chapter 6 
1. Among the typologies of bilingual education that have been proposed, the most elaborate is 

Mackey's (1970) which distinguishes 90 different potential varieties depending on the inter
section of home language(s), curricular organization of languages, and language(s) of the 
neighborhood and country. 



Perhaps the most useful typology for understanding the intersections between edu
cational and sociopolitical factors in bilingual/multilingual education for both minority and 
majority students is that developed by Skutnabb-Kangas (1984) . According to this typology, 
the language of instruction can be primarily the majority language , the minority language 
or both; the program can be designed for the majority group, the minority group or both 
together (a "two-way" or dual language program); societal goals of bilingual education can 
include direct assimilation of minority students, segregation of minority students (possibly 
with a view to deportation or repatriation), equality for minority students, or enrichment 
and/or instrumental benefits (e.g., jobs) for both minority and majority students; finally, the 
linguistic aims include monolingual (or strongly dominant) in the majority language (e.g., 
transitional bilingual programs in the United States), monolingual (or strongly dominant) in 
the minority language (e.g., some primarily LI programs for children of guest-workers in 
Europe) , and bilingualism . 

Another useful typology of policy responses to linguistic diversity and minority 
group rights is elaborated by Churchill (1986). These policy responses range from viewing 
the minority group as experiencing a "deficit" as a result of their lack of proficiency in the 
majority language (Stage 1) to viewing the issues in terms of promoting language equality 
where the majority and minority languages are seen as having equal rights in the society and 
special supports are provided to reinforce the status of the minority language. 

2. A variety of bilingual program evaluations conducted in Canada during the past 20 years 
involving languages other than English and French are reviewed in Cummins & Danesi 
(1990) . The results of all of these studies are consistent with the notion of linguistic inter
dependence . Two Australian studies of note document a Lebanese-English bilingual program 
(Gibbons , White , & Gibbons , 1994) and an Aboriginal language program (Gale et al., 1981). 
A small part of the vast experience with bilingual education in India is documented by 
Mohanty (1994) while a considerable number of international bilingual education programs 
are described in Baker and Prys Jones (1998) and in Cummins & Corson (1997). In recent 
years, bilingual programs in the Basque Country, Catalonia, and other parts of Spain have 
been documented; all of these evaluations are consistent with predictions derived from the 
interdependence hypothesis (Cenoz, 1999; Huguet, Vtla & Llurda, 2000; Sierra & Olaziregi, 
1991; Vila, 1995) . 

3. Diaz and Klinger (1991) have outlined an explanatory model to account for the empirical 
data. Their first proposition states that exposure to two languages at an early age in a sys
tematic additive fashion results in an objective awareness of grammatical rules and language 
functions. The second proposition holds that this greater awareness of the cognitive func
tions of language leads to increased and more efficient use of language as a tool for thought. 
Finally, they suggest that bilinguals' increased reliance on private speech and verbal media
tion will promote the development of cognitive executive functions. Along the same lines, 
Bialystok (1991) and Bialystok and Hakuta (1994) have interpreted the research data as indi
cating that bilingual children have enhanced awareness of the analysis and control compo
nents of linguistic processing . They argue that processing systems developed to serve two 
linguistic systems are necessarily different from the same processing systems that operate in 
the service of only one . 



entry to the program, it may be more effective to promote literacy in both L1 
and English simultaneously or in close succession. The goal here would be to 
work for two-way transfer across languages from an early stage by encouraging 
students to read literature in both languages and write in both languages (e.g., 
produce and publish bilingual books). This type of approach has been imple
mented very successfully since 1971 in the Oyster Bilingual School dual lan
guage program in Washington, DC. (see Cummins, 2000; Freeman, 1998, for 
reviews of this program). 

In short , the data reviewed in this chapter clearly imply (a) that bilingualism 
and biliteracy should be promoted as central educational goals for all students and 
(b) that bilingual instruction should place a strong emphasis on developing liter
acy in the minority language. However, there is no one prescribed model for 
achieving these goals and flexibility of approach is necessary to take account of 
the varying entry characteristics of students, the availability of resources (e.g., 
bilingual teachers, minority language curriculum materials) and the political and 
economic climate within which the program is being instituted. [15] 

While the psychoeducational principles discussed in this and the previous 
chapter clarify many of the disputed issues related to bilingual education, they 
do not, by themselves, constitute a fully adequate basis for planning education
al interventions for bilingual students who come from groups that have been 
characterized by persistent school failure. The psychoeducational principles do 
not address the fundamental causes of bilingual students' educational difficul
ties, which, as noted in Chapters 1 and 2, are sociopolitical and sociohistorical 
in nature. Also, they do not fully explain the fact that, under some circum
stances, bilingual programs have been dramatically successful in reversing stu
dents ' academic difficulties. Thus, a framework for intervention is required that 
takes account of the interactions between sociopolitical and psychoeducation
al factors and that allows us to specify the essential components of an effective 
education for culturally-diverse students. Promotion of an additive form of bilin
gualism and biliteracy is one significant component but there are others that are 
equally significant. The components of effective programs for Ell students are 
discussed in the next two chapters. 

Endnotes to Chapter 6 
1. Among the typologies of bilingual education that have been proposed, the most elaborate is 

Mackey's (1970) which distinguishes 90 different potential varieties depending on the inter
section of home language(s), curricular organization of languages, and language(s) of the 
neighborhood and country. 



Perhaps the most useful typology for understanding the intersections between edu
cational and sociopolitical factors in bilingual/multilingual education for both minority and 
majority students is that developed by Skutnabb-Kangas (1984). According to this typology, 
the language of instruction can be primarily the majority language, the minority language 
or both; the program can be designed for the majority group, the minority group or both 
together (a "two-way" or dual language program); societal goals of bilingual education can 
include direct assimilation of minority students, segregation of minority students (possibly 
with a view to deportation or repatriation), equality for minority students, or enrichment 
and/or instrumental benefits (e.g., jobs) for both minority and majority students; finally, the 
linguistic aims include monolingual (or strongly dominant) in the majority language (e.g., 
transitional bilingual programs in the United States), monolingual (or strongly dominant) in 
the minority language (e.g., some primarily L1 programs for children of guest-workers in 
Europe), and bilingualism. 

Another useful typology of policy responses to linguistic diversity and minority 
group rights is elaborated by Churchill (1986). These policy responses range from viewing 
the minority group as experiencing a "deficit" as a result of their lack of proficiency in the 
majority language (Stage 1) to viewing the issues in terms of promoting language equality 
where the majority and minority languages are seen as having equal rights in the society and 
special supports are provided to reinforce the status of the minority language. 

2. A variety of bilingual program evaluations conducted in Canada during the past 20 years 
involving languages other than English and French are reviewed in Cummins & Danesi 
(1990). The results of all of these studies are consistent with the notion of linguistic inter
dependence. Two Australian studies of note document a Lebanese-English bilingual program 
(Gibbons, White, & Gibbons, 1994) and an Aboriginal language program (Gale et al., 1981). 
A small part of the vast experience with bilingual education in India is documented by 
Mohanty (1994) while a considerable number of international bilingual education programs 
are described in Baker and Prys Jones (1998) and in Cummins & Corson (1997). In recent 
years, bilingual programs in the Basque Country, Catalonia, and other parts of Spain have 
been documented; all of these evaluations are consistent with predictions derived from the 
interdependence hypothesis (Cenoz, 1999; Huguet, Vila & Llurda, 2000; Sierra & Olaziregi, 
1991; Vila, 1995). 

3. Diaz and Klinger (1991) have outlined an explanatory model to account for the empirical 
data. Their first proposition states that exposure to two languages at an early age in a sys
tematic additive fashion results in an objective awareness of grammatical rules and language 
functions. The second proposition holds that this greater awareness of the cognitive func
tions of language leads to increased and more efficient use of language as a tool for thought. 
Finally, they suggest that bilinguals' increased reliance on private speech and verbal media
tion will promote the development of cognitive executive functions. Along the same lines, 
Bialystok (1991) and Bialystok and Hakuta (1994) have interpreted the research data as indi
cating that bilingual children have enhanced awareness of the analysis and control compo
nents of linguistic processing. They argue that processing systems developed to serve two 
linguistic systems are necessarily different from the same processing systems that operate in 
the service of only one. 



Malakoff and Hakuta (1991) have further explored the relation between bilingualism 
and metalinguistic awareness in two studies that investigated minority students' translation 
from one language to another. They report that translation skill is widely found in bilingual 
children in late elementary school. This ability appears to be related both to language profi
ciency in the two languages and to a separate metalinguistic ability that is unrelated to profi
ciency in the two languages. They also suggest that translation offers an excellent pedagogical 
tool to enhance students' metalinguistic awareness and their pride in bilingualism. 

4. Landry and Allard (1991) have suggested that the additive/subtractive distinction should be 
viewed not as a linguistic dichotomy but as extremes on a continuum that encompasses the 
cognitive, affective, and behavioral aspects of language experience. Landry and his col
leagues have conducted a series of large-scale studies of minority francophone students in 
various parts of Canada. He summarizes the conclusions of these studies as follows: 

Recent research studies ... have demonstrated that the attainment of additive 
bilingualism· among minority francophones is strongly related to the pro
portion of schooling through French [students' LI]. Students who experi
enced more French-medium schooling developed higher levels of both 
conversational and academic proficiency in French, they desired to integrate 
more with the francophone community, they identified more as franco
phone, and they utilized the French language to a greater extent. 
Furthermore, students' English proficiency was not in any way diminished 
through participation in a strong French-medium bilingual program, a result 
that illustrates the additive nature of their bilingualism. . .. Among anglo
phone students who are members of a community with extremely high eth
nolinguistic vitality, spending a large proportion of instructional time 
through French [their 12) had a positive impact on both their French profi
ciency and attitudes towards the francophone community without any neg
ative impact on their mother tongue. (1993, p. 893) [translation by Jim 
Cummins] 

The findings of Landry's studies are consistent with other large-scale Canadian eval
uations of bilingual programs for minority francophone students outside Quebec (e.g., 
Hebert et al., 1976) and provide strong support for the interdependence of bilingual aca
demic skills across languages. In other words, they demonstrate that minority students who 
are educated for up to 80% of the time through their LI (as in the case of most Canadian 
bilingual programs for minority francophone students) develop literacy skills in English 
(the majority language) that are equivalent to similar students who have been instructed 
entirely through English. 

In light of these data, Landry and Allard (1991) propose a counterbalance model of 
bilingual experience which states that "additive bilingualism for a minority group's mem
bers is only possible when the frequency of opportunities for linguistic contact in L1 can 
compensate for the dominance of 12" (p. 205). In most cases, this will require that the school 
and family context be almost completely unilingual in 11. While L1 schooling is an essential 
contributor to additive bilingualism, by itself it is inadequate to compensate fully for low lev-



els of linguistic vitality at the sociological level or for low levels of linguistic contact in the 
family or social milieu. Despite French-medium schooling, most francophone students in 
their studies were dominant in English. 

5. For bilingual students without the benefit of L1 literacy promotion in school, language shift 
can be extremely rapid. This pattern is illustrated in a small-scale longitudinal study of 
Portuguese-speaking children in Toronto , Canada (Cummins, 1991a). The developing bilin
gual skills of 20 children were monitored from Junior Kindergarten UK] (a two hour program 
for 4 year-olds) through Senior Kindergarten and grade 1. Language use in the home was tape
recorded , interviews with the children were conducted in both languages, and English read
ing measures were administered at the end of grade l . It was found that even at the JK level, 
language shift was already well underway . Although parents used Portuguese predominantly 
with their children, a significant minority of children were already using more English with 
their parents , especially with mothers . In addition, English had already become the dominant 
language among siblings. Only seven of the 4-year old children (out of 20) showed a marked 
preference for Portuguese , three showed roughly equal use of each language , while the 
remainder (10) used English as their predominant language. By the time the children com
pleted grade 1, only 2 ( out of 14) were rated as more conversationally proficient in 
Portuguese than in English and only three were rated as equally proficient in each language. 

There were indications that the development of conceptual knowledge in both lan
guages was closely related and that loss of Portuguese was associated with lower academic 
achievement in English. For example, the various preschool indices of language develop
ment in Portuguese and English were positively related across languages and about equally 
related to English reading performance at the grade 1 level. This pattern suggests a general 
developmental process encompassing conceptual growth and oral skills in both languages. 
There was also a very significant difference (about one standard deviation) in English read
ing skills in favor of children who were maintaining Portuguese language skills (N =6, ratings 
of 3-5 on Portuguese oral proficiency) as compared to those who were losing the language 
(N=8, ratings of 1-2 on Portuguese oral proficiency) . 

Wong Fillmore (1991a) has also documented the loss of language skills in early child
hood in an interview study involving more than 1,000 families. More than 60% of the fami
lies judged monolingual English daycare or preschool provision to have exerted a negative 
impact on family communication as a result of loss of LI skills on the part of children. By 
contrast , preschool programs that utilized children's L1 exclusively were associated with sig
nificantly less language loss. Wong Fillmore argues on the basis of both the quantitative and 
qualitative data of this study that communication between children and parents in the home 
frequently breaks down as children progress through the grades as a result of the fact that 
they no longer share a common language . 

6. The metaphor of language proficiency as an iceberg was first proposed by Roger Shuy (1978) 
to distinguish between surface and deeper levels of language proficiency . Basic grammar, 
vocabulary, and phonology are "visible" above the surface but the less obvious semantic and 
functional proficiencies below the surface are much more significant for academic progress. 



The idea of representing bilingual proficiency (and the interdependence hypothesis) as a 
dual-iceberg came to me in discussion with Roger Shuy and John Oller at a workshop orga
nized by Margarita Calderon on a very hot February 1979 day in Riverside, California. 

7. Many studies conducted since the mid-eighties support the interdependence principle . 
Kemp (1984), for example, reported that level of Hebrew (Ll) cognitive/academic abilities 
strongly predicted English (L2) academic skills among 196 seventh grade Israeli students. 

In a three-year longitudinal study conducted in Newark, New Jersey, Ramirez (1985) 
followed 75 Latino/Latina elementary school students enrolled in bilingual programs . He 
reported that Spanish and English academic language scores were so strongly related that 
they represented the same underlying dimension over the three years of data collection . 

Hakuta and Diaz (1985) with a similar sample of Latino/Latina students found an 
increasing correlation between English and Spanish academic skills over time. Between 
kindergarten and third grade the correlation between English and Spanish went from O to 
.68 (representing close to 50% of shared variance) . The low cross-lingual relationship at the 
kindergarten level is likely due to the varied length of residence of the students and their 
parents in the United States which would result in varying levels of English proficiency at 
the start of school. 

A case study of five schools attempting to implement the theoretical framework for 
the education of language minority students developed by the California State Department 
of Education (1985) showed consistently higher correlations between English and Spanish 
reading skills (ranger= .60- .74) than between English reading and oral language skills (range 
r= .36- .59) (California State Department of Education, 1985). It was also found that the rela
tion between Ll and L2 reading became stronger as English oral communicative skills grew 
stronger (r=.71, N=190 for students in the highest category of English oral skills). See 
Crawford (1995) for a detailed account of the Case Studies project and its highly positive 
outcomes for bilingual students' achievement in schools such as the Eastman Avenue school 
in Los Angeles. 

Geva and Ryan (1993) have reported evidence with Hebrew-English bilinguals in 
Toronto that Ll cognitive/academic skills are significantly related to L2 cognitive/academic 
skills. They show that not only underlying non-verbal intellectual factors are involved in this 
process but also memory storage capacity and analytic processes required in performing 
academic tasks. In other words, they have made explicit some of the cognitive processes that 
are involved in mediating the transfer from LI to L2. 

European research also supports the interdependence hypothesis. McLaughlin 
(1986), for example, reviewed research carried out by German linguist Jochen Rehbein 
(1984) which found that: 

the ability of Turkish children to deal with complex texts in German was 
affected by their ability to understand these texts in their first language. 
Rehbein's investigations suggest that there is a strong developmental inter
relationship between the bilingual child's two languages and that concep
tual information and discourse strategies acquired in the first language 
transfer to the second (McLaughlin, 1986, p . 34-35). 



Ricciardelli's study of Italian-English bilinguals in Australia and Italy (Ricciardelli, 1989) 
reported significant relationships between Italian and English proficiency among both the 
Australian and Italian samples. In the Italian data, for example, she reported: 

there is a large degree of overlap between the standard cognitive measures 
which were given in the two languages .... These [findings] suggest that 
bilinguals' linguistic abilities are interdependent and are not separate, and 
therefore any instruction which bilingual children receive in either language 
is capable of promoting academic skills in both languages (1989, p. 137). 

Medina and Escamilla (1992) compared the outcomes of a transitional bilingual 
program for 125 Vietnamese-speaking students with a maintenance program for 298 
Latino/Latina students between kindergarten and grade 2. The data indicated that students 
in maintenance programs retained oral command of their L1 significantly better than those 
in transitional programs while performance in English was equivalent for the two programs. 
These data again suggest that the amount of time through the majority language is largely 
unrelated to achievement in that language. 

Cummins, Harley, Swain and Allen (1990) reported highly significant correlations for 
written grammatical, discourse and sociolinguistic skills in Portuguese (Ll) and English (L2) 
among Portuguese grade 7 students in Toronto. Cross-language correlations for oral skills 
were generally not significant. Significant cross-linguistic relationships for reading and writing 
skills were also observed among Japanese-background students in the Cummins et al. study 
as well as in an earlier study (Cummins, Swain, Nakajima, Handscombe, Green & Tran, 1984). 
This latter study also found a strong cross-lingual relationship for a variable labelled "interac
tional style" which reflected fluency and ease in interpersonal situations. It was suggested that 
personality constituted the underlying attribute that accounted for the similar interactional 
styles in each language just as cognition accounted for the cross-lingual interdependence of 
context-reduced language abilities. 

More recently, in the Spanish context, Huguet, Vila and Llurda (2000) examined 
the academic performance of almost 400 grade 7 students in predominantly bilingual 
(Catalan/Spanish) and monolingual (Spanish-only) areas of Aragon. Within the bilingual area 
where all students had Catalan as their L1, the performance of students who received 
Spanish-only instruction was compared with the performance of students who received 
optional Catalan language instruction (3 hours per week taught by teachers with a degree in 
Catalan and who are from Eastern Aragon). The measures of Catalan and Spanish included 
group administered tests of listening comprehension, morpho-syntax, spelling, reading com
prehension and writing as well as individually administered tests of speaking, pronunciation, 
and reading. The first five tests were combined into an index of written measures (SCI). A 
second index (SC2) combined all eight tests. IQ was controlled in all comparisons. Huguet et 
al. report their findings as follows: 

Students in Eastern Aragon [the bilingual area] who attend Catalan class
es, although knowing less Catalan than their counterparts in Catalonia, are 
not negatively affected in their knowledge of Spanish. What is more, this 
improves notably with the Catalan classes, up to the point where no 



significant differences can be observed between them and their mono
lingual counterparts in Aragon. In addition, in the SCI index, they even 
perform slightly better than monolinguals. On the other hand, students of 
Eastern Aragon who do not attend Catalan classes perform significantly 
worse in Spanish than those who do attend optional classes (p=0.0001 for 
SCI and p=0.0045 for SC2); the differences with their monolingual coun
terparts are even higher. (2000, pp. 325-326) 

The positive consequences on Spanish academic development were greater for stu
dents at low and medium IQ levels than at high IQ levels. At low and medium IQ levels, dif
ferences in Spanish scores were statistically significant in favor of those who attended the 
Catalan classes as compared to those who received instruction only in Spanish. A similar 
trend was observed with respect to socioeconomic status (SES). Students of low and medium 
SES who attended Catalan classes performed significantly better in Spanish than those who 
attended only Spanish classes. 

Huguet et al. also reported significant correlations between Catalan and Spanish pro
ficiency for both the SCI index (r=0.631) and the SC2 index (r=0.594). These correlations are 
lower than those reported for the same measures in Catalonia (r=0.796 for SCI and r=0.838 
for SC2) a fact that the authors attribute to the reduced transfer from LI to 12 in the soci
olinguistic situation of Eastern Aragon as compared to the situation in Catalonia where there 
is much greater exposure to Catalan both in school and in the society as a whole. 

The authors conclude as follows: 

These results point to the conclusion that, considering knowledge of 
Spanish, the students in Eastern Aragon that attend Catalan classes, regard
less of their IQ and their family social status, do significantly better than 
those who do not attend those classes. Thus, besides being totally harmless 
for their normal language development, Catalan classes contribute to the 
students' learning of the other language. (2000, pp. 328) 

8. Wayne Thomas (1992) has conducted supplementary analyses of the Ramirez data which 
lead him to view the report's conclusions as very conservatively worded. He argues that 

In fact, late-exit success across sites seems directly proportional to the 
degree of use of primary language instruction. Based on this author's sup
plementary analyses, it appears that both structured-immersion and early-
exit students can be expected gradually to fall behind the norm group by 
amounts that fall slightly short of statistical significance over a three-year 
period. (p. 235) 

Thomas goes on to point out that standardized test items "tend to sample more cog
nitively complex skills with more sophisticated usage of English with each passing grade, 
especially at secondary levels" (p. 238). He suggests that this may explain how second lan
guage learners "may appear to make quick progress in the early elementary years, even rel
ative to the national norm group, but may quickly fall behind their native-speaking 
counterparts in the post-elementary school period as their initial acquisition of mostly low-



level English skills becomes inadequate to cope with the increasing cognitive demands of 
the tests, as well as the requirements of more advanced courses that lead to higher educa
tion " (p. 238) . Thus, initial gains made by students in English-only programs may be illusory: 

Because the structured-immersion students have sacrificed cognitive 
development and content in their early emphasis on learning English, their 
long-term ability to deal with increasingly complex material may be ham
pered, especially as they enter their years of post-elementary school 
instruction .... The Ramirez study found that late-exit students, with both 
L1 and 12 support, were catching up to the norm group even as their aca
demic work became cognitively more complex in the upper elementary 
grades. (p. 239) 

In contrast to Thomas's assessment that the Ramirez report findings are expressed in 
an overly cautious manner , a review of the study by an expert panel of the National Research 
Council (NRC) considered many of the group comparisons to be inadequately controlled 
when strict experimental criteria were invoked. The review questioned whether compara
bility had been achieved between programs in different school districts and even in different 
schools within the same district. Thus, direct comparisons of growth curves across programs 
were rejected by the NRC panel. This, however, does not in any way invalidate the general 
patterns of growth that were observed within programs and the fact that the late-exit stu
dents were approaching grade expectations in English academic skills by the end of elemen
tary school despite considerably less English-medium instruction than alternative programs. 
Crawford (1995) notes one additional finding highlighted by the NRC panel : 

The NRC did, however, accept as "compelling" one finding of the Ramirez 
report: when comparisons were made between kindergarten and 1st 
grade classrooms in the same school, early-exit bilingual students scored 
significantly higher in English reading than the immersion students. More 
generally, the panel found no evidence that native-language instruction 
impedes the acquisition of English. To the contrary, it noted the "conver
gence" of evidence in the Ramirez report and other research that "sug
gests, under certain conditions, the importance of primary-language 
instruction in second-language achievement in language arts and mathe
matics." (1995 , p . l 52) 

9. It is worth noting that attrition and socioeconomic status were controlled in these analyses. 
Students who left the study by the end of third grade had somewhat higher (marginally sig
nifi.cant) levels of English achievement and those who left by the end of the fifth grade had 
somewhat higher levels of Spanish achievement. Thus, the impressive progress revealed by 
the analyses is not caused by weaker students leaving the program. If anything, the opposite 
is the case. 

10. Thomas and Collier (1997) interpret this pattern of findings in terms of Collier's (1995) 
Prism Model. This model has four major components that "drive" language acquisition for 
school : sociocultural, linguistic, academic , and cognitive processes. Within the prism are the 



social and cultural processes that impact on the child 's experience in home, school, com
munity, and the broader society. These sociocultural processes incorporate the influences 
that I have discussed in terms of both macro-interactions and micro-interactions in Chapter 
1. In a similar way to the discussion of negotiating identities in Chapter 1, Thomas and 
Collier note that sociopolitical and affective factors will strongly influence the student's 
response to the new language, "affecting the process positively only when the student is in 
a socioculturally supportive environment" (1997, p. 42). 

The boundaries of the prism are formed by 11 + 12 language development, L1 + 12 
cognitive development, and L1 + 12 academic development. Thomas and Collier note the 
interdependence of all four components: "If one is developed to the neglect of another , this 
may be detrimental to a student's overall growth and future success " (1997. p. 44). Thus , pro
grams that focus only on language development in English tend to ignore both cognitive 
development and sociocultural processes and provide support for overall academic devel
opment either minimally or not on grade level. 

11. The Thomas and Collier study has been critiqued by Christine Rossell (1998) on several 
grounds . She characterizes them as arguing that treatment and control groups are unneces
sary and claims that this represents an "unscientific" position. She further criticizes them for 
the lack of detailed statistical and sampling information in their report; and finally, she argues 
that their results do not conform to the outcomes of small-scale two-way bilingual immer
sion programs and are thus not credible . 

In response to Rossell's (1998) first point , Wayne Thomas (personal communication , 
January 2000) notes that: 

Actually, we said that true control groups are unavailable (each program 
group is a treatment group) and that the portion of the test norm group 
with the same pre-test scores as the program (treatment) groups can serve 
as a suitable 'no treatment' comparison group in the necessary absence of 
true 'no treatment' control groups. Rossell mangled this into 'treatment 
and control groups are unnecessary'. She further muddied the water by 
confusing the concepts of comparison groups and 'no treatment' control 
groups by using them interchangeably , by asserting incorrectly that one 
cannot construct a comparison group from the subset of the norm group 
with the same pretest scores ... . [This is] possibly true in a short-term study 
but not in a long-term study, and ours is a long-term study. 

Thomas (personal communication , January, 2000) also points out that, in their litera
ture review, Rossell and Baker 's (19%) use of "the outmoded and primitive vote counting 
technique, instead of cumulative probabilities or effect sizes is prima facie evidence of un
scientific analysis." 

The credibility of the Thomas/Collier results is clearly related to their consistency with 
other data. If Rossell's (1998) claim were valid that the outcomes of individual two-way bilin
gual immersion programs are much more modest than the trends reported by Thomas and 
Collier, then this inconsistency would require explanation. However, in contrast to what 



Rossell (1998) daims, the trends emerging from dual language (e.g., Oyster Bilingual School, 
1999) and developmental programs (e.g., Beykont, 1994;Ramirez, 1992) are entirely consistent 
with the trends reported by Thomas and Collier (see Cummins, 2000, for a detailed review). 

The Thomas/Collier study was summarized prior to publication in a November 1995 
article in TIME magazine: 

Though some states end bilingual education after three years, the study 
found that children who had received six years of bilingual education in 
well-designed programs performed better than 70% of all 11th graders, 
including native speakers, on standardized English tests. One of the report's 
authors, professor Vrrginia Collier, says children placed in an English-lan
guage environment before they are fluent "are just left out of the discussion 
in their mainstream classes. It shows up in the long term, when the aca
demic going gets tough." 

The George Mason study also found that the highest achievers are prod
ucts of the avant-garde experiment in so-called two-way schools, where 
half the curriculum is taught in English, half in a foreign language. An exam
ple is the Oyster Bilingual Elementary School in the District of Columbia, 
whose students are 58% Hispanic, 26% white, 12% black, and 4% Asian. 
After six years of Spanish-English curriculum, the school's sixth-graders 
score at ninth-grade level in reading and 10th-grade level in math. 
(Hornblower, 1995, p. 45) 

12. Verhoeven (1994) suggests that his data only partially support the interdependence hypoth
esis. Strong support is evident for interdependence on tasks that require metalinguistic skills 
or that assess literacy development. However, he suggests that the much more limited degree 
of transfer on lexical and morphosyntactic tasks is inconsistent with the theory, as is the 
transfer that was evident in pragmatic aspects of language proficiency. The pragmatic index 
was derived from the number of different content words and the mean length of utterance 
in children's spontaneous speech . 

The small relationship across languages for oral syntactic functioning is not surprising 
to me. Consistent findings were reported by Harley, Allen, Cummins, and Swain (1990) in 
studies involving French immersion and Portuguese-speaking students in Toronto . Syntactic 
functioning in conversational contexts represents very specific linguistic knowledge that 
appears largely independent of the common underlying proficiency which is more concep
tual and cognitive in nature . By contrast, the limited cross-relationship Verhoeven observed 
for lexical knowledge is more surprising and at variance with the results of a number of 
other studies reviewed above (see Note 7). 

The strong cross-lingual relationship Verhoeven observed for pragmatic language pro
ficiency is not in any way at variance with the interdependence hypothesis. In fact, as noted 
above (Note 7), a similar finding was reported by Cummins et al. (1984) who hypothesized 
that personality traits could account for the similar pragmatic behavior in both languages. 



Verhoeven also suggests that the interdependence hypothesis largely neglects the role 
of social factors in explaining differential literacy success. 1bis is simply inaccurate. I have 
always posited the interdependence of L1 and 12 as an intervening factor strongly influ
enced by broader societal factors (Cummins, 1981a, 1986, 1989, 2000) and the present vol
ume continues the elaboration of these relationships between social (macro-interactional) 
and cognitive/linguistic factors. 

13. The review of literature on bilingual education is not meant to imply that all bilingual pro
grams, as implemented, have been successful. In fact, the results of many so-called bilingual 
programs are mixed. The majority of bilingual programs instituted in the United States are 
quick-exit programs that make minimal or no attempt to promote literacy in students' 11 .1bis 
weak variety of bilingual education is a consequence of the political pressure to remove stu
dents from bilingual programs as quickly as possible . Other programs may involve little more 
than a classroom assistant who works with the bilingual students (in either L1 or 12) while 
the classroom teacher instructs those who are fluent in English (Gandara, 1999). Under these 
conditions, it is hardly surprising that students fall behind since they seldom interact with the 
teacher nor get access to mainstream curriculum content. 

In general, many programs have been set up to fail and, as Lily Wong Fillmore (1992) 
has argued, there have been concerted attempts to subvert bilingual education in a large 
number of school districts. She suggests that "a close examination of bilingual education 
where it has performed poorly will often show the extent to which it has been sabotaged 
from within by the people who were supposed to make it work" (p. 3 70) . As reflected in the 
Thomas/Collier (1997) data, only a minority of programs have attempted to promote strong 
literacy skills in students' L1 which the research reviewed in this chapter suggest is central 
to students' prospects for success in English academic skills. 

Despite the mixed quality of many bilingual programs, overall trends, even before the 
release of the Ramfrez report, show the program to be more successful than English-only 
programs. Wtllig's (1985) meta-analysis of the research suggested that: 

When statistical controls for methodological inadequacies were employed, 
participation in bilingual education programs consistently produced small 
to moderate differences favoring bilingual education for tests of reading, 
language skills, mathematics, and total achievement when the tests were in 
English, and for reading, language, mathematics, writing, social studies, lis
tening comprehension, and attitudes toward school or self when tests 
were in other languages (Willig, 1985, p. 269) . 

More recently,Jay Greene's (1997, 1998) meta-analysis of bilingual education research 
reported that participation in a bilingual program over a period of two years made a differ
ence of about 1/5 of a standard deviation in achievement. Thus, if a student in an English
only program performed at the 26th percentile at the end of those two years, the bilingual 
student would be at the 34th percentile. 

Krashen and Biber (1988) similarly reviewed the results of several bilingual programs in 
California in which bilingual students approached grade norms during the elementary school 
years and surpassed the academic performance of similar students in English-only programs. 



In general, both large-scale and small-scale studies consistently show that strong pro
motion of bilingual students' LI throughout elementary school contributes significantly to 
their academic success. However, bilingual education , by itself, is no panacea . Bilingual pro
grams that are remedial in orientation or that fail to promote literacy skills in LI will expe
rience much less positive outcomes. Even programs that incorporate strong LI promotion 
must also include active encouragement of parental participation and cognitively challeng
ing instruction if optimum results are to be obtained. 

14. Some cautions with respect to the instructional implications of the interdependence prin
ciple are in order. First, while considerable evidence has accumulated for transfer of literacy 
skills from one language to another , instruction oriented to promoting this form of transfer 
may not always be appropriate in bilingual education contexts. This, at least, is the persua
sive argument made by Harris (1990) in his analysis of Aboriginal schooling in Australia. He 
suggests that the gap in world views between Aboriginal and western cultures is so great 
that bilingual education programs should clearly separate western and Aboriginal cultural 
domains, with English used exclusively for the former and Aboriginal languages for the lat
ter. Using the Aboriginal language as a means of teaching the concepts of western schooling 
risks undermining the Aboriginal culture and contributing to language and cultural shift. 
This analysis has implications for indigenous groups around the world who are concerned 
that bilingualism is but a step towards monolingualism in the majority societal language. 

15. Related to the misconception that the teaching of English literacy skills should be delayed 
for several years is an inappropriate linking of the threshold and interdependence hypothe
ses (see Cummins, 2000, Chapter 7) . For example , it is not uncommon to see these hypothe
ses interpreted as implying that "English reading should be delayed until students have 
attained a threshold level of proficiency in their LI." I can understand how it may be tempt
ing to connect the two hypotheses in this way but I have never advocated this type of link
age. The threshold and interdependence hypotheses developed independently and were 
proposed to account for two very different sets of data: the threshold hypothesis attempted 
to account for the effects of bilingualism on children's cognitive development, while the 
interdependence hypothesis focused on the relationship between LI and 12 academic pro
ficiencies, accounting for data in the areas of bilingual education, immigrant language learn
ing, age and 12 learning, and correlational and experimental studies of LI/12 relationships. 
The fact that LI academic proficiency is a significant predictor of 12 proficiency suggests 
that, optimally, schools should strongly promote LI literacy but it does not specify when LI 
or 12 literacy should be introduced nor in what instructional proportions. There are many 
viable options for bilingual programs in this regard (Cummins, 2000). 



Chapter 7 

1 ~e CD up ~t'lucl'le ~~ 
C:Ju eraLt1f1t?--~ 'Re ~t17111 

ince the mid-1960s, educators in the United States have imple
mented a series of educational reforms aimed at reversing the 
pattern of school failure among culturally diverse students . 
These have included Head Start programs at the preschool 
level, myriad forms of bilingual education and all-English pro
grams, Chapter I programs for low-income students, imposition 

of curricular standards and standardized assessment procedures, etc. 
These reforms have probably had some impact but the achievement gap 

between students from dominant and subordinated groups remains extremely 
large as documented by periodic reports from agencies such as the National 
Center for Educational Statistics (NCES) and the National Assessment of 
Educational Progress (NAEP). 

Why has the rhetoric of "equality of educational opportunity" failed to trans
late into equity of educational outcomes? There are obvious reasons related to the 
persistence of poverty in American inner cities and rural areas and the huge dis
parities in educational spending between affluent and impoverished districts. For 
example, in many states high-expenditure districts spend almost three times as 
much per pupil as low-expenditure districts (Taylor & Piche, 1991). These dispar
ities in the distribution of resources reflect the power structure of the society. 
Despite the rhetoric of equity, coercive relations of power are still evident in the 
distribution of resources and differential access to quality education among social 
groups.As Andrew Hacker (1995) concluded in his book Two Nations:Black and 
White, Separate, Hostile, Unequal, "legal slavery may be in the past, but segrega
tion and subordination have been allowed to persist" (p. 229). 

Since schools reflect the societies that support them, it is hardly surprising 
that issues related to equity are hotly contested in schools. Inter-group power 
relations in the broader society are reflected in the organization of schooling 



( curriculum, language of instruction, assessment practices, tracking, degree of 
parental participation, etc.) and in the mindset that educators bring to the teach
ing of culturally diverse students. These educational structures and the role def
initions that educators adopt directly affect the interactions that culturally 
diverse students experience in schools. 

I argue in this chapter that one of the major reasons why previous reform 
efforts have had only limited success is that the relationships between teachers 
and students and between schools and communities have remained largely 
unchanged. Interventions have often resulted in only superficial change, leaving 
the deep structure of relationships between educators and culturally diverse 
students untouched. Individual educators have attempted to challenge 
inequities in schools, but in many school contexts, this kind of advocacy for cul
turally diverse students has not been encouraged. The result has been that the 
power relations operating in both schools and the wider society have usually 
been accepted unconsciously rather than challenged. These power relations 
were powerfully documented in Jonathon Kozol's (1991) book Savage 
Inequalities and have remained largely unchanged through the 1990s. Gerald 
W Bracey, for example, in a November 1999 article in USA Today pointed to the 
hypocrisy of educational reformers who have shown minimal interest in 
addressing issues of child poverty which he argues has a "devastating impact" 
on school performance: 

Poor children get off to a bad start before they are born. Their moth
ers are likely to get prenatal care late, if at all, which can impair later 
intellectual functioning. They are more than three times as likely as 
nonpoor children to have stunted growth. They are about twice as 
likely to have physical and mental disabilities, and are seven times 
more likely to be abused or neglected. And they are more than three 
times more likely to die. 

What these kids need are high standards, right? (1999: 19A) 

Payne and Biddle (1999) have recently demonstrated the independent 
effects of school funding levels and child poverty on mathematics achievement 
in the United States. Together these variables accounted for 25% of the variance 
in achievement. Level of curriculum challenge (ranging from remedial to 
advanced algebra curriculum) was also significantly related to achievement. 
Payne and Biddle point out that despite continuous economic growth during 
the past decade, the child poverty level in the most affluent country in the 



world is still more than 20 percent, substantially higher than any other indus
trialized nation. They suggest a far more likely explanation for the relatively 
poor showing of U.S. schools in international comparisons than the "declining 
standards" usually invoked by politicians: 

Since poorly funded schools and communities with high levels of 
poverty are very rare in other industrialized nations, education in 
America is uniquely handicapped because of the singular tolerance 
for large numbers of poorly funded schools and massive amounts of 
child poverty in our country. And as long as this tolerance continues, 
none of the present programs being touted for "reforming" American 
education-educational vouchers, "setting high standards," "account
ability" schemes, charter schools-are likely to improve America's 
aggregate math achievement substantially. (1999, p.12) 

A central assumption of the present analysis is that implementation of gen
uine educational reform aimed at reversing centuries of discrimination requires 
personal redefinitions of the ways in which individual educators interact 
with the students and communities they serve. In other words, legislative and 
policy reforms aimed at changing educational structures may be necessary con
ditions for effective change, but they are not sufficient. Implementation of 
change is dependent on the extent to which educators, both collectively and 
individually, redefine their roles with respect to culturally diverse students and 
communities. This is the deep structure of educational reform. I suggest that 
reversal of the pattern of school failure requires that educator-student interac
tions be oriented towards empowerment, defined as the collaborative creation 
of power. Creating contexts of empowerment in the classroom entails a direct 
challenge to the coercive relations of power operating in the wider society that 
are at the root of culturally diverse students' school failure. 

The empowerment framework described in this chapter (Figure 7 .1) elab
orates on the framework sketched in Chapter 1. The framework proposes that 
the causes of underachievement are rooted in the continuation of historical pat
terns of coercive relations of power between dominant and subordinated 
groups. These relations of power are reflected in the culture of the school. The 
culture of the school refers to the structural organization of the school and to 
the collective role definitions that educators adopt in relation to culturally 
diverse students and communities. Educational structures and educator role 
definitions together determine the interactions that students experience in the 



school system. Culturally diverse students will succeed educationally to the 
extent that the patterns of interaction in school challenge and reverse those 
that prevail in the society at large. 

In Figure 7.1, the term Exclusionary/Assimilationist refers to the general 
orientation to education characteristic of most countries prior to the 1960s and 
still characteristic of many today. The goal of education was either to exclude 
certain groups from the mainstream of society or assimilate them completely. 
The term Tmnsformative/Intercultural refers to the orientation required to 
challenge the operation of coercive relations of power in the school and wider 
society. This form of pedagogy entails interactions between educators and stu
dents that foster the collaborative creation of power; in other words, empower
ment . Although exclusionary and assimilationist may appear to be opposites 
insofar as "exclusionary" focuses on segregation of subordinated groups from 
the mainstream of schools and society while "assimilationist" focuses on total 
integration into the society, in reality they are frequently two sides of the same 
coin: both orientations aspire to make subordinated groups invisible and inaudi
ble. Minority groups constructed as "racially different" have historically been sub
jected to exclusionary rather than assimilationist policies for the simple reason 
that "disappearance" could not readily be achieved through assimilation. In addi
tion, if assimilationist policies were applied to "racial" minorities, it would imply 
inter-marriage across "races" within the same "melting pot:' This mixing of 
"races" would implode the myths of racial superiority that have characterized 
most dominant groups in societies around the world. 

It is easy to recognize the Exclusionary/Assimilationist patterns outlined 
in Figure 7 .1 as characteristic of historical realities in many countries. The 
extent to which they still characterize educator-student interactions is a matter 
for debate and school-by-school analysis. 

By contrast, Transformative/Intercultural orientations are based on prin
ciples of racial and cultural equality and a commitment to educate students for 
full participation within a democratic society. This implies providing opportu
nities for students to develop a form of critical literacy where they become 
capable not only of decoding the words, but also reading between the lines in 
order to understand how power is exercised through various forms of dis
course (advertisements, political rhetoric, textbooks, etc.) . The focus is on 
understanding not only what is said in the surface structure of the text but also 
whose perspectives are represented and whose have been excluded. 



The ways in which identities are negotiated between educators and stu
dents can be analyzed in relation to four overlapping dimensions of schooling: 
(a) incorporation of bilingual students' language and culture; (b) community par
ticipation; ( c) orientation to pedagogy; and ( d) assessment of bilingual students. 
The extent to which culturally diverse students and communities either accept 
or resist the societal power structure will also directly affect the ways in which 
identities are negotiated in the school context. 

Central to the framework is the claim that the process of identity negotia
tion and the challenge to coercive relations of power are at least as important 
for students' academic development as any particular program or instructional 
technique. Instructional techniques become effective only to the extent that 
they contribute to the collaborative creation of power. 

Macro-Interactions and the Culture of the School 
When patterns of school success and failure among culturally diverse stu

dents are examined within an international perspective, it becomes evident that 
power and status relations between dominant and subordinated groups exert a 
major influence. As noted in Chapter 2, several theorists (e.g., Blauner, 1969; 
Ogbu, 1978, 1992) have pointed to the fact that subordinated groups that fail 
academically have generally been discriminated against over many generations. 
They react to this discrimination along a continuum ranging from internaliza
tion of a sense of ambivalence or insecurity about their identities to rejection 
of, and active resistance to, dominant group values. At both extremes, alienation 
from schooling and mental withdrawal from academic effort has been a fre
quent consequence. 

The educational effects of this pattern of macro-interactions are strikingly 
evident in many situations where formerly subjugated or colonized groups are 
still in a subordinated relationship to the dominant group. Examples abound 
from around the world. For example, most indigenous groups fall into this pat
tern (e.g., Australian Aboriginals, Maoris in New Zealand, Inuit and First Nations 
in Canada, Sarni in Scandinavian countries, as well as indigenous populations in 
the United States and Latin America). Other examples are Burakumin in Japan 
who perform poorly in Japanese schools as a result of their low social status but 
perform well after immigration to the United States because educators are 
unaware of their low social status in their home country. Thus, educators tend 
to have the same high academic expectations of them as they do for other 
Japanese students (Ogbu, 1992). 
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Similar patterns existed in the 1970s and 1980s in Sweden where Finnish
background students experienced severe academic difficulties. This phe
nomenon reflected the lower status of the Finnish community in Swedish 
society resulting from the fact that Finland was ruled by Sweden for several 
hundred years. The institution of Finnish-Swedish bilingual schools in the 1980s 
and 1990s dedicated to promoting bilingualism and biliteracy has dramatically 
improved achievement levels of the Finnish students in those schools (see 
Peura, 2000, and Skutnabb-Kangas, 2000, Chapter 8, pp. 600-611). Skutnabb
Kangas notes that there are today 11 private (but state-financed) Finnish schools 
in Sweden focused on language maintenance that are producing "excellent 
results in terms of high levels of multilingualism and multiculturalism and aca
demic success" (2000, pp. 607-608). A more detailed description of these 
schools is provided in Chapter 8. 

Central to understanding the framework proposed in Figure 7 .1 is the fact 
that coercive relations of power can operate only through the micro-interac
tions between educators and students. Thus, educators, students, and com
munities can chatlenge this coercive process. Although educational and 
social structures will impose constraints on resistance, these structures can 
never stifle the pursuit of empowering interactions on the part of educators and 
students. In short, educators always have options in the way they negotiate iden
tities with students and communities. 

Educational Structures. Inter-group macro-interactions give rise to par
ticular forms of educational structures that reflect the relations of power in the 
broader society. For example, the historical segregation of culturally diverse stu
dents from "mainstream" educational opportunities in many countries constitut
ed one form of structural discrimination. As documented by Kozol (1991) for 
African-American students and by Berman et al. (1992) for recent immigrants in 
California, similar patterns of segregation still characterize the education of many 
subordinated groups. Olsen and Minicucci (1992) discuss the implications of the 
Berman et al. (1992) findings with respect to the degree of integration/segrega
tion of culturally diverse students in 27 California secondary schools: 

On an integration/segregation continuum, the majority of the schools 
in our study are moving increasingly towards the use of sheltered 
English classes with a resultant formal curricular separation of limited 
English proficient students. Despite calling the LEP program 'transi
tional,' and despite recurring and persistent rhetoric about preparing 
the students to enter the mainstream, the evidence appears to run 



contrary to an integration orientation. LEP students are tracked into 
separate classes, spend the great percentage of the school day in these 
LEP classes, and appear to rarely be reclassified into the mainstream. 
Thus, it appears that through the use of English as a language of 
instruction students are being channeled away from their native lan
guage and culture, and they are simultaneously also being kept sepa
rate from their English speaking peers and denied access to the track 
which houses mainstream English speaking students. We would con
clude from our small sample that secondary school LEP programs are 
thus segregatory. (1992, p. 18) 

Other examples of educational structures that might systematically dis
criminate against culturally diverse students are: 

• imposition of English-only programs that not only fail to provide comprehen
sible instruction but also communicate to bilingual children that their home 
language and culture have no place in the school (e.g., Proposition 227 in 
California and Proposition 203 in Arizona); 

• state mandated high-stakes assessment programs that take no account of the 
time periods required for ELL students to catch up academically in English; 
these assessment practices furthermore have the effect of narrowing the cur
riculum such that cognitively unchallenging drill and practice instruction is 
implemented rather than cognitively challenging instruction designed to pro
mote critical literacy in two languages (Gandara et al., 2000; McNeil, 1999); 

• the medical model of special education that uncritically locates the source of 
academic difficulties within students rather than within the pattern of inter
actions that students experience in school (Cummins, 1984, Harry, 1992; Ortiz 
& Yates, 1983; Rueda, 1989); 

• ability grouping and tracking practices that deny students in low-ability 
groups access to quality instruction (Oakes, 1985); 

• the use of culturally-and linguistically-biased IQ tests to give culturally diverse 
students a one-way ticket to special education or low-track programs 
(Cummins, 1984; Harry, 1992; Ortiz & Yates, 1983); 



• teacher education institutions that still treat issues related to culturally 
diverse students as marginal and send new teachers into the classroom with 
minimal information regarding patterns of language and emotional develop
ment among such students and few pedagogical strategies for helping stu
dents learn; 

• curriculum that reflects only the experiences and values of middle-class 
English-speaking students and effectively suppresses the experiences and val
ues of culturally diverse students; 

• the absence from most schools of professionals and/or para-professionals 
capable of communicating in the languages of culturally diverse students and 
their parents; these staff members could assist in functions such as: primary 
language instruction; primary language assessment for purposes of placement 
and intervention, and parent/school liaison; 

• criteria for promotion to positions of responsibility (e.g., principals) that take 
minimal account of the individual's experience with or potential for leader
ship in the education of culturally diverse students. 

These educational structures constitute a frame that sets limits on the 
kinds of micro-interactions that are likely to occur between educators and stu
dents. As one illustration of the impact of these structures,Jeanie Oakes (1985) 
has shown that tracking results in major differences in the quality of instruction 
that students receive; those in lower tracks receive instruction that is less chal
lenging and motivating than those in higher tracks. She concludes that when 
schools are structured according to tracks, the academic progress of those in 
average and low groups is retarded. Tracking also lowers educational aspira
tions, fosters low self-esteem and promotes dropping-out. 

Educator Role Definitions. Societal macro-interactions will also influ
ence the ways in which educators define their roles in relation to culturally 
diverse students and communities; in other words, they influence the mindset 
of assumptions, expectations and goals that educators bring to the task of edu
cating students. The notion of educator role definitions is proposed as a central 
explanatory construct in the present framework. The framework suggests that 
culturally diverse students are empowered or disabled as a direct result of their 
interactions with educators in the schools. These interactions are mediated by 
the implicit or explicit role definitions that educators assume in relation to four 
institutional dimensions of schools. These four dimensions outlined in Figure 



7 .1, language/culture incorporation, community participation,pedagogy, and 
assessment represent sets of educational structures that will affect, but can also 
be influenced by, educators' role definitions. 

A concrete example will illustrate the ways in which educators' role defi
nitions can combine with educational structures to the detriment of bilingual 
students' academic progress. The following psychological assessment was one 
of more than 400 assessments of culturally diverse students carried out in a 
western Canadian city (Cummins, 1984). It illustrates the assumptions that 
school psychologists and teachers frequently make about issues such as the 
appropriateness of standardized tests for culturally diverse students and the 
consequences of bilingualism for students' development. 

Maria (not child's real name) was referred for psychological assessment by 
her grade 1 teacher, who noted that she had difficulty in all aspects of learning. 
She was given both speech and hearing and psychological assessments. The for
mer assessment found that all structures and functions pertaining to speech 
were within normal limits and hearing was also normal. The findings were sum
marized as follows: "Maria comes from an Italian home where Italian is spoken 
mainly. However, language skills appeared to be within normal limits for English." 

The psychologist's conclusions, however, were very different. On the 
Wechsler Preschool and Primary Scale of Intelligence (WPPSI), Maria obtained a 
Verbal IQ of 89 and a Performance IQ of 99. In other words, non-v~rbal abilities 
were virtually at the average level while verbal abilities were 11 points below 
the mean, a surprisingly good score given the clear cultural biases of the test and 
the fact that the child had been learning English in a school context for little 
more than a year. The report to Maria's teacher read as follows: 

Maria tended to be very slow to respond to questions, particularly if 
she were unsure of the answers. Her spoken English was a little hard 
to understand, which is probably due to poor English models at home 
(speech is within normal limits). Italian is spoken almost exclusively 
at home and this will be further complicated by the coming arrival of 
an aunt and grandmother from Italy. 

There is little doubt that Maria is a child of low average ability whose 
school progress is impeded by lack of practice in English. Encourage 
Maria's oral participation as much as possible, and try to involve her 
in extra-curricular activities where she will be with her English
speaking peers. 



Despite the fact that the speech assessment revealed no deficiencies in 
Maria's spoken English, the psychologist has no hesitation ("There is little 
doubt..") in attributing Maria's academic problems to the use of Italian at home. 
The implicit message to the teacher (and parents) is clear: Maria's communica
tion in L1 with parents and relatives detracts from her school performance, and 
the aim of the school program should be to expose Maria to as much English as 
possible in order to compensate for these deficient linguistic and cultural back
ground experiences. In other words, the psychologist's assessment and recom
mendations reflect the assumptions of the separate underlying proficiency 
model of bilingualism (see Chapter 6). 

How does this assessment (which was not atypical of the sample) repre
sent institutionalized discrimination in action? In several ways: 

• The structure of special education identification, assessment, and placement 
not only permits, but in many cases mandates the use of IQ tests which are 
characterized almost invariably by serious cultural and linguistic biases when 
used with culturally diverse students; 

• The structure of psychologist training and certification frequently pays only 
lip-service to the implications of diversity for assessment and placement; 

• The psychologist's role definition shows little sensitivity to the fact that the 
child's cultural background and linguistic talents differ significantly from 
those of the sample upon whom the test was normed. The psychologist is not 
conscious that the child's culturally-specific experiences (in Ll) might have 
any implications for the administration or interpretation of the test. There is 
also no hesitation in drawing inferences about the negative effects of L1 use 
in the home nor in making recommendations about language use in school 
despite the fact that the psychologist has likely had no training whatsoever on 
issues related to bilingualism or language learning. 

What are the probable consequences of this type of assessment? As a result 
of the assessment, there is an increased likelihood that Maria will be repri
manded for any use of Italian with other Italian students in school, thereby pro
moting feelings of shame in her own cultural background. It is also probable 
that the child's parents will be advised to use English rather than Italian at 
home. If parents adhere to this advice, then they are likely both to expose the 
child to poor models of English, and also reduce the quality and quantity of com
munication between adults and children in the home since they are likely to be 



much less comfortable in English than Italian. The importance of adult-child 
home interaction for future academic achievement has been demonstrated 
repeatedly (e.g., Wells, 1986), and thus the advice to switch to English in the 
home has the potential to exert serious negative effects on children's develop
ment. Furthermore, it is likely to drive an emotional wedge between children 
and parents (including the recently arrived aunt and grandmother who will 
know no English) since parents may feel that communication of affection and 
warmth in Italian will reduce the child's future academic prospects. [1] 

In summary, the example of Maria illustrates how students can become 
educationally disabled as a direct result of their interactions with well-inten
tioned educators. These interactions are mediated by the role definitions of edu
cators which, in turn, are molded by a variety of influences: for example, the 
broader policy and legal structure within which educators operate, the institu
tional structure within which they have been trained, and the state and school 
district structures that determine priorities for action on a day-to-day basis (e.g., 
Proposition 227, high-stakes assessment, etc.). 

Micro-Interactions as Reflections of 
Coercive or Collaborative Relations of Power 

The framework argues that the micro-interactions between educators and 
students form an interpersonal or an interactional space within which the 
acquisition of knowledge and formation of identity is negotiated. In the past, 
schools have required that subordinated groups deny their cultural identity as a 
necessary condition for success in the "mainstream" society. The historical pat
tern of dominant-subordinated group interactions has been one where educa
tors have constricted the interactional space in an attempt to sanitize deviant 
cultural identities. For educators to become partners in the transmission of 
knowledge, culturally diverse students were required to acquiesce in the subor
dination of their identities and to celebrate as "truth" the cultural literacy 
(Hirsch, 1987) of the dominant group (e.g., the "truth" that Columbus discov
ered America). The constriction of the interactional space by educators reflect
ed a process whereby they defined their role as "civilizing," "saving," 
"assimilating;' or "educating" students whose culture and values they viewed as 
inherently inferior. Through these micro-interactions they reproduced the pat
tern of societal macro-interactions and limited students' possibilities to define 
and interpret their own realities and identities. 



Becker (1990) documented how this process operated in an urban New 
England high school to shape the ethnic identity and academic engagement of 
Portuguese-background students. She interprets the 50% dropout rate among 
Portuguese-background students in the school as a function of the negative 
teacher attitudes towards Portuguese students and their culture. This resulted in 
identity conflict among students and internalization of a sense of academic infe
riority. Students simply lived down to their teachers' expectations regardless of 
which identity orientation (Anglo or Portuguese) they attempted to adopt. 

It is important to note that students (and communities) do not passively 
accept dominant group attributions of their inferiority. Frequently, they resist 
this process of subordination actively through disruptive or oppositional behav
ior. While for some students, resistance may contribute to academic develop
ment (Skutnabb-Kangas, 1988; Zanger, 1994), in many situations resistance has 
severe costs with respect to academic success and upward mobility, often cul
minating in students dropping out of school prematurely (Ogbu, 1992; Willis, 
1977). Other students may modify their cultural identity by "acting White" 
(Fordham, 1990) and buying educational success at the expense of rejection by 
their peers and ambivalence about their identity. Still others are never given the 
opportunity in school to gain either academic confidence or pride in identity 
and, over time, internalize the negative attributions of the dominant group and 
live down to their teachers' expectations. 

There is ample research evidence regarding the kinds of school structures, 
educator role definitions and instructional interactions that are effective in 
reversing the traditional patterns of educational disempowerment experienced 
by culturally diverse students. For example, Garcia's (1991) synthesis of research 
highlights the importance of support for primary language and literacy devel
opment as well as the importance of the way educators define their roles. He 
points out that educators in effective schools demonstrated a coherent pattern 
of high academic expectations for their students and perceived themselves as 
advocates for students. They also saw themselves as instructional innovators and 
had a strong commitment to school-home communication. They felt they had 
the autonomy to innovate and support from their principals to do so. 

Stedman (1987) similarly highlights the importance of a positive orienta
tion to cultural pluralism in schools that were effective in promoting academ
ic achievement among low-income students. He argues that effective schools 
acknowledge the ethnic and racial identity of their students through having 
role models in high status positions and offering opportunities for students to 



develop their linguistic and cultural talents through programs such as bilingual 
education . Among the other factors stressed by Stedman are parental partici
pation and academically rich programs. Parents are encouraged to become 
involved in their children's education and students are actively engaged in 
their own learning through cognitively challenging projects and tasks that cap
italize on their prior experiences. 

Lucas, Henze, and Donato's (1990) study of six successful high schools serv
ing primarily Latino/Latina students in Arizona and California documented eight 
factors that appeared to distinguish these schools. These factors are as follows: 

• Value is placed on students' languages and cultures; 

• High academic expectations are communicated to bilingual students; 

• School leaders make the education of bilingual students a priority; 

• Staff development is explicitly designed to help teachers and other school 
staff to serve bilingual students more effectively; 

• A variety of advanced and basic courses and programs for bilingual students 
is offered; 

• School counselors are committed to and capable of providing appropriate 
guidance to bilingual students as a result of speaking students ' language and 
coming from similar cultural backgrounds; 

• Parents of bilingual students are encouraged to become involved in their chil
dren's education; 

• School staff members share a strong commitment to create contexts both 
inside the school and in the community wherein a sense of empowerment 
can be generated among bilingual students . 

The factors highlighted by Lucas and her colleagues are very similar to 
those elaborated by the Scottish Consultative Council on the Curriculum 
(Landon et al., 1994) in their discussion of language policies that address the 
learning needs of bilingual students (see Appendix A). 

The picture that emerges from these studies of school effectiveness for 
culturally diverse students has three specific and one general component that 
contribute to student academic success. The three specific components are: 



• Affirmation of students' cultural identity and encouragement of LI literacy 
and language development; 

• Encouragement of active parental participation; and 

• Cognitively-challenging instruction that provides opportunities for students 
to draw on their background experiences while working collaboratively to 
explore issues and topics that are relevant to their lives. 

These specific interventions are implemented in a school context where 
issues related to the education of culturally diverse students have moved from the 
periphery to the center of concern for the entire school. Educators, both individ
ually and collectively, have defined their roles in such a way that their interactions 
with culturally diverse students actively affirm students' identities. The educa
tional structures established in the school reflect these role definitions. 

The affective dimension of these interactions between educators and stu-
dents is clear in student comments reported by Lucas and her colleagues: 

At all of the schools, students mentioned teachers who had given 
them special help and attention, often crediting them with providing 
personal counseling as well as academic support. Typical student 
comments included the following: 'The teachers here don't just 
teach; they care about you' and 'Teachers stay after school to explain 
what we didn't understand.' (p. 336) 

For each of the four dimensions of school organization outlined in Figure 
7 .1, the role definitions of educators can be described in terms of a continuum 
with one end of the continuum promoting the empowerment of students while 
the other contributes to the disabling of students. In the sections that follow, 
the dimensions are described and examples of the discourses that have been 
mobilized to support both exclusionary/assimilationist and transformative/inte
rcultural orientations are outlined. 

Cultural/Linguistic Incorporation 
As noted in Chapter 6, considerable research data suggest that for subor

dinated group students, the extent to which students' language and culture is 
incorporated into the school program constitutes a significant predictor of aca
demic success (see for example, Beykont, 1994; Campos & Keatinge, 1988; 
Ramirez, 1992). Students' school success appears to reflect both the more solid 



cognitive/academic foundation developed through intensive L1 instruction and 
also the reinforcement of their cultural identity. 

Educators' role definitions with respect to students' language and culture 
can be characterized along an additive-subtractive dimension. Educators who 
see their role as helping students to add a second language and cultural affilia
tion while maintaining their primary language and culture are more likely to 
create interactional conditions of empowerment than those who see their role 
as replacing or subtracting students' primary language and culture in the pro
cess of assimilating them to the dominant culture. Bilingual programs that aim 
explicitly to promote L1 literacy clearly communicate a strong additive orien
tation to students and have greater scope for creating conditions of empower
ment than monolingual programs. 

However, an additive orientation is not dependent upon actual teaching of 
students' primary language. In many cases this may not be possible for a variety 
of reasons (e.g., low concentration of particular groups of bilingual students). 
Even within a monolingual school context, powerful messages can be commu
nicated to students regarding the validity and advantages of primary language 
development. For example, a teacher who decides to learn just one word per 
day of the various languages represented in her classroom communicates a 
strong message of respect for students' language and culture. Each day, one stu
dent can be invited to bring in a word that is particularly meaningful to him or 
her and all students in the class can learn this word and talk (in English) about 
its meaning and cultural connotations. In this way, students share their back
ground experiences with other students and with the teacher and develop a 
greater awareness of how languages map out the world in different ways. 

Along the same lines, Lucas and Katz (1994) have demonstrated that 
exemplary Special Alternative Instructional Programs (SAIPs), that use primari
ly English for instructional purposes, also make considerable use of students' 
primary language. The investigators studied language use patterns in nine SAIPs 
(operating in six states) that had been nominated as exemplary in terms of stu
dent outcomes. They found that although the programs were designed to pro
vide instruction primarily in English, teachers made considerable use of 
students' L1 for instructional purposes: 

In practice, however, the classrooms were multilingual environments 
in which students' native languages served a multitude of purposes 
and functions. They gave students access to academic content, to 
classroom activities, and to their own knowledge and experience; 



gave teachers a way to show their respect and value for students' lan
guages and cultures; acted as a medium for social interaction and 
establishment of rapport; fostered family involvement; and fostered 
students' development of, knowledge of, and pride in their native lan
guages and cultures. (1994, p. 545) 

Among the concrete ways in which teachers drew on the linguistic 
resources of their students were the following: 

• Teachers set up activities that specifically called for students to use their L1 
with each other; for example, a group writing assignment that used the L1 
or, working in groups, translating stories from the L1 into English to tell to 
other students. 

• Less fluent students were paired with more fluent students from the same L1 
background so that the more fluent students could assist those who were less 
fluent. 

• Bilingual dictionaries and L1 library books were provided to assist students 
comprehend instruction and to encourage development of L1 literacy skills. 
In addition, journal writing in L1 was encouraged in some schools. 

Furthermore, when teachers or teaching assistants were fluent in students' 
Ll, they used it for instructional purposes to clarify content and concepts orig
inally presented in English or to teach content directly in the L1. Courses in L1 
language arts were also offered in some sites and awards were given for excel
lence in languages that are not commonly studied (e.g., a senior award in Khmer 
language skill in one school). 

Lucas and Katz conclude that "alternatives to bilingual education need not 
be English-only programs. There is no reason to assume that programs for stu
dents who speak many languages must use only English in ESL classes and con
tent classes" (p. 557). They reinforce Elsa Auerbach's (1993) claim that the 
inclusion of students' L1 can reduce the degree of language and culture shock 
and strengthen students' self-esteem and identity. The deep structure of these 
programs is similar to that of genuine bilingual programs in that an additive ori
entation to students' language and culture is communicated to both students 
and parents. Thus, Lucas and Katz argue for going beyond the divisive debate on 
the merits or otherwise of bilingual education versus English-only programs; 
they suggest focusing instead on providing as much reinforcement for students' 
identity formation and academic development as the constraints of particular 



situations permit (e.g., availability of bilingual teachers, teaching assistants, LI 
curriculum resources etc.). At the same time that Lucas and Katz' important arti
cle appeared, a similar perspective was being articulated across the Atlantic by 
the Scottish Consultative Council on the Curriculum (Landon et al., 1994) with 
respect to the significance of developing school language policies that respect
ed the linguistic diversity of the students and community and used this diversi
ty as a resource to enrich all students (see Appendix A). 

Lucas and Katz' conclusion is reinforced by the findings of an earlier year
long ethnographic study of an ESL classroom in which a variety of linguistic back
grounds were represented (Saville-Troike, 1984). It was found that opportunities 
to use the primary language were significantly related to the learning of English: 

Most of the children who achieved best in content areas, as measured 
by tests in English, were those who had the opportunity to discuss 
the concepts they were learning in their native language with other 
children or adults. (Saville-Troike, 1984, p. 216) [2] 

In summary, as documented in Chapter 6, the most powerful ways of incor
porating students' language and culture into the curriculum are through dual 
language (two-way) or developmental (late-exit) bilingual programs that aim 
explicitly to promote bilingualism and biliteracy. However, in situations where 
genuine bilingual programs are not possible, an additive orientation to students' 
language and culture can still be communicated to students and parents in a 
variety of ways. This reinforcement of students' identities is crucial for motivat
ing students to engage with academic content. By contrast, when the implicit or 
explicit message given to students is that they should leave their language and 
culture at the schoolhouse door, many students will accurately perceive the 
schooling process to be coercive and may resist it actively by not learning. 
Pauline Gibbons (1991) has eloquently expressed a similar point: 

A second language and culture is not learned by destroying the first. 
By ignoring the mother tongue, we run the risk of slowing down chil
dren's learning and encouraging, often unintentionally, the beginning 
of a one-way journey away from their families. (p. 69) [3] 

Community Participation 
Students from subordinated communities will be empowered in the school 

context to the extent that their parents are empowered through their interactions 
with the school. When educators and parents develop partnerships to promote 
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their children's education, parents appear to develop a sense of efficacy that com
municates itself to children with positive academic consequences (e.g., Ada, 
1988a; Mccaleb, 1994; Tizard, Hewison & Schofield, 1982). The positive impact of 
parental involvement and support, documented in the Ramirez (1992) and 
Beykont (1994) studies, illustrates the importance of pursuing these partnerships. 

The teacher role definitions associated with community participation can 
be characterized along a collaborative-exclusionary dimension. Teachers oper
ating at the collaborative end of the continuum actively encourage parents to 
participate in promoting their children's academic progress both in the home 
and through involvement in classroom activities. A collaborative orientation 
may require a willingness on the part of the teacher to work closely with class
room assistants or community volunteers in order to communicate effectively 
and in a non-condescending way with parents. Teachers with an exclusionary 
orientation, on the other hand, tend to regard teaching as their job and are like
ly to view collaboration with culturally diverse parents as either irrelevant or 
actually detrimental to children's progress. 

Clearly, initiatives for collaboration or for a shared decision-making process 
can come from the community as well as from the school. Under these condi
tions, maintenance of an exclusionary orientation by the school can lead com
munities to challenge the institutional power structure. This was the case with the 
school strike organized by Finnish parents and their children at Bredby school in 
Rinkeby, Sweden. In response to a plan by the headmistress to reduce the amount 
of Finnish instruction, the Finnish community withdrew their children from the 
school. Eventually (after eight weeks) most of their demands were met.According 
to Skutnabb-Kangas (1988), the strike had the effect of generating a new sense of 
efficacy among the community and making them more aware of the role of an 
exclusionary orientation in the educational system in reproducing the powerless 
status of subordinated groups. A hypothesis that the present framework generates 
is that this renewed sense of efficacy will lead to higher levels of academic 
achievement among culturally diverse students in this type of situation. 

Even simple initiatives that permit parents to participate actively in aspects 
of their children's education can have profound effects. For example, a two-year 
project carried out in six schools in an inner-city area of London, England, 
showed major improvements in children's reading skills simply as a result of 
sending books home on a daily basis with the children for them to read to their 
parents, many of whom spoke little English and were illiterate in both English 
and their L1 (predominantly Bengali and Greek) (Tizard, Schofield, & Hewison, 



1982). The children attending the two schools that implemented the "shared lit
eracy" program made significantly greater progress in reading than a compari
son group in two different schools who received additional small-group reading 
instruction from a highly competent reading specialist. Of particular importance 
is the fact that the differences in favor of the shared literacy program were most 
apparent among children who were initially having difficulty in learning to read. 
Both groups made greater progress than a control group in two schools who 
received no special treatment. Teachers involved in the home collaboration 
reported that children showed an increased interest in school learning and were 
better behaved. The impact of this project in motivating students to read can be 
seen from the fact that the students in the two "shared reading" schools exhaust
ed the supply of books in the school libraries that were appropriate for early ele
mentary grades simply because they read so much. 

Several reasons can be suggested for the success of this project. First, it 
changed fundamentally the relationship between the schools and community. 
Partnerships were established that enabled parents to play an important role in 
helping their children succeed academically. Second, the project motivated stu
dents to read more and, as documented in Chapter 4, the more students read, 
the stronger their reading skills become (Fielding & Pearson, 1994; Krashen, 
1993; Postlethwaite & Ross, 1992). Third , it is likely that many students would 
have translated or paraphrased the story for their parent in their L1 since the 
parent would have had limited knowledge of English. This constitutes a cogni
tively demanding activity that may have increased students' overall ability to ana
lyze the semantic and syntactic aspects of text. 

Whatever the underlying reasons for the dramatic impact of this program, 
it surely points to the role of parents as largely untapped resources in acceler
ating students' academic skills development. Clearly, books can be sent home in 
students' L1 as an alternative to, or in addition to, books in English. The crucial 
aspect of this type of family literacy project is that students become motivated 
to read for pleasure outside of school because only in books will they find the 
academic language they need to succeed in school. [ 4] 

In summary, when educators define their roles in terms of collaboration 
with culturally diverse parents and communities, they are challenging the all-too
prevalent coercive discourse that attributes students' academic difficulties to apa
thetic and uninvolved parents (e.g., Dunn, 1987). By refuting the myth of parental 
apathy, they expose the exclusionary structures that have prevented culturally 
diverse parents from productive involvement in their children's education . 



Pedagogy 
Three major orientations can be distinguished with respect to pedagogy. 

These differ in the extent to which the teacher retains exclusive control over 
classroom interaction as opposed to sharing some of this control with students. 
The dominant instructional model in most western industrial societies has been 
termed a "banking" model (Freire, 1970; Freire & Macedo, 1987) on the grounds 
that teachers are expected to deposit information and skills in students' memo
ry banks. This traditional model can be contrasted with constructivist and trans
formative models of pedagogy. Constructivist pedagogy historically is associated 
with the "progressive" pedagogy of John Dewey (1963) who emphasized the 
centrality of student experience and the importance of encouraging active stu
dent learning rather than passive reception of information. Although a variety of 
labels have been used, I am using the term "constructivist" as an umbrella term 
to refer to the pedagogical assumptions that are associated not only with 
Dewey's work, but also the work of sociocultural theorists whose pedagogical 
focus derives primarily from the work of Vygotsky (1962, 1978) (e.g., Tharp & 
Gallimore, 1988; Wells, 2000). Current whole-language approaches to language 
and literacy also embody many constructivist principles. 

In philosophical debates about education throughout this century, tradi
tional and constructivist orientations have vied for ascendancy at regular inter
vals. The focus on the transformative potential of education is a more recent 
phenomenon and is strongly influenced by Paulo Freire's work. Each of the 
three orientations incorporates a set of instructional and social assumptions. 
Instructional assumptions are concerned with the conceptions of language, 
knowledge, and learning that underlie various forms of teaching while social 
assumptions focus on the ways in which relations of culture and power are 
addressed in the curriculum. 

Most proponents of traditional and constructivist pedagogies tend to focus 
more on instructional than on social dimensions. They tend to see their instruc
tional recommendations as socially-neutral and non-ideological. By contrast, 
advocates of transformative pedagogy argue that all forms of instruction entail 
social assumptions, whether acknowledged explicitly or not. The forms of think
ing and literacy that are encouraged in school anticipate the forms of civic par
ticipation that students are being prepared to undertake upon graduation . 
Transformative pedagogy explicitly aims to prepare students to participate fully 



in the democratic process and to uphold principles of human rights and social 
justice that are enshrined in the constitutions of most western industrialized 
countries (see Frederickson, 1995). 

The instructional and social assumptions of traditional (banking), con
structivist, and transformative pedagogy are outlined in Figure 7.2. Although 
these orientations are expressed as distinct categories in Figure 7.2, it is more 
appropriate to see them as points on a continuum that merge into one another. 
For example, a transformative orientation will usually include considerable 
explicit instruction and much classroom interaction will be constructivist in 
nature rather than focused directly on social realities. However, a transformative 
orientation will also actively seek opportunities to relate instruction to students' 
experience and identity and to the social realities within which their experi
ences and identities are embedded. Similarly, as Eleni Skourtou points out (per
sonal communication,April 2001), constructivist approaches will tend to merge 
into transformative pedagogy if carried to their logical conclusion. The empha
sis within constructivism on constructing knowledge on the basis of students' 
experience within a community of learners should logically extend into the 
power relations that shape what counts as knowledge and whose knowledge 
counts. Frequently, however, constructivist approaches (e.g., whole-language) 
decline to cross this threshold, preferring to remain within the confines of the 
classroom rather than venturing into the social landscape beyond. 

Traditional pedagogy. The basic premise of the traditional model is that 
the teacher's task is to impart knowledge or skills to students. This implies that 
the teacher initiates and controls the interaction, constantly orienting it towards 
the achievement of instructional objectives. The instructional content in this 
type of program derives primarily from the internal structure of the language or 
subject matter; consequently, it frequently involves a predominant focus on sur
face features of language or literacy and emphasizes correct recall of content 
taught. Content is frequently transmitted by means of highly structured drills 
and workbook exercises, although in many cases the drills are disguised in order 
to make them more attractive and motivating to students. 

Within this instructional orientation, language is decomposed into its com
ponent parts (e.g., phonics, vocabulary, grammatical rules) which are then trans
mitted in isolation from each other; learning is assumed to progress in a 
hierarchical manner starting with simple elements and progressing to more 
complex forms. Thus, explicit phonics instruction is a prerequisite for reading 
development; grammar, vocabulary, and spelling must be taught before students 



can start writing; and knowledge is viewed as static or inert, to be internalized 
and reproduced by students when required. 

The social assumptions of traditional pedagogy are straightforward. 
Curriculum should present the "cultural literacy" of the society-in Hirsch's 
terms "what every American needs to know." However, by virtue of what it omits, 
this type of curriculum also operates to restrict access to alternative perspectives 
on historical and contemporary events (Macedo, 1993, 1994;Peterson, 1994). The 
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curriculum is sanitized with respect to issues of historical and current power 
relations, and students are expected to emerge from schooling as "good citizens" 
who will comply with the expectations of the societal power structure. 

With respect to the education of culturally diverse students, the major 
problems with this form of "banking" education are: 

• It promotes cultural ambivalence among subordinated group students by pro
viding no opportunity for students to express and share their experience with 
peers and teachers; in other words, students are silenced or rendered "voice
less" in the classroom (Giroux, 1991; Walsh, 1991). Their prior knowledge is 
untapped and there are few if any opportunities to reflect critically on social 
issues of direct relevance to their lives. 

• It contravenes central principles of language and literacy acquisition in that it 
is impossible to learn language or develop literacy in the absence of ample 
opportunities for meaningful communicative interaction in both oral and writ
ten modes. 

Cummins and Sayers (1995) summarize the limitations of traditional peda-
gogy as follows: 

In summary, traditional pedagogy aims to indoctrinate, both in its 
instructional and social goals. Facts are to be memorized, religious or 
cultural truths internalized, inquiry circumscribed, and contradic
tions obscured. The goal may appear laudable-to build a strong cul
ture-but a culture whose identity is based on ignorance of all 
around it is living in a fool's paradise. (p. 150) 

Constructivist pedagogy. Whereas traditional approaches decompose 
language-break it up into its component parts for easier transmission-con
structivist approaches, as embodied in whole-language pedagogy, insist that lan
guage can be learned only when it is kept "whole" and used for meaningful 
communication either in oral or written modes. Knowledge within traditional 
curriculum is viewed as fixed and inert whereas in constructivist pedagogy it is 
seen as catalytic in the sense that new information acts as a catalyst for further 
inquiry. Learning in traditional pedagogy is largely memorization whereas in 
constructivist pedagogy learning is constructed collaboratively through interac
tion with peers and teachers. 

Within a constructivist approach, teachers encourage students to use both 
written and oral language actively as a means of learning content and promot-



ing cognitive growth. Students' experience is expressed and shared within the 
classroom context creating an interpersonal space within which their identity 
can be validated. By contrast, "banking" approaches usually employ textbooks 
that reflect only the values and priorities of the dominant group , thereby effec
tively suppressing the experience of culturally diverse students. Constructivist 
approaches highlight the role of collaborative inquiry and the construction of 
meaning as central to students' academic growth. The classroom is seen as a 
community of learning where knowledge is generated by teachers and students 
together (Wells, 2000). [5] 

There is considerable research evidence supporting the general principles 
underlying a whole-language, inquiry-based constructivist pedagogy (see 
Cummins and Sayers, 1995 for a review). Such an approach is not in any sense 
incompatible with a strong focus on providing explicit feedback to students on 
formal aspects of language. It can also accommodate the explicit teaching of 
learning strategies to help students become efficient and independent learners. 
As noted in Chapter 5, an instructional focus on language itself is an important 
part of effective pedagogy. Some forms of whole-language and constructivist 
pedagogy have tended to neglect this explicit focus on demystifying language 
in favor of an exclusive focus on meaning and use. [6] 

While the instructional assumptions underlying constructivist pedagogies 
are generally appropriate and supported by research, the social assumptions 
underlying constructivist pedagogy are seldom articulated. With some excep
tions, contemporary whole-language theorists have tended to focus on instruc
tional rather than social realities. Their focus is on the child, either as an 
individual or within the classroom learning community. An unfortunate conse
quence of this, as Maria de la Luz Reyes (1992) has pointed out, is that without 
explicit attention to the social realities of diversity, many whole-language class
rooms will be just as monocultural and blind to students' cultural realities as are 
more traditional classrooms. Similarly, issues of power and status are rarely the 
focus of instruction within whole-language classrooms. Any focus on multicul
turalism is frequently limited to "celebrating diversity" -promotion of tolerance 
and acceptance that is aimed at increasing students' self-esteem but does little 
to challenge inequities of power and status distribution in the society. 

In short, constructivist pedagogy usually focuses narrowly on the teaching
learning relationship and fails to articulate a coherent vision of the broader 
social implications of instruction . Tolerance and acceptance of cultural differ-



ence are often implied but critical reflection on students' own experience, and 
critique of social realities are not. 

Transformative pedagogy. The instructional assumptions of transfor
mative pedagogy are similar to those of constructivist pedagogy. However, they 
diverge with respect to social assumptions. Transformative pedagogy uses col
laborative critical inquiry to enable students to relate curriculum content to 
their individual and collective experience and to analyze broader social issues 
relevant to their lives. It also encourages students to discuss ways in which 
social realities might be transformed through various forms of democratic par
ticipation and social action. 

Thus, transformative pedagogy will aim to go beyond the sanitized cur
riculum that is still the norm in many schools. It will attempt to promote stu
dents' ability to analyze and understand the social realities of their own lives and 
of their communities. It will strive to develop a critical literacy which Ira Shor 
(1992) has defined as follows: 

Habits of thought, reading, writing, and speaking which go beneath 
surface meaning, first impressions, dominant myths, official pro
nouncements, traditional cliches, received wisdom, and mere opin
ions, to understand the deep meaning, root causes, social context, 
ideology, and personal consequences of any action, event, object, pro
cess, organization, experience, text, subject matter, policy, mass 
media, or discourse. (p. 129) 

In short, critical literacy reflects the analytic abilities involved in cutting 
through the surface veneer of persuasive arguments to the realities underneath 
and analyzing the methods and purposes of particular forms of persuasion . 
Clearly, the ability to think critically in these ways is crucial for meaningful par
ticipation in a democratic society. If consent can be manufactured effortlessly 
through media persuasion, then democracy merges into totalitarianism. 

A transformative orientation to pedagogy inevitably means that educators 
must be willing to explore the ways in which dominant groups both historical
ly and currently have maintained their power. In order to challenge the opera
tion of coercive relations of power in their own lives, students and communities 
must understand how it works. This is why the (transformative) instructional 
framework elaborated in Chapter 5 incorporates an emphasis on the intersec
tions of power and language in all its phases (Focus on Meaning, Focus on 
Language, Focus on Use). [7] 



Assessment. In the past, assessment has played a central role in legiti
mating the instructional disabling of culturally diverse students. Biased stan
dardized tests have located the "problem"within the student, thereby screening 
from critical scrutiny the subtractive nature of the school program, the exclu
sionary orientation of teachers towards subordinated communities, and "bank
ing" models of teaching that suppress students' experience and inhibit them 
from active participation in learning. 

This process is virtually inevitable when the conceptual base for the 
assessment process is purely psychoeducational. If the psychologist's task (or 
role definition) is to discover the causes of a student's academic difficulties and 
the only tools at her disposal are psychological tests (in either L1 or 12), then it 
is hardly surprising that the child's difficulties will be attributed to psychologi
cal dysfunctions. The myth of bilingual handicaps that still influences educa
tional policy was generated in exactly this way during the 1920's and 1930's. 

A number of studies suggest that despite the appearance of change with 
respect to nondiscriminatory assessment, the underlying structure has remained 
essentially intact. Mehan, Hertweck and Meihls (1986), for example, reported 
that psychologists continued to test children until they "found" the disability 
that could be invoked to "explain" the student's apparent academic difficulties. 
The Cummins (1984) study, discussed earlier, also revealed that although no 
diagnostic conclusions were logically possible in the majority of assessments, 
psychologists were most reluctant to admit this fact to teachers and parents. In 
short, the data suggest that the structure within which psychological assess
ment takes place orients the psychologist to locate the cause of the academic 
problem within culturally diverse students themselves. 

The alternative role definition that is required to reverse the traditional 
"legitimating" function of assessment can be termed an "advocacy" role. 
Educators must be prepared to become advocates for the student in critically 
scrutinizing the societal and educational context within which the student has 
developed. This implies that the conceptual basis for assessment should be 
broadened so that it goes beyond psychoeducational considerations to take 
account of the student's entire learning environment. To challenge the disabling 
of culturally diverse students, assessment must focus on the extent to which 
children's language and culture are incorporated within the school program, the 
extent to which educators establish genuine partnerships with culturally 
diverse parents, and the extent to which students are encouraged to use lan
guage (both L1 and 12) actively within the classroom to amplify their experi-



ences in interaction with other students and adults. In other words, the prima
ry focus should be on remediating the educational interactions that culturally 
diverse students experience. 

It is worth noting that assessment and pedagogy are closely linked in that 
classroom teachers have considerable opportunity to observe children under
taking a variety of cognitive and academic tasks when the instruction is individ
ualized and interactional. This information can and should play an important role 
in assessment/placement decisions. Within a "banking" instructional model stu
dent learning activities are teacher-imposed rather than expressive of students' 
own experience; consequently, this form of instruction limits the extent to which 
students' knowledge and abilities can find expression in the classroom. Similarly, 
most standardized tests exclude bilingual students' culturally-specific knowledge 
and abilities. Under these conditions of silencing, there is much less opportunity 
for teachers to observe students' academic strengths and weaknesses. 

In short, many forms of standardized assessment focus on what culturally 
diverse students have not had the opportunity to learn. These tests also ignore 
the culturally-specific knowledge that students have learned. For example, a 
grade 5 immigrant student who has been in an English-speaking school environ
ment for only one year has not had the opportunity to learn as much of the 
English language or English academic content as students whose native language 
is English and who have been learning through English for 6 years. The immi
grant student may have extensive literacy in Spanish, Chinese or Farsi, and relat
ed cultural and academic knowledge, but this knowledge and literacy ability is 
not tapped by the grade 5 test. Consequently, such a test not only discriminates 
against the student but also provides highly inaccurate and misleading informa
tion if the test results are interpreted as reflecting the quality of instruction in a 
particular school (which they are in states such as California and Texas). 

There are alternatives to forms of standardized assessment that fail to 
assess what students know and have learned. Various forms of performance and 
portfolio assessment can assess students' progress over time in a culturally-and 
instructionally-sensitive way (O'Malley & Pierce, 1996). In Chapter 8, the impact 
of portfolio assessment in dramatically transforming the educational outcomes 
of ELL students at the International High School in Laguardia Community 
College in New York City is reviewed (DeFazio, 1997). Cummins (2000, Chapter 
6) and Gottlieb (1999) also discuss issues regarding the inclusion of ELL stu
dents in state-mandated assessment programs. 



In summary, an advocacy approach to assessment of culturally diverse stu
dents will involve a willingness to locate the "problem" in the societal power 
relations between dominant and subordinated groups, in the reflection of these 
power relations between school and communities, and in the suppression of 
students' experience and identities within classrooms oriented only towards 
transmission of information and skills. These conditions are a more probable 
cause of the threefold overrepresentation of Latino/Latina students in Texas in 
the learning disabled category than any intrinsic processing deficit unique to 
these students (Ortiz & Yates, 1983). 

In most industrialized countries the training of psychologists and special 
educators does not prepare them for this advocacy role. To advocate for bilin
gual students in this way frequently entails challenging the societal and educa
tional power structure. Thus, in the past, rather than challenging a social and 
educational system that acts to disable bilingual students and communities, edu
cators have accepted a role definition and an educational structure that makes 
discriminatory instruction and assessment virtually inevitable. 

Conclusion 
Alternative visions of society have emerged in the debate during the past 

two decades in regard to the education of culturally diverse students in North 
America. At issue is the extent to which the educational system will take seri
ously notions such as equity and social justice and promote academic achieve
ment for all students regardless of race, class or income; or will the educational 
system continue its traditional function of reproducing the power structure 
such that the existing division of status, resources and income is reinforced? 

In spite of considerable rhetoric endorsing equity and justice, little has 
changed in terms of educational outcomes. Culturally diverse students are still 
massively over-represented in low-achieving categories. 

In order to understand why so little has changed in the big picture, a the
oretical framework was proposed for analyzing culturally diverse students' aca
demic difficulties and for predicting the effects of educational interventions. I 
have argued that the patterns of micro-interactions that culturally diverse stu
dents experience in the educational system are a function of the power rela
tions operating between dominant and subordinated groups in the wider 
society. The power structure in the wider society strongly influences the culture 
of the school which is expressed in the educational structures implemented in 
the school and in the ways educators define their roles with respect to cultur-



ally diverse students and communities. Thus, it is not surprising that most edu
cational reforms have remained at a surface level where they do not seriously 
challenge the societal power structure. 

Genuine reform, at a deep structure level, requires that the culture of the 
school change in ways that potentially challenge coercive relations of power. 
Individual educators are by no means powerless; they have many opportunities 
within the school to challenge the operation of the societal power structure. 
Specifically, they can become advocates for the promotion of students' linguis
tic talents, actively encourage culturally diverse parents to participate in devel
oping students' academic and cultural resources, and implement pedagogical 
approaches that encourage students to use oral and written language to reflect 
critically on and amplify their experience. When educators define their roles in 
terms of promoting social justice and equality of opportunity, then their inter
actions with culturally diverse students are more likely to embody a transfor
mative potential that challenges coercive relations of power as they are 
manifested in the school context. [8] 

The outcome of this process for both educators and students can be 
described in terms of empowerment. Conditions of collaborative empower
ment are created when educators attempt to organize their interactions with 
culturally diverse students in such a way that power is generated and shared 
through these interactions. This involves becoming aware of, and actively work
ing to change, educational structures that limit culturally diverse students ' 
opportunities for educational and social advancement. Teaching for empower
ment, by definition, constitutes a challenge to the societal power structure. 
Interventions that fail to challenge the power structure simply erect a cosmetic 
facade that obscures the continuing reality of disempowerment. 

Genuine educational reform requires that innovations permeate and trans
form the entire culture of the school. If innovations are restricted to a single 
classroom and affect only a small number of teachers and school staff, the cul
ture of the school will remain largely unchanged. Neither educational structures 
nor collective role definitions will be affected. By contrast, when most educators 
in the school "buy into" and take ownership of the approach or innovation, it 
becomes part of the school's mission. The culture of the school becomes 
infused with this mission; structures and collective role definitions change to 
accomplish a set of explicitly articulated goals related to culturally diverse stu
dents and communities (Hopkins, 1987; Olsen et al., 1994; Organization for 
Economic Cooperation and Development, 1991). 



In the next chapter, portraits of schools and educators that have created 
conditions of collaborative empowerment are sketched. Not only have most of 
these schools moved towards the transformative/intercultural end of the con
tinua of Figure 7 .1, they have done so in such a way that their innovations 
become part of the collective identity of the entire school. As a result, the inter
actional spaces in these schools, where minds and identities meet, generate 
power for both educators and students. [9] 

Endnotes to Chapter 7 
1. Rodriguez (1982) provides an autobiographical account of the emotional schism brought 

about by teachers ' advice to parents to switch from Spanish to English in the home : 

One Saturday morning three nuns arrived at the house to talk to our parents 
.. .I overheard one voice gently wondering, 'Do your children speak only 
Spanish at home , Mrs. Rodriguez?' ... With great tact the visitors continued, 
'Is it possible for you and your husband to encourage your children to prac
tice their English when they are at home?' Of course, my parents complied. 
What would they not do for their children's well-being? And how could 
they have questioned the Church's authority which those women repre
sented? In an instant , they agreed to give up the language (the sounds) that 
had revealed and accentuated our family's closeness . The moment after the 
visitors left , the change was observed. 'Ahora, speak to us en ingles' , my 
father and mother united to tell us. (p. 20-21) 

Rodriguez goes on to describe the effect of this language switch for the family's inter-
action at home: 

The family's quiet was partly due to the fact that, as we children learned 
more and more English, we shared fewer and fewer words with our parents. 
Sentences needed to be spoken slowly when a child addressed his mother 
or father. (Often the parent wouldn 't understand .) The child would need to 
repeat himself. (Still the parent misunderstood.) The young voice , frustrat-
ed, would end up saying, 'Never mind ' -the subject was closed. Dinners 
would be noisy with the clinking of knives and forks against dishes. (p . 23) 

Rodriguez (1982) argues that this schism between children's lives in home and 
school, their private and public selves, is necessary and that bilingual programs are poten
tially detrimental to bilingual children because they create the illusion that it is possible for 
children to become fully integrated into American society while maintaining aspects of their 
cultural identity. An examination of the research data on bilingual education from virtually 
any country in the world shows that this argument is totally without foundation (see 
Chapter 6). 



2. Other countries have similarly sought ways of incorporating students' 11 into what are essen
tially English language programs (see Appendix A). For example, the New Zealand 
Department of Education (1988) has suggested a variety of strategies such as: 

• Provide signs in the main office and elsewhere that welcome people in the different lan
guages of the community; 

• Encourage students to use their 11 around the school and to write contributions in their 
11 for school newspapers and magazines; 

• Provide opportunities for students from the same ethnic group to communicate with one 
another in their 11 where possible (e.g., in cooperative learning groups on at least some 
occasions); 

• Provide books written in community languages in both classrooms and the school library; 
Provide opportunities for students to study their 11 in elective subjects and/or in extracur
ricular clubs ; 

• Encourage parents to help in the classroom, library, playground , and in clubs; 

• Invite second language learners to use their 11 during assemblies, prize givings, and other 
official functions; 

• Invite people from culturally diverse communities to act as resource people and to speak 
to students in both formal and informal settings. 

In the Australian context, Pauline Gibbons (1991, pp. 67-69) has suggested a variety 
of additional ways in which students' primary language and cultural identity can be rein
forced in the classroom. Some of her ideas are paraphrased below : 

• Build mother tongue stories into the program, using tapes at listening posts or making 
available books in the mother tongue. Older children or parents may help produce tapes. 

• Display the children 's mother tongues in the classroom. label objects around the class
room and display the children 's writing. 

• Build up a stock of bilingual books based on the children's own writing. Children who are 
literate in their mother tongue, or parents, may help with translation. If the English and the 
mother tongue are on facing pages, all children will have access to the text. 

• Invite children to teach you and the class a little of their language, such as a song, a greet
ing, colors or how to count. Each morning for a week say 'good morning' to the class in 
one of the class languages, and encourage all children to reply. 

3. David and Yvonne Freeman (1994) provide several concrete examples of an intercultural ori
entation in practice in their book Between Worlds:Access to Secona Language Acquisition. 
These include student explorations of their own communities and family histories as well as 
in-depth study of the history of particular cultural groups. For example, in one sixth-grade 
class, students examined the significant contributions made by Mexican-Americans in a vari-



ety of spheres of endeavor . The impact on both Anglo and Mexican-American students is 
described as follows : 

When Anglo students in Rusty's class read about the rights promised 
Mexicans living in the United States by the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, the 
treaty written when the war between Mexico and the United States ended 
in 1848, they also feel the indignation of their Hispanic classmates over the 
broken promises. Students study the changing geography of the Southwest 
between 1810 and 1848, and they begin to understand the strong roots that 
Spanish-speaking peoples claim in this country. Studying about political 
activists like Cesar Chavez and Gloria Molina, as well as writers and artists, 
gives Hispanic students a pride in their culture and people. (1994, p. 282) 

4.A useful resource for parental involvement initiatives is Sudia Paloma McCaleb's (1994) book 
Building Communities of Learners.A Collaboration Among Teachers, Students, Family and 
Community. The projects and initiatives documented in the book were inspired by Alma Flor 
Ada's pioneering work in the Pajaro Valley School District (described in Chapter 1). 

Another outstanding project also inspired by Alma Flor Ada's work is the The Family 
Connection: Hmong Parent Education Project carried out with the support of Title VII 
funds in Merced County, California (Eccles, Kirton & Xiong, 1994) . The project has translat
ed a variety of children 's literature into Hmong , produced Hmong "Big Books" and published 
an extensive collection of stories and accounts of life in Laos written and illustrated by 
Hmong parents in the Merced County area. Most of these books are cerlox bound and have 
a "story cloth" set of illustrations on the left facing page and Hmong and English versions of 
the story on the right facing page. 

Frances Eccles describes how parents discovered their voice in the unfamiliar medi-
um of written language: 

In working with our Hmong parents, most of whom had never been to 
school and didn't know how to read and write their own language, much 
less English, we found that they thought they could not write, and that they 
had nothing to say that anyone would want to read. . . . Once the parents 
realized they did indeed have stories to tell, and that they c.ould tell their 
stories to a tape recorder and someone else could transcribe them we were 
off and running. 

The easiest stories to elicit were stories from their own lives and personal 
experience. So we developed some questions to help them organize their 
writing. (1994, p. 1) 

Writing of personal histories was facilitated by questions about home and family life 
as a child and teenager in Laos as well as questions related to cultural conventions and the 
experience of war and migration to the United States. These oral histories were transcribed 
and published in both Hmong and English with parents themselves illustrating "story cloths" 
that depicted events in the stories . 



Questions were also asked about topics that would be suitable for children's stories 
(e.g., things that scared the parents as children) and books on these topics were produced 
and are used extensively in the district's bilingual programs . North American folktales (e.g., 
The City Mouse and the Country Mouse) were also translated into Hmong and discussed 
among the parents in relation to their own experiences.A variety of imaginative lesson plans 
for use by teachers in school and activities for both parents and children at home have been 
developed by the project. These activities focus directly on the texts written by the parents . 

Crucial to the success of the project has been the involvement of a bilingual/bicul
tural Parent Education Facilitator (Blong Xiong) and the fact that parents see quick and pow
erful results (their books in print, in the school library, and being used in classrooms). The 
project directors also point out that parents like learning about North American cultures 
and about the literature used in school, and they enjoy stories of all kinds because theirs is 
a culture of learning through oral tradition. 

Of related interest is the fact that resources related to Hmong history, culture, lan
guage, and current events are now available on the World Wide Web. The Hmong Home Page 
address is: http ://www .hmongnet.org . 

S. The importance of creating classroom and school-wide communities of learning that focus 
on acceleration of student progress rather than remediation is reinforced by the success of 
the Accelerated Schools Project, initiated by Stanford University professor Henry Levin 
(1998). This project, implemented in about 1,000 schools across North America, rejects 
remediation for low-income students and instead argues that what works for so-<.:alled gift
ed and talented students will work for all students. Curriculum and instruction build on stu
dents' experiences, interests, motivations, culture, and observed abilities. Language use is 
emphasized across the curriculum and the development of higher-order literacy skills is fos
tered from an early age. A focus on experiential learning (i.e., learning-by-doing rather than 
learning-by-listening), problem-solving, peer tutoring and cooperative learning are also cen
tral to instruction in Accelerated Schools. There is a strong focus on parents as partners in 
a shared educational enterprise, with parents expected to contribute significantly to their 
children's engagement in learning. 

Accelerated schools (at both elementary and middle school level) have shown sub
stantial increases in student achievement in places as diverse as San Francisco, Los Angeles, 
Seattle, New Orleans, Missouri and Illinois. Levin cautions, however, that usually about six years 
is required for a school to make the full transformation from a conventional to an accelerated 
school because major changes in school organization are required . Central among these 
changes is a shift from "top-down" to "bottom-up" decision making with teachers taking col
lective responsibility for decisions which they will implement and evaluate. More information 
on the Accelerated Schools project can be found at www-leland.stanford.edu/group/ASP. 

6. Several critics of whole-language approaches (e.g., Delpit, 1988; Kalantzis & Cope, 1993) 
have argued convincingly that some children require more explicit forms of instruction and 
corrective feedback than is the case in many whole-language classrooms. Specifically, there 
is a need for explicit instruction in how to use language powerfully to achieve social goals. 
This would entail developing competence in the conventions of different genres (e.g., report 
writing, formal letters etc .) and an awareness of how language is used in a wide variety of 
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social contexts. In Lisa Delpit's words, teachers must learn not only how to "help students 
to establish their own voices, but to coach those voices to produce notes that will be heard 
clearly in the larger society" (1988, p. 296). 

Reyes (1992) has also criticized the "one size fits all" assumptions of some whole-lan
guage classrooms, arguing that there is a need to affirm more explicitly culturally diverse stu
dents' cultural knowledge and to promote multicultural awareness. 

These critiques of whole-language pedagogy are important but they appear to apply 
more to the way whole-language has been interpreted and implemented inappropriately in 
certain contexts rather than to any central theoretical assumptions underlying whole-lan
guage pedagogy. Many educators whose views are generally consistent with whole-lan
guage approaches would also endorse strongly an explicit focus on critical literacy and on 
developing students' language awareness. This would include providing relevant explicit 
instruction and corrective feedback on formal aspects of language in order to ensure that 
students' voices will be heard and understood in the wider society. This orientation would 
also strive to affirm students' primary language and culture and challenge educational 
structures that devalue these and other aspects of students' identity (see, for example, 
Freeman & Freeman, 1992, 1998). 

In short, it does not seem difficult to avoid the excesses occasionally identified in the 
implementation of whole-language and process writing approaches by insisting on the 
importance of explicit instruction to guide students' critical inquiry and their use of both 
written and oral language (see Chapter 5). Similarly, an explicit focus on developing a wide
ranging knowledge of language among students is not in any way incompatible with whole
language or constructivist approaches. For example, with respect to phonics, direct teaching 
of phonemic awareness and phonics is not in itself problematic nor is it in any way incom
patible with the basic principles of whole-language (see Chapter 4). But within a whole
language or constructivist approach, any direct instruction of components of language 
(e:g., phonics, grammar, etc.) should be aligned to the social construction of knowledge 
(e.g., encouragement of extensive reading and writing) rather than taught in isolation from 
experience and meaning. 

7. A number of excellent teacher-friendly resources for promoting critical literacy have been 
published by the editors of Rethinking Schools. For a catalogue contact Rethinking Schools, 
1001 E. Keefe Avenue, Milwaukee, WI 53212 (fax: 414-964-7220; tel. [toll-free] 1-800-669-
4192; website: www.rethinkingschools.org). Many of their publications focus on how criti
cal literacy can be promoted in the classroom as a central component of a multicultural 
anti-racist curriculum. 

The urgency of promoting critical literacy can be gauged from Donaldo Macedo's 
(1993, 1994) provocative and sobering account of how educational systems frequently 
promote "literacy for stupidification" and sanitize the curriculum through "the pedagogy 
of big lies." 

8. In view of the fact that educational failure is concentrated among culturally diverse com
munities, it is surprising that issues of diversity remain at the periphery of much of the 
restructuring process in California and elsewhere. This is true even for schools that are 
attempting to engage in a participatory and democratic restructuring process rather than a 



"top-down" process. This pattern is illustrated by the findings of a major research project 
conducted by the advocacy group California Tomorrow involving 73 Californian schools 
that were in the process of restructuring. The sample included a variety of restructuring 
models based on the work of James Comer (1980), Henry Levin (1998), Theodore Sizer 
(1984) as well as other initiatives funded through California's 1991 school restructuring leg
islation (SB 1274). The study revealed a silence about issues of culture and identity and 
"heavy barriers to bringing diversity and equity issues into the school's plans to better serve 
their students" (Olsen et al., 1994, p. 31). In spite of genuine commitment, the agenda for the 
reform process was largely determined by the concerns of dominant group educators and 
the voices of culturally diverse educators and parents were rarely heard around the table. 
Parents and instructional aides who were capable of adding to the knowledge base about 
issues of language, culture and race in the lives of the students were excluded from signifi
cant participation in the restructuring process in a large number of schools. The report sug
gests some of the reasons why dialogue about diversity and equity was missing: 

Four-fifths of California's teachers are white. Most do not come to work 
with firsthand knowledge of the communities and cultures of their stu
dents. Most speak only English ... Teacher education programs are far 
behind the times in providing teachers with the knowledge about second 
language acquisition, about the impact of racism in students' lives, and 
about the diverse cultural backgrounds of the students in the public 
schools . We found more direct, lively dialogue and consideration of issues 
of race, culture and language in schools where prior to restructuring, there 
had been a tradition of strong bilingual programs or multicultural educa
tion and community embeddedness .... Generally, however, it appeared to 
us that in many schools, people were unaware that there is a perspective, 
a knowledge base that is missing around their table . They do not know that 
they do not know (1994,p. 30). 

Unfortunately, the situation in California has, in all likelihood, degenerated further since 
the passage of Proposition 227 and the imposition of state-mandated high-stakes testing. 

9. One set of voices conspicuously absent from educational reform debates are the voices of 
students. We would do well to heed the views of students such as 9-year old Jessica 
Rosciglione and her 7-year old sister,Julia. Both girls are bilingual in Italian and English and 
spent the initial years of their life in Italy before moving to Toronto. Their mother, Jane 
O'Hare, interviewed them as part of a class project at the Ontario Institute for Studies in 
Education. Here are some of their likes, dislikes, and suggestions regarding schooling: 

I wish we could work with younger kids and older kids, so we'd help 
younger kids and older kids would help us; 

I wish we could decide some of the topics instead of the teacher telling us 
what to do. We're always doing animals; 

I wish school was half a day and they'd give us lots of homework; 



I wish school was like an Open House so that parents and grandparents 
could come in and help us and teach us some of the things they've learned ; 

I wish I knew or could know about the other kids' families or backgrounds 
and stuff like that to know what they're like; 

I wish we could teach each other our languages; 

I wish we could learn what's going on in the world, like: Why do people 
have wars? Why do we have a food bank? Why are rich people-people at 
the top-mean to people at the bottom? Why do people sell drugs? Why do 
people take drugs? Why do people smoke? Why are some people poor? 

I don't like it when the teacher tells us to be quiet all the time-maybe we 
have good ideas that we'd like to share with the class; 

I don't like it when the teacher tells us to be silent when I'm talking to my 
friend because maybe he or she doesn't understand something and I'm try
ing to explain it. 
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his chapter presents portraits of programs that have suc
ceeded, to a significant extent, in creating contexts for col
laborative empowerment in the interactions between 
educators and culturally diverse students. These portraits 
demonstrate that transformation of culturally diverse stu
dents' educational opportunities is not only possible, but is 

happening, in schools throughout North America. They also illustrate that what 
is fundamental is not what a particular program is called, but the extent to 
which genuine change occurs in the role definitions of educators and in the 
structures that frame the interactions between educators and students. The por
traits in the text derive from the United States but relevant international exam
ples are sketched in the endnotes. [1] 

The Preschool Level 
The Foundation Center Preschools 

Among advocates for culturally diverse children and families, there is 
widespread agreement that the network of 23 preschool centers operated by the 
Foundation Center for Phenomenological Research, a non-profit organization 
based in Sacramento, California, was one of the most outstanding North 
American examples of early childhood education (e.g. Chang & Sakai, 1993). The 
Foundation Center's network of centers was de-funded by the California State 
Department inJune 1995. [2] The Foundation Center's programs served children 
from low-income and migrant agricultural working families. The programs were 
based on the Montessori Method, delivered in children's home languages, and 
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staff came predominantly from the communities being served. The Foundation 
Center trained almost 100 of its staff as credentialed Montessori teachers and 
became the largest officially designated Montessori school system in the United 
States. This represents a remarkable achievement in view of the fact that many 
staff members had minimal education before joining the centers as teaching 
assistants. The Montessori training program was offered through Spanish, teach
ers' dominant language. Antonia Lopez, Co-Director of the Foundation Center, 
explained the rationale for training teachers from the community: 

When we first started, we found that most of the existing teachers 
were not from the same culture as the children. The teachers were 
frustrated because they weren't getting the results they wanted. 
There was an invisible distance created by barriers of language and 
culture. Children were acting out and teachers were having difficulty 
forming relationships with parents. . .. We realized that in order to 
have an emotionally safe environment, we needed to find a way to 
bring people from the community into the center as staff. But we did 
not want them to simply become teacher's aides-children are 
already too accustomed to seeing members of the community in sec
ondary, subservient roles. (Chang & Sakai, 1993, p. 31) [3] 

Because of the fact that the centers were staffed by community members, 
issues of cultural conflict never arose. In Antonia Lopez' words: 

Everything about how the centers run is embedded in the culture of 
the people-what is an acceptable noise level, what are appropriate 
adult-child interactions, how they talk about problems, what they say 
at parent meetings. Because the staff come from the communities, we 
don't have to worry about "cultural conflicts" or to plan in-services 
on cultural awareness. They relate to the families and respond to 
them naturally. Staff is often not even conscious of what they do that 
is culturally appropriate. (Chang & Sakai, 1993, p. 28) 

In addition to use of the Montessori Method and exclusive use of children's 
primary language for instructional purposes, the program focused on children's 
nutrition and on supporting family health care. Only organic foods were served 
in the centers on the grounds that families working in agricultural settings are 
already exposed to excesses of noxious chemicals without also eating pesticide
treated food. A comprehensive program of family health education was in place 



at all the centers and all members of the child's family underwent free health 
screening on a regular basis. This resulted in the detection of serious life-threat
ening illness such as hypertension, diabetes and major hearing impairments in 
about 25% of the fathers of children in the preschool programs (Lopez, 1988). 

Although no formal evaluation was ever conducted of the Foundation 
Center's preschool programs, anecdotal accounts suggest a program that was 
exceptional in promoting children's social and conceptual development. Llly 
Wong Fillmore, one of the most credible voices in American education, 
expressed eloquently what many people (including this author) have felt on vis
iting one of the Foundation Center's programs: 

There are few honest-to-god epiphanies in the education business or 
in life, for that matter. I experienced one a couple of months ago in 
Winters, California. I visited a child development center located in a 
Wmters public housing project. The Center, which is sponsored by a 
group called the Foundation Center for Phenomenological Research, 
serves the children of seasonal and migrant farm workers. The chil
dren range in age from two to six. The program is just about the best 
I have ever seen: it is exactly what I would have chosen for my own 
children. Indeed, it is the kind of child development program Yuppie 
couples seek out before they even consider having a child .. .It has a 
family health services program that can easily be a model for early 
education programs throughout the country. Parents and children 
attend clinics and health education programs that are designed to 
keep the entire family in good shape and to establish good health as 
a family affair. The facilities are beautifully designed and main
tained ... The physical environment is bright and attractive. Paintings 
and drawings are hung at child-eye-level. They are meant to be seen, 
touched , and enjoyed by the children . .. 

Was this program a miracle? How was it achieved? The teachers at 
this center are mostly women from the same background as the par
ents of the children in the center. The lead teacher had just one year 
of formal schooling before joining the staff of the Winters Child 
Development Center. After eight years on the job, she is a highly 
skilled professional educator. That's the genius of this program ... 
[Many of the children coming out of the Foundation Center's 



programs] have been judged to be 'gifted' after they leave the 
Center. From what I saw, they certainly are. 

Here then is the kind of program that Latino children, indeed all diil
dren, need. It is a program that begins with the assumption that chil
dren and their parents want and deserve the best education that can 
be provided. But good education such as I have described must be 
very costly, you must be thinking. 

I too was a bit worried that this program was too good to be true. It 
had to be terribly expensive . It could never be replicated on a wide 
scale, I thought. This turned out to be the biggest surprise of all. 
While the not-so-hot-programs that one finds across the country cost 
around $ 23 per child per day for a three and a half hour program, the 
programs run by the Foundation Center operate on just $19 per 
child per day for an 11-hour a day program, including two hot meals 
and two snacks. (1990a, pp. 32-35) 

The Foundation Center was able to offer this outstanding program by par
ing administrative costs to the bone . While California early childhood education 
centers were limited to spending 15 percent of their budgets on administration, 
the Foundation Center spent only 7-9 percent (Chang & Sakai, 1993, p. 34). [ 4] 

The Elementary School Level 
Three programs are reviewed briefly here. Two are dual language pro

grams while the third exemplifies the kind of transformative pedagogy dis
cussed in Chapter 7. The information presented below is accurate as of the time 
of the publications cited . However, schools evolve and personnel change so it 
is quite likely that the portraits presented here do not fully represent these 
schools as they are now. The point , however, is that they illustrate what educa
tors, students, and communities can achieve when the collective role defini
tions of educators effect structural changes that challenge the constricting and 
devaluing messages that subordinated groups have historically experienced in 
the wider society (and still do as illustrated by Propositions 227 and 203). 

Oyster Bilingual Schoo~ Washington DC 
This school, established in 1971, is one of the earliest Spanish-English dual 

language programs in the United States. Its major goal is to enable students to 
become fully bilingual and bicultural . In 1998/99 the student body was as 



follows: 59% Hispanic (primarily Salvadorean), 24% White, 14% African
American and 3% Asian; 31 % are Language Majority and 69% Language Minority; 
28% limited English proficient and 46% Free/Reduced Lunch Oow-income back
ground) (Oyster Bilingual School, 1999). 

The school philosophy focuses on linguistic equality and consequently 
instruction is approximately 50% Spanish, 50% English. Each class is taught by 
two teachers, one responsible for English-medium instruction and one for 
Spanish-medium instruction. This organization is achieved through larger class 
sizes and by assigning ancillary or resource teacher allocations to classroom 
instruction. [5] In line with the philosophy of linguistic equality, students read 
in both languages each day. 

The academic results obtained by the Oyster Bilingual School have been 
consistently outstanding over a period of 30 years. For example, in 1991, Grade 
3 Reading, Mathematics, Language and Science scores were more than one 
grade equivalent above norms (percentiles 74-81). Grade 6 grade equivalents 
were more than 3.5 years above norms (percentiles 85-96) (Freeman, 1998). 
The school was ranked in the top 8% of Washington DC schools in reading and 
mathematics on the SAT-9 test (1997 /1998 data). Spanish achievement scores 
have also been consistently above grade level. 

Rebecca Freeman (1998) provides detailed discourse analyses that illus
trate how the micro-interactions between educators and students in Oyster 
bilingual school "refuse" the discourse of subordination that characterizes the 
wider society and most conventional school contexts. She points out that the 
discourse practices in the school "reflect an ideological assumption that lin
guistic and cultural diversity is a resource to be developed by all students, and 
not a problem that minority students must overcome in order to participate and 
achieve at school" (p. 233). Specifically, educators have choices in the way they 
organize discourse practices and these choices entail significant consequences 
for both language minority and majority students. The school requires all stu
dents to become bilingual and biliterate in Spanish and English, and "to expect, 
tolerate, and respect diverse ways of interacting" (1998:27). 

Oyster's bilingual program has two complementary agendas that 
together challenge the unequal distribution of rights in mainstream 
US schools and society. First, the dual-language program is organized 
so that language minority and language majority students have the 
opportunity to develop the ability to speak two languages and to 
achieve academically through two languages. Second, the social 



identities project is organized so that language minority students 
gain experience seeing themselves as having the right to participate 
equally in the academic discourse, and the language majority sru
dents gain experience respecting that right. (1998, p. 231) 

In other words, the school "aims to promote social change on the local 
level by socializing children differently from the way children are socialized in 
mainstream US educational discourse" (1998, p. 27). According to Freeman, the 
school has evolved a social identities project that communicates strongly to stu
dents the value of linguistic and cultural diversity. In the words of one of the 
teachers: "It's much more than language:" 

Rather than pressuring language minority students to assimilate to 
the positively evaluated majority social identity (white middle-class 
native English-speaking) in order to participate and achieve at school, 
the Oyster educational discourse is organized to positively evaluate 
linguistic and cultural diversity ... this socializing discourse makes 
possible the emergence of a wide range of positively evaluated social 
identities, and offers more choices to both language minority and lan
guage majority students than are traditionally available in mainstream 
US schools and society. The Oyster educators argue that students' 
socialization through this educational discourse is the reason that 
[limited English proficient], language minority, and language majority 
students are all participating and achieving more or less equally. 
(1998,p.27) 

The Oyster Bilingual School Local School Plan for the school year 
1999-2000 provides more information about the outstanding achievement lev
els of the students and insight into the conditions that nurture this achievement. 
It notes that Oyster has moved from being ranked 25th out of 119 Washington 
DC elementary schools in the results of standardized tests in 1982 (top 21%) to 
being ranked 9th out of 111 elementary schools in the results of the SAT-9 read
ing and mathematics assessment in 1998 (top 8%). On the Spanish achievement 
test (APRENDA), 51 % of Oyster students scored at the proficient or advanced 
levels in reading and 77% scored at the proficient or advanced levels in mathe
matics (Oyster Bilingual School, 1999). 



The Local School Plan also notes that 

The hallmark of Oyster's dual-language immersion program is that it 
nurtures students' valuing of themselves and their valuing of others. 
That cherishing of human growth comes in significant measure from 
the way that the dual language immersion program is delivered at 
Oyster. From Pre-Kindergarten, students learn in an atmosphere 
where language and culture are integrated .... the equal valuation of 
two languages communicates to the children that cultures and the 
people who are products of those cultures are also to be equally 
valued. (1999, p. 3) 

There is an obvious congruence between these accounts of why and how 
the Oyster Bilingual School succeeds so well and the empowerment/negotiat
ing identities framework presented in previous chapters. 

Tbe Dual Language Program of Manhattan's District 3 
This program was initiated in Public School 84 in 1984 and by 1993 had 

expanded horizontally to eight other schools in the District and vertically 
beyond elementary school to middle school (Foster & Swinney, 1995; Morison, 
1990). The program has been implemented in some of the richest and some of 
the poorest schools in the district. 

In order to desegregate the bilingual program and to provide linguistic role 
models in both languages, schools strive to attain a 50/50 ratio of Spanish and 
English dominant students. The program operates on an alternative day basis 
with English and Spanish being used on succeeding days for all content instruc
tion. The program philosophy is student-centered with considerable emphasis 
placed on cooperative learning and hands-on activities designed to foster both 
learning and cross-cultural understanding. The separation of Spanish and 
English is central to the language policy of the Dual Language Program. 

At the middle school level, the traditional middle school structure does not 
allow for an alternate day design. Thus, the curriculum is organized in thematic 
units with specific goals for each language. About 35 percent of the instruc
tional time is spent through Spanish and 65 percent through English. Morison 
describes the development of reading and writing in the program as follows: 

Older children have been writing plays and poetry in two languages 
with the help of a poet-consultant from the Teachers and Writers 
Collaborative ... The question of whether or not children will become 



confused learning to read in two languages simultaneously is no 
longer even discussed. After five years of experience, it is taken for 
granted that learning to read is one process. Each class library has col
lections in both Spanish and English, and the teacher reads to the chil
dren every day. The children eagerly follow along, especially when 
big books are used. The teacher also records experiences so that chil
dren can see their words being put to print. The children also write 
little books of their own, on letters of the alphabet, colors, collective 
stories, and so on. In the beginning, second-language reading lags 
behind, but that is expected and no pressure is applied to hasten the 
balance. (1990, p. 167) 

Considerable emphasis is placed on reading literature in the two languages 
(with the focus on Caribbean and Latin American literature in the Spanish com
ponent) and Latino/Latina artists and writers work directly with students and 
teachers to enrich the program. With their help, many classes in the dual language 
program have written and performed their own theatrical works in Spanish. 

The picture that emerges from the program descriptions provided by 
Morison (1990) and Foster and Swinney (1995) is of a dual language program 
dedicated to building on the bilingual nature of the community and enabling all 
students to use both languages of the community in authentic and powerful 
ways. The potential of such a program to unite communities across cultural and 
linguistic boundaries is expressed by Morison: "As a result of word of mouth and 
other publicity, we are inundated with requests for information and tours, espe
cially from white middle-class parents who are attracted by the enrichment 
offered by such a program" (1990, p. 168). 

The Bilingual Bicultural Mini-School in East Harlem 
The achievements of this program were featured in the periodical 

Electronic Learning in September 1995 (Siegel, 1995). The school is a "mini
school" of 560 students located within another school. The mini-school was 
founded in 1973 in response to Latino/Latina parents' requests for a bilingual pro
gram that enhanced students' knowledge of their own language and cultural her
itage together with teaching them English and other core subjects. Students in 
the school come from many South and Central American countries and from the 
Caribbean. All of the teachers in the school are bilingual. The school transitions 
students into greater amounts of English instruction over the course of elemen
tary school but maintains a strong focus on developing students' language and 



culture. In the words of Lourdes Arroyo, the school's director: "We strive to make 
them feel proud and knowledgeable about their own history, though not at the 
expense of learning about American history" (p. 27). The focus of language learn
ing is two-way: English dominant students in the school learn Spanish just as 
Spanish dominant students learn English. 

What attracted Electronic Learning to the school was its innovations in 
using technology to promote collaborative critical inquiry among its students. 
The school was one of 11 winners of the Apple Computer Partners in Education 
Grant for 1994-5. The hardware and software they received permitted them to 
implement their proposal which called for an extensive revision of the entire 
curriculum, using El Barrio (East Harlem) as its focus. 

Students' work for the 1994-95 year was displayed for three days at the 
end of May at the school fair. Prominent among the project exhibits was a huge 
model of East Harlem itself. Technology facilitated the process of cultural explo
ration and self-definition that students engaged in over the course of the year: 

Third graders in their social studies class looked at what defined the 
neighborhood as a community. In fourth-grade science, students test
ed water quality in the school; in fifth-grade math they created graphs 
measuring immigration flow into the neighborhood and compared 
the results to other eras. In each grade, technology fit like another 
puzzle piece into the overall plan. Students produced HyperStudio 
living histories of El Barrio, learned Lego Logo to move the elevated 
train across the model of the neighborhood, and videoed El Barrio's 
landmarks. (Siegel, 1995, p. 28) 

Among the other projects carried out by students in the school were: 

• A project on "The Trees of East Harlem" (Los Arboles del Barrio) that used 
HyperStudio to create text, drawings, photographs, and sound relating to six 
different trees found in East Harlem. Students also produced a 1995 calendar 
on this topic which they sell to raise money for the school. 

• A telecommunications project carried out by the third/fourth-grade class with 
15 other schools in the area monitoring the water quality of Harlem Meer, a 
body of water in the northern stretch of Central Park. Students collect water 
samples on a regular basis which they test and send on-line to the Central Park 
Conservatory. 



• A survey carried out by grade 6 students on the countries of origin of students 
in their school which they integrated with U.S. census data. 

• A survey of different ethnic groups' home remedies integrated into a 
HyperStudio database. 

What is remarkable about the achievements of the Bilingual Bi cultural Mini 
School is not the technology that they used but the pedagogical vision that 
unleashed students' and teachers' creative intellectual energies. Students and 
teachers engaged in collaborative critical inquiry to gain insights into their iden
tities as individuals, as a neighborhood community, and as a school community. 

Opponents of bilingual education might argue that the successes of this 
school have very little to do with its bilingual bicultural program. Yet, how much 
real communication would be going on in the school, or between teachers and 
parents, if all the teachers were monocultural and monolingual and students 
were prohibited from using Spanish in the classroom? To what extent could stu
dents have planned and implemented their complex projects if communication 
among them had been limited to their weaker language? To what extent could 
students have carried out parent and community surveys if they had not devel
oped the Spanish literacy to record their responses and data? Finally, would it 
even have been possible for educators to conceive of integrating the curriculum 
with community and encouraging students to take pride in their "neighborhood 
as laboratory" if the school culture had been focused on assimilation and exclu
sion of students' language and culture from the school? Why would students 
take pride in their neighborhood or community if the culture of the school com
municated clearly to them that the language of that community has no place 
within the walls of the school? 

The pedagogical innovations undertaken at the Bilingual Bicultural Mini
School serve as a model of what can be achieved when bilingual students are 
encouraged and enabled to use their entire linguistic repertoire for purposes of 
collaborative critical inquiry. An implication is that any program-transitional 
bilingual, two-way bilingual, ESL, mainstream-will achieve its potential for 
accelerating students' academic development only when collaborative critical 
inquiry becomes the central pedagogical focus of the entire school (Cummins 
& Sayers, 1995). [6] 



The Secondary School Level 
The academic difficulties of immigrant and ELL students are often particu

larly acute at the secondary level for several reasons: (a) students risk running 
out of time before they have caught up sufficiently in academic English and sub
ject knowledge to attain graduation requirements; (b) traditional departmental
ized high schools are organized in rigid ways that often track ELL students into 
lower-level programs and construct their bilingualism as an academic deficien
cy (Garcia, 1999; Harklau, 1999); and (c) a large majority of secondary school 
teachers have had minimal training to enable them to teach ELL students effec
tively; Waggoner (1999), for example, points out that "43% of secondary teach
ers had LEP students in their classes in 1994 and ... only half of them had 
received any training to teach them"(p. 39). 

The three programs profiled here have one major element in common: 
they all acknowledge that bilingual adolescents have "so much to say" (to bor
row the title of Faltis and Wolfe's [1999] book), and they provide organization
al structures and interpersonal spaces within which students ' voices can find 
expression. The first example comes from an analysis of educational changes 
implemented in a school in a Navajo reservation community (McLaughlin, 
1992). The second focuses on the transformative journey undertaken by one 
Latino teacher and his students in Oxnard, California Qasso & Jasso, 1994; 
Terrazas, 1995). Finally, we look at the International High School in Laguardia 
Community College in New York City as an example of how the educational 
experience and academic outcomes of ELL students can be transformed when 
the school shifts from exclusionary to transformative patterns of cultural/lin
guistic incorporation, community involvement, pedagogy, and assessment. 

A Navajo-English Applied Literacy Program 
Dan McLaughlin first came to "Mesa Valley" (a pseudonym) as a teacher of 

secondary level gifted-and-talented students. A large majority of students desig
nated as gifted and talented were children of school staff members (and pre
sumably non-Navajo) and were making good academic progress. By contrast, 
students in the mainstream program were falling further and further behind as 
they progressed from one grade level to the next. In order to remedy this situa
tion, the school abolished the gifted-and-talented program and instituted a pro
gram for all students based on specifying products that students would produce 
for particular audiences. Thus, curriculum was conceived as product plus audi
ence (C = P + K) . The approach was seen as congruent with Navajo cultural 



learning style, characterized by McLaughlin as "practice privately and in small 
groups first, then perform." In McLaughlin's terms: 

The climate of community control and community participation at 
the school was such that we also felt intuitively the need to create 
products for viable audiences. The need was to "hook in" not only the 
students but also their parents and other community members. 
Because most people in the community spoke only Navajo, inserting 
the students' first language into instruction was an obvious first 
requirement. (1992, pp. 245-246) 

The curriculum focused on four areas: Navajo Research, English Research, 
Computers, and Performance which students rotate through in nine-week 
cycles over the course of the year. All of the activities incorporate cognitive chal
lenges. As described by McLaughlin: 

In 12th grade, for example, students divide equally into the project's 
four classes. In Navajo Research, they develop an editorial-style article 
in Navajo, first articulating research questions, next interviewing at 
least two experts (with contrasting points of view) on their research 
topic, then evaluating and synthesizing opinions, and finally writing 
editorial articles for publication in the bilingual community newspa
per. Seniors in English Research follow the same set of procedures, 
only in English, to develop editorial-style articles for the same news
paper. In computers, with the Navajo-smart word processors, stu
dents learn to use different word processing and page layout 
programs, which they may encounter at work or in higher education. 
In Performance, they analyze a topic of critical importance to the 
individual, the school, the community, the Navajo Tribe, and prepare 
comprehensive videotape products to be aired over the community's 
low-power television station. (pp. 246-247) 

In summary, the Navajo-English Applied Literacy program provided students 
with an opportunity to use their lived experiences as a basis for acquiring lan
guage, literacy and critical thinking skills. Consistent with the critical literacy 
framework discussed in Chapter 5 (see Ada, 1988a, 1988b ), students were enabled 
to relate community social issues to their own experience, analyze alternative per
spectives on these social issues, and generate new syntheses in written or video 
form that extended the horizons of community dialogue. The fact that students' 



first language was validated within the high school, on an equal basis with English, 
appears to have been a central component of the program's success. 

The portraits of empowerment pedagogy to this point have been charac
teriZed by a strong whole school commitment to validating students' language 
and culture, encouragement of parent and community participation, and 
approaches to pedagogy and assessment that promote critical and independent 
learning among students. The innovations infused the culture of the school at a 
deep structure level. 

The following example focuses on innovations that were instituted by one 
teacher in one classroom and viewed with a certain ambivalence by other staff 
members. The example illustrates very dearly how the creation of contexts for 
collaborative empowerment almost inevitably constitutes a challenge to power 
structures that operate in the school and wider society. 

Students for Cultural and Linguistic Democracy 
One gets a glimpse of what a high school education could and should be 

like from two chapters in the book Reclaiming Our Voices: Bilingual 
Education, Critical Pedagogy & Praxis (Frederickson, 1995). Both accounts 
document the events and dialogue leading up to the formation of Students for 
Cultural and Linguistic Democracy (SCaLD) in a high school in Oxnard, 
California.Adriana and Rosalba Jasso describe the personal transformations they 
experienced as students in Bill Terrazas Jr.'s high school classroom: 

We had heard before about a different classroom at our high school, 
and we were about to step inside it for the first time in our junior year. 
Mr. Terrazas was a different teacher, you felt special in his class, like a 
"somebody.'' You could honestly say it was your class. We were sur
rounded by butcher paper hanging from the walls with bright colors, 
beautiful drawings, and big letters. There were no desks or rows, 
instead there were big round tables. You could choose your own seat 
and you were responsible for your own work and production. 

The most exciting thing we can remember is going into the class
room and having one of those deep and powerful dialogues. In these 
powerful dialogues we also shared and examined our own lives .... As 
students we were taking control of our lives, getting to know our
selves, and we were able to share our feelings with others. If we had 
known that sharing and looking closely at our cultures, our lives, and 
society was so transforming, we would have done it sooner! ... 
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Our classroom was full of human knowledge; all of us knew some
thing different and we were confident enough to share it with each 
other. We had a teacher who believed in us; he didn 't hide our power, 
he advertised it. He gave us the opportunity we truly needed to 
reclaim our voices . He too was sharing his oppressive life experi
ences, his human knowledge, his cultural truth-this is what we 
appreciated the most. He shared information about oppression, dis
crimination, and exploitation of oppressed peoples in the United 
States. We had never heard this history before. (1995, p. 255) 

Bill Terrazas Jr. describes the same reality from the perspective of a teach
er who became more a colleague of his students in a search for insight and iden
tity than an "instructor " who has information, skills, and values to transmit: 

As you look around our classroom, the walls, ceiling, and four-by
eight foot pieces of plywood literally are covered with butcher 
paper. These huge sheets are filled with students' writings, projects, 
research , and dialogue questions on their life experiences , social 
issues of importance to them, text book information, cultural art, cul
tural history of the common people, and the life experiences of 
famous leaders from social justice movements like Marcus Garvey, 
Malcolm X, Dolores Huerta , and Cesar Chavez. We use tons of butch
er paper. We always display our critical work , because all our investi
gations connect with real life situations and knowledge that can 
dramatically affect and change the living conditions of someone in 
class. (1995, pp . 286-287) 

Terrazas goes on to describe critical incidents in the cultural and social 
explorations of students in the school. He concludes his account as follows: 

Many of my students return to visit me after being in my classes. In 
every case they never mention the grammar, vocabulary, writing, or 
reading lessons we studied . Instead, they always remember the criti
cal dialogues we voiced in class. All of them have said that their class
room experiences changed their life and their way of looking at the 
world. At times, this baffles me . This wasn't what the university 
teacher training programs had taught me to do, nor to expect. I had 
learned how to design a lesson plan, to organize a good lecture, to 
select appropriate worksheets and assignments. I had learned how to 



keep my students quiet, managed, and passive. To listen silently. With 
my students I have learned another view of education , another 
approach to educating. I no longer practice a curriculum made for 
failure and poverty. (pp. 307-308) [7] 

The International High School at 
Laguardia Community College, New York City 

This high school was founded in 1985 and offers learners of English a four
year comprehensive program where they can satisfy state mandated subject 
matter requirements while they are learning English (DeFazio, 1997; DevTech 
Systems, 1996). The students come from over 60 countries and speak more than 
50 different languages. According to DeFazio, entering students score in the 
lowest quartile on tests of English proficiency, yet more than 90 percent of 
them graduate within four years and move on to post-secondary education. As 
a result of the success of the original program, the philosophy and vision have 
been extended to two other international high schools in different boroughs of 
New York City. 

The philosophy underlying instruction and school organization at the 
International High School includes the following beliefs: 

• Language is key to learning and increasing proficiency in academic language 
emerges most naturally in experiential, language rich, interdisciplinary study; 

• Fluency in two languages represents a resource for the student, the school, 
and the society; 

• Students learn best from each other in heterogeneous, collaborative group
ings and learning is facilitated when collaboration exists between the school 
and the larger community; 

• Assessment must support individual growth and offer a variety of opportunities 
for students and faculty to demonstrate what they know and what they can do. 

Among the innovations of the school is an emphasis on career education 
throughout the curriculum to encourage students to explore their future life 
options and motivate them to continue to expand their language sophistica
tion. In addition, cohesion of the school's educational vision is reinforced by the 
fact that new teachers are selected and hired by the teachers already working 
in the school. The teachers themselves have developed procedures for collabo
ration with each other to provide support and evaluative feedback. 



Rather than being organized according to traditional subject matter, the 
curriculum is structured in an interdisciplinary way. The teaching staff has orga
nized itself into six interdisciplinary teams with each team responsible for 
developing at least two interdisciplinary programs. Each of these programs runs 
for 13 weeks with the team of teachers in the program responsible for over
seeing a group of approximately 75 students. An example of the kind of inter
disciplinary focus is one labeled Origins, Growth, and Structure that involves 
chemistry, mathematics, linguistics, and art. 

Rethinking the assessment of students has been a fundamental compo
nent of the restructuring process. Portfolios and exhibitions incorporating self, 
peer, and instructor evaluations play a major role. Defazio notes that 

Students at the International High School undergo portfolio assess
ment where they demonstrate their academic, linguistic and social 
proficiencies. Traditional testing is eschewed because it is often 
unfair and counterproductive to linguistically diverse populations 
who often know much more than they may be able to articulate in 
English. Portfolio assessment encourages retention, higher-level cog
nitive skills, development of internal standards, creativity and variety 
in solving problems .... Students undergo these assessments infor
mally during the course of a semester and more formally at the end. 
Students also present a master portfolio as they prepare to graduate. 
(1997, p. 102) 

Although English is the usual language of instruction, the school is very 
much a multilingual learning environment. Students' first languages are inte
grated into all phases of learning and assessment. In developing their portfolios 
in the various interdisciplinary programs, students write in both their first lan
guage and English, according to their choice. Teachers will often ask other stu
dents or members of the wider community for assistance in translating material 
that has been written in a language they themselves do not know. For example, 
in the American Reality program students formally explore their native lan
guage, human development, and career education, spending at least half their 
school day doing academic reading and writing in their native language. The 
first language resources to enable students to do this "include abundant native 
language materials that teachers, students, and parents purchased for the 
school" (Defazio, 1997, p. 104) 



Parents have also become significantly involved in the school. Teachers 
have asked students to write letters home in their native languages to describe 
the interdisciplinary program the student is involved with, to explain what they 
are learning, and to explain the portfolio/grading process. Parents are encour
aged to respond to the letters in either the native language or English. When par
ents' letters come back in the native language, the student is requested to 
translate the letters for the teacher into English. According to Defazio: 

The letter writing campaign helped instantiate several aspects of the 
school's language philosophy: the importance of the native language; 
the need for the parent/guardian and school to work together regard
less of language; the development and importance of bi- and multi
lingualism; language respect. (1997, p. 103) 

In other projects, students produce both native language and English lan
guage magazines and articles; their writing is read by teachers and students pro
ficient in the native language and if no one on the school staff is proficient in 
the students' language "teachers go into the community to find volunteers will
ing to spend time reading and commenting on the students' work" (p. 104). 
Defazio notes that students often comment on how much of their native lan
guage they had forgotten. 

Other projects that students carry out in the Origins/Growth/Structures 
program include writing an autobiography or a biography of another student 
(again in English, their Ll, or both) and investigations into comparative linguis
tics. For example, students work with the International Phonetic Alphabet to 
practice the sounds in each others' languages, to write cartoon strips in pho
netics, and to attempt tongue twisters and riddles in the various languages rep
resented in the class. Their linguistics projects culminate with a community 
research project that focuses on some issue or question related to language in 
the wider community. For example, students have interviewed members of their 
communities about bilingual education, dialect, and language prejudice and pre
sented their findings as the last chapter of their linguistics book. Another pro
ject involves students writing multilingual children's books on some aspect of 
language or linguistics (e.g. How the Chinese Got Language; The Monster that 
Ate Polish Words, etc.). 

What is most relevant to highlight in this example is the language plan
ning process (Corson, 1999, 2001) that educators in the International High 
School implemented. This planning was designed to resolve problems they 



identified with respect to the match between the organization of the high 
school and ELL students' language and academic learning needs. Students 
entering the high school system with limited knowledge of English were 
severely handicapped by the inflexibility of the original curricular and assess
ment requirements. They did not know enough English to gain access to and 
learn a challenging curriculum at the same pace as native English-speaking stu
dents. Despite this they were being assessed with the same tests as native 
English-speaking students. Consequently, many were failing courses or receiv
ing grades that would preclude them from going on to university or college. 

The planning process involved changing the curriculum and assessment 
procedures to enable students to use their prior knowledge (much of it in their 
Ll) to facilitate their learning and demonstrate what they had learned. Use of 
students' L1 was encouraged, as was a cooperative and supportive inquiry pro
cess. Language itself became a major focus of study within the program. In terms 
of Figure 7 .1, the school moved from a failure-inducing pattern of exclusionary 
organizational structures and role definitions to one that: 

• incorporated students' languages and cultures; 

• mobilized parental and community resources in support of student achievement; 

• transformed instruction in such a way that students were no longer passively 
receiving information but actively generating new knowledge; 

• instituted rigorous assessment procedures that reinforced the school's instruc
tional goals and fairly assessed the totality of what students had learned. 

The latter point is important to emphasize in light of the knee-jerk 
accountability that has become the norm in many states. The performance 
assessment implemented in the school was a vital component in the entire 
restructuring process. There is no way that traditional forms of standardized 
assessment could have evaluated the learning and project work that students 
undertook. There is no doubt that standardized "one-size-fits-all" tests would 
have resulted in a high failure and drop-out rate because most students entering 
the school with minimal English would not have been capable of passing the 
tests at each grade level. This is illustrated in the fact that in New York City as a 
whole the drop-out rate among limited English proficient high school students 
is close to 30 percent compared to only 3.9 percent at the International High 
School (DevTech Systems, 1996). 



Conclusion 
The portraits of "schools in action" outlined in this chapter are intended to 

illustrate in a concrete way the theoretical framework discussed in previous 
chapters. To me, these portraits show clearly how culturally diverse students' 
academic success or failure is crucially dependent on the ways in which identi
ties are being negotiated in the classroom and school. They show also that 
empowerment is generated only through interactions that affirm students' iden
tities and extend their conceptual horizons. The creation of power in these 
interactions is at the core of genuine educational reform. 

One reason why much educational reform has remained at a safe surface 
level, endorsing the rhetoric of equity and grasping at a few instructional 
panaceas, is that genuine reform of the kind sketched in this chapter is not safe; 
it threatens structures of privilege and status within the society. Faced with the 
escalating rhetoric of diversity as the enemy within, it takes courage for educa
tors to assert the rights of children to develop their home languages and the 
importance for the nation of fostering these multilingual resources; it takes 
courage to cross cultural and linguistic boundaries to create structures for gen
uine parent and community participation and partnership; it takes courage to 
lift the veil obscuring the social realities around the classroom and unleash stu
dents' power to analyze these realities and their own place within them. 

The next chapter focuses on the discourse of disempowerment. As dis
cussed in Chapter 2, opponents of bilingual education have attempted to ratio
nalize English-only programs as being in children's best interests. Few of these 
opponents would acknowledge explicitly that their goal is to preserve a societal 
power structure that historically has excluded subordinated groups from full par
ticipation. To them, bilingual education is self-evidently inferior to English-only 
programs since it exposes children to less of "the language of equal opportunity:' 

One can understand how members of the general public and many media 
commentators might confine their analysis to this "sound-bite" level. Academics, 
however, are trained in research procedures and analysis techniques. Their rai
son d'etre within the society is to generate knowledge and insight. It is thus 
important to examine more closely the academic arguments against bilingual 
education. If there truly is a case to be made that bilingual education impedes 
children's educational progress (as voters in California and Arizona appear to 
believe), then this would undermine the argument proposed here that the dis
course against bilingual education and cultural diversity is a thinly disguised 
attempt to preserve the societal power structure. 



Endnotes to Chapter 8 
1. An outstanding example of community-initiated preschool education is the national experi

ment in Maori language revitalization currently underway in New Zealand (Aotearoa). The 
indigenous Maori population constitute about 13 percent of the New Zealand population . 
Sociolinguistic surveys conducted during the 1970s in New Zealand showed that the lan
guage was in danger of virtually disappearing within one generation (Benton, 1988). These 
data acted as a catalyst for community (and, later, government) action to revitalize the Maori 
language through the institution of preschool programs (called Te Kohanga Reo [language 
nests]) conducted exclusively through Maori. As of 1993, these programs numbered more 
than 600 and served 14,027 Maori children (96.6% of enrollments), representing almost half 
of all Maori children enrolled in early childhood education (Bishop & Glynn, 1999; Waite, 
1992). Other Pacific Island groups in New Zealand have followed the lead of Maori by insti
tuting their own Kohanga Reo. Bishop and Glynn (1999) report that in 1992 there were 170 
(non-Maori) programs catering for 3,682 children. 

The Kohanga Reo have increased pressure for the establishment of more extensive 
bilingual and Maori-medium programs at the elementary and secondary level. These Maori
medium programs programs, termed Kura Kaupapa Maori, have expanded during the past 
15 years and, as of 1999, there were 59 kura kaupapa Maori with an enrollment of close to 
4,000 students (Bishop & Glynn, 1999). These programs operate with a coherent set of edu
cational principles derived from Maori culture and tradition and they explicitly aim to affirm 
Maori values and philosophy in resistance to the dominant discourse in society. Smith (1992) 
has analyzed the establishment of Kura Kaupapa Maori as a form of resistance to the dom
inant ideology of Eurocentric schools that have systematically excluded Maori language, tra
ditions and belief systems: 

Kaupapa Maori schooling is an intervention strategy entirely different from 
the unsuccessful strategies attempted by Pakeha [European-origin New 
Zealanders] in the past. It is clearly Maori in design, content and practice. 
Its establishment outside of the system questions the right of Pakeha to 
dominate education to the exclusion of Maori-preferred interests in edu
cation . Kura Kaupapa schooling asserts the right to overtly validate Maori 
knowledge, language, custom and practice. Implied is an analysis of (and a 
response to) the unequal power relations that led State schooling to serve 
only dominant Pakeha interests ... Maori people have resisted assimilation 
by Pakeha culture through both individual and collective actions. Within 
the existing schooling crisis, Maori resistance can be gauged through dis
proportionate levels of pupil absenteeism, truancy, early school leaving, dis
ruptive school behavior, underachievement, and at times overt cultural 
expression. Kura Kaupapa Maori has moved Maori resistance to another 
level and to another site. (pp. 100-103) 

The outcomes of this social experiment in attempting to reverse language shift and 
resist social subordination remain to be seen over the next several decades. Data from other 
parts of the world suggest that schools alone are limited in their power to revitalize endan-



gered languages (Fishman, 1991). However, the progress made during the past 20 years by 
Maori communities is truly remarkable and the outcomes of this struggle for social equality 
and language rights cannot be prejudged (see Bishop and Glynn, 1999, for a detailed analysis 
of Maori educational initiatives and their resistance to coercive relations of power; see also 
Skutnabb-Kangas, 2000, pp. 603-604 for further information on Maori educational initiatives). 

The Maori initiatives were highly influential in inspiring even more ambitious lan
guage revival efforts in another part of the P-acific, Hawaii. The Punana Leo program begins 
at the preschool level in much the same way as the Maori Kohanga Rea and by the mid-
1990s had expanded into seven schools with 750 students in grades K-9. According to 
Crawford (1995), "the total immersion approach postpones English instruction until the 5th 
grade. Yet, over the long term, students outscore their English-speaking counterparts on stan
dardized tests, according to William Wilson of the University of Hawaii" (pp. 192-193). 
However, no formal evaluation of the program has been conducted. 

2. The advantages and potential disadvantages of recruiting staff from the communities being 
served were elaborated on by Antonia Lopez in an interview with the periodical 
.Montessori Life: 

The advantages were clear: a staff native to the culture could offer language 
and cultural compatibility, access to community support, development of 
local role models, long-term commitment to children and families, and the 
opportunity for genuine community development.' 

The disadvantages were also very real. 'Most staff members come to us with 
limited educational backgrounds. But the greatest challenge is the self-doubt 
compounded by cultural chauvinism and resistance to change, varying 
degrees of cultural 'self-hate' resulting from their acceptance of the domi
nant culture's negative attitude about language and cultural minorities and 
low-income people. (1990, p. 21) 

Another outstanding early childhood education program that has emulated many of 
the Foundation Center 's initiatives is the Even Start program in the Lincoln Unified School 
District in Stockton California that serves a low-income Cambodian-origin community. 

3. The California State Department's decision inJune 1995 not to renew any of the Foundation 
Center's contracts was rationalized on the grounds that Marilyn Prosser, executive director 
of the Center, had been charged with misuse of funds by the Federal Bureau of Investigations 
(FBI). These charges followed a two-year investigation initiated as a result of anonymous alle
gations of corruption, money laundering , and attendance fraud. None of these initial allega
tions were mentioned in the FBI indictment and the case was dismissed by the courts in 
1996, but only after the outstanding work of many years had been totally dismantled. 

The conflict between the Foundation Center and the Child Development Division of 
the California State Department of Education go back more than a decade . Twice the 
Foundation Center successfully brought suit against the Child Development Division for 
harassment. In both cases, the State was forced to settle out of court in the Foundation 
Center's favor. The 1996 charges were dismissed by the court on the grounds that State 



Department personnel had withheld evidence that would have cleared Dr. Prosser of any 
wrongdoing. 

The allegations against the Foundation Center were the subject of several newspaper 
articles during 1994. These articles raised the concerns of some sectors of the community 
as to why public monies should be supporting a "cadillac" program for low-income minori
ty students (with classical music, organic food and toothpaste, and aesthetic surroundings). 
The fact that, as a result of administrative streamlining, this program was operated at a small
er per-pupil cost than other State-funded programs did not seem to matter. The not-so-sub
tle implication in much of this debate was that low-income minority children are 
second-class citizens who deserve only a second-class education. 

The charges against the Foundation Center lacked credibility in the extreme and as 
Rosa Zubizarreta (personal communication, June 1995) points out: "How is it possible to 
provide the admittedly world-class programs that the Foundation Center runs, on the same 
low funding that all other State-supported pre-school centers receive, and possibly be 'steal
ing money from the till?'" The quality of the Foundation Center's programs was never con
tested by the State; indeed it would be hard to contest their quality in view of the fact that 
in the late 1980s they were judged one of the two foremost early childhood programs in the 
world by a New Zealand television documentary. 

4. The importance of early childhood education that strongly promotes the child's home lan
guage has been demonstrated in the interview study of more than 1,000 families (from var
ious language backgrounds) coordinated by Llly Wong Fillmore (1991b, 2000) in the early 
1990s. It was found in this study that a majority of families whose children attended mono
lingual English daycare or preschool programs reported that their children's LI skills 
declined. By contrast, preschool programs, such as those of the Foundation Center, that uti
lized children's LI exclusively were associated with significantly less language loss. 

The policy implications of these data with respect to the optimal language of 
preschool programs were debated in the pages of Education Week by Porter (1991) and 
Wong Fillmore (1991b). Porter invoked the principle of "time-on-task" to argue for maxi
mizing preschool children's exposure to English while Wong Fillmore suggested that the 
predominance of English-only preschool provision was a major contributor to a breakdown 
of family communication. Wong Fillmore pointed to the alienation of children from their 
families that typically occurs when children lose their facility in the home language: 

What is lost when English displaces the primary language? If that's the only 
language the parents speak, children stand to lose much of what parents 
can teach them .... What children don't need are early educational experi
ences that destroy their confidence in themselves and their families ... In 
our survey, 64.4 percent of the parents whose children attended English 
immersion preschools reported negative changes on family communication 
patterns. Few of the parents spoke English but their children were aban
doning the parental language and communicating in English at home . 
. . . Parents reported difficulties in talking to their children and in giving 
them the guidance they needed .... In tumultuous and dangerous times like 
ours, strong family ties are needed to keep young people out of trouble. It 
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is plain bad social policy to support educational programs that destroy 
those ties .... English immersion for preschoolers is the worst possible solu
tion to a complex problem. If we can't educate young children without 
harming them, let's leave them alone. (1991b, p. 36) 

A Swedish study (Siren, 1991) of 600 families in the Stockholm area similarly showed 
extremely rapid language shift from the home language to Swedish among preschool chil
dren. Factors that slowed the rate of language loss were consistent parent LI use and LI sup
port in the preschool (see Cummins, 1993, for a more detailed summary of Siren's findings). 

In the Canadian context, Merylie Wade Houston has outlined a wide variety of strate
gies for supporting bilingual children's home languages within the preschool. A first step, 
she argues, is provision of books in the home language. This can be achieved by linking up 
with the local public libraries which often have collections in languages other than English 
(at least in multilingual cities like Toronto and Vancouver): 

Even the small local branches had children's books in the languages reflect
ed in the surrounding neighborhoods. Ours, for instance, offered Greek and 
Cantonese. The librarians believed the books were there to be read ... They 
were willing to lend our [preschool] program bags full of books every two 
weeks. They even asked us to tell them exactly which languages we need
ed, so that when they spent the little funding they had for new acquisitions, 
they would be sure to be getting what the community wanted. (1995, p. 33) 

Houston also suggests coordinating with community associations, churches, syna
gogues, and mosques to solicit donations of Ll books. Families can also be asked to make 
connections with relatives here or in other countries to obtain Ll books that may have been 
outgrown by older children. The rationale for reflecting the family's language in the 
preschool and communicating a positive orientation to the family's language is outlined by 
Houston as follows: 

If children hear their parents switch to English whenever they are outside 
the home, whether or not they speak it well, then they may grow up think
ing that their home language is second class, that their parents don't belong 
in their new school world and that they themselves are not as good as the 
other children. Teachers have a crucial role to play here. It doesn't matter if 
you don't speak a second language. It is your attitude towards language that 
counts. Because your opinion is so very important to the children's devel
opment of values, it is essential that you respect and value their language by 
reflecting it in your classroom. One of the easiest and most effective ways 
to do this is through books. (p. 33) 

5. Fern (1995) provides the following account (based on interviews with Paquita Holland, 
school principal in 1993) of how Oyster Bilingual School achieves its two teachers per class 
organization: 



Holland estimates that the additional staff costs about 20 percent more than 
with traditional staffing patterns; however, she maintains that this added 
cost is recuperated by saving the school system approximately $100,000 
that is allocated to Oyster each year for substitute teachers. If a teacher is 
absent at Oyster, her teamed teacher is able to teach the class alone. Holland 
points to the team model as one of the school's ongoing challenges; it does 
have its disadvantages, it seems. Teachers do not always have the option of 
choosing their teaching partners, and sometimes generational, philosophi
cal, and personality conflicts develop. (1995, p . 501) 

The descriptions of these elementary schools resonate with accounts of recently 
established "Sweden-Finnish schools" for Finnish-speaking students in Sweden. According to 
Skutnabb-Kangas (2000, p . 607) there are currently 11 such schools in Sweden. They oper
ate in a similar way to charter schools in the United States. The following excerpts from an 
article by Markku Peura (2000) entitled Creating a Successful Minority School outline the 
development and accomplishments of these schools during the 1990s: 

A new Swedish law in 1991-92 gave parents the right to choose the type 
of school they wished for their children, with state funding following the 
pupil .... Earlier children were obliged to go to the school in their home 
area .... The Sweden-Finnish schools are bilingual schools. Their main aim is 
to develop the pupils' bilingualism in Finnish and Swedish, their compe
tence in Finnish and Swedish cultures, and a strong bilingual, bicultural 
identity .... 

This model [of the school in Upplands Vasby] means that Finnish and 
Swedish languages are used in parallel. In the lower grades, Finnish domi
nates as the medium of instruction. During the higher grades the propor
tion in Finnish and Swedish (as media) is about 50-50. Finnish is taught as 
a subject throughout all 9 years. Learning to read and write is taught 
through the medium of Finnish. Swedish is taught as a subject from the 
third grade. It is used from the first grade in some context-embedded sub
jects as the medium of instruction, e.g. sports and handicraft, taught by 
teachers who are ethnic Swedes. (2000, pp . 221-223) 

Peura explicitly highlights the role of these schools in creating a counter-discourse to 
the messages the Finnish community have historically received in the wider society. 
Educators and students negotiate identities in the school in a way that explicitly challenges 
the historical legacy of coercive relations of power: 

Many Swedes seem to more or less automatically feel superior when meet
ing a Finn and many Finns feel inferior when meeting a Swede. Especially 
among Finnish immigrants this supported the development of various kinds 
of 'strategies' for how to cope with the prejudice and discrimination they 
met. One was to try to become 'a Swede' (often more 'Swedish' than ethnic 
Swedes themselves; assimilation). The opposite strategy was to isolate them-



selves from Swedes (self-segregation). If a Finn does not open her mouth 
with Swedes, nobody knows that she is a Finn (because the physical fea
tures of Finns and Swedes are similar). The first generation of Finnish immi
grants was often ashamed of being Finnish. The idea of strong 
self-confidence means that the Sweden-Finnish school tries to work in a 
way that empowers the pupils, making them proud of their bilingualism 
and biculturalism .. .. 

Creativity and curiosity are encouraged , a lot of time, effort, and resources 
go into the use of drama and music to give children the chance to express 
themselves and to dare to show who they are and what they know and can 
do. (2000, p. 225). 

The academic results in these schools have been excellent. More than 90% of the stu
dents attain the qualifications to continue to upper secondary school. 

7. One illustration of how teacher education can extend itself into the transformative domains 
highlighted by Bill Terrazas Jr. has been described by Lois Meyer of San Francisco State 
University in an article entitled Barrio buddies: Learning through letters about kids, cul
tures, communities, and self-confrontation . In a course entitled Linguistic and Cultural 
Diversity in the Elementary School which all teacher candidates were required to take for 
the first time in Fall 1992, Meyer initiated various forms of contact between the teacher can
didates and inner-city culturally diverse children. The teacher candidates were predomi
nantly White monolingual students whose experience of diversity varied greatly but in many 
cases was limited. Meyer describes the course as follows: 

I arranged for each teacher candidate in my two sections to be paired or 
"buddied" with one or two children in a fourth or fifth grade classroom at 
Marshall School. .. [in the] Mission District, an immigrant Latino barrio that 
has seen a recent influx of Southeast Asian and Cantonese-speaking fami
lies. Since my students were not bilingual, the selected buddy classrooms 
were English language development classes ... Three components became 
central to the semester's work : 

1) Buddy Letters: The university students' primary task was to develop a 
relationship through letters and finally in person with their buddy(ies), and 
to document their reflections and learnings in a Buddy Book. The hope was 
that through the exchange of letters they would learn about the personal 
histories and experiences of individual children from diverse racial/ethnic 
backgrounds, at the same time that they reflected upon and shared with 
their buddy their own personal story .. . 

2) The University Adventure: The university students , in consultation with 
the buddy teachers , were to organize a field trip which brought their bud
dies to San Francisco State University at the end of the semester .. . 



3) Reflections on readings, presentations and discussions: Many of my stu
dents' most passionate and revealing reflections were written in response 
to course readings or class sessions that jarred their previous assumptions 
about the children's lives and communities.As they gained more knowledge 
from multiple perspectives about their buddies, my students began to ana
lyze themselves as cultural beings, including their own assumptions, stereo
types, biases, and fears concerning cultural perspectives and linguistic 
practices different from their own, and their assumptions about the pur
poses and practices of schools. (1994, p. 94) 

Meyer describes in detail the conflicting range of emotions the university students 
went through over the course of the semester as a result of their contacts with their bud
dies and in reaction to readings such as California Tomorrow's Crossing the Schoolhouse 
Border (Olsen, 1988) and Rethinking Schools' Rethinking Columbus (1991). Most devel
oped new perspectives and profound insights on issues of diversity, racism, and second 
language learning. A few students, however, were infuriated by what they regarded as "offen
sive" readings (e.g. Rethinking Columbus). 

Meyer's article makes fascinating reading not only as documentation of a highly cre
ative innovation in teacher education but also as a reminder of how many middle-class stu
dents and members of the general public are still almost totally isolated and insulated from 
the realities of cultural diversity and inner-city life. Teachers are likely to find it much more 
difficult to connect with inner-city students when they have no direct experience or under
standing of diversity than when they understand their students ' realities and are willing to 
learn from their students. Meyer's article illustrates how powerful the learning experience 
can be when these "two solitudes" come together in a process of negotiating identities. 



Chapter 9 
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esearch has played a prominent role in the bilingual educa
tion debate . Unfortunately, as noted in Chapter 6, the 
research evidence has been interpreted in very different 
ways by advocates and opponents of bilingual education . In 
this chapter, I raise ethical issues about the way in which 
research evidence has been infused into the public dis

course on bilingual education. Unlike courtroom lawyers who advocate for their 
clients regardless of the merits of the case, academics have an ethical responsi
bility to analyze the research evidence as objectively as possible and to recom
mend policy options that are consistent with the evidence. There is also a 
responsibility to address and to reconcile internal contradictions in their stated 
positions and interpretation of the research. 

The academic debate on bilingual education contrasts markedly with the 
treatment of the issue in the media. Media articles on bilingual education have 
tended to be highly negative in their assessment of the merits of bilingual pro
grams (see Crawford, 2000; McQuillan & Tse, 1996). By contrast, the academic 
debate lines up virtually all NorthAmerican applied linguists who have carried out 
research on language learning as advocates of bilingual programs against only a 
handful of academics who oppose bilingual education. None of those who 
oppose bilingual education has a background in the discipline of applied linguis
tics. During the 1990s, the most prominent of those opposing bilingual education 
have been Rosalie Pedalino Porter, Keith Baker, Christine Rossell, and Charles 
Glenn. Others such as Nathan Glazer and Herbert Walberg have made occasional 
forays into the debate to express their skepticism about bilingual education. 



Both advocates and opponents of bilingual education invariably claim that 
they are motivated by what is in the best interests of bilingual children rather 
than by political considerations. Not surprisingly, each side accuses the other of 
political rather than educational motivation. The crucially important issue of 
what types of educational interventions are most likely to reverse the under
achievement of many bilingual students has degenerated into the adversarial 
rhetoric of courtroom lawyers with each side trying to "spin" the interpretation 
of research to fit its strongly held beliefs. 

In this debate, it is crucial to assess as objectively as possible what the 
research is saying and what it is not saying. Otherwise it is impossible to sepa
rate empirically-supported claims from those that rest only on ideological 
rhetoric. How can we separate reasonable interpretations of the research data 
from interpretations that do not fit the facts? There are two basic ways of doing 
this. First, we look for internal contradictions in the arguments advanced by 
both sides. Second, we examine claims carefully against the research data. 

When we engage in this process of evaluating claims and counter-claims, 
it becomes very clear that the opposition to bilingual education suffers from 
blatant internal contradictions and has difficulty reconciling its claims with the 
research data (as noted in Chapter 6). I refer to these internal contradictions as 
doublethink. The term doublethink was coined by George Orwell in his futur
istic novel Nineteen EightyFour (1949/1983) to refer to the simultaneous 
belief in two contradictory ideas. Orwell describes the process of doublethink 
as follows: 

Doublethink means the power of holding two contradictory beliefs in 
one's mind simultaneously, and accepting both of them. The Party 
intellectual knows in which direction his memories must be altered; 
he therefore knows that he is playing tricks with reality; but by the 
exercise of doublethink he also satisfies himself that reality is not vio
lated. The process has to be conscious, or it would not be carried out 
with sufficient precision, but it also has to be unconscious, or it would 
bring with it a feeling of falsity and hence of guilt. (1983, p. 865) 

The process of doublethink is very evident in the current debate in the 
United States on the merits or otherwise of bilingual education. Specifically, 
despite arguing vigorously against bilingual education, the four commentators 
considered in this chapter have also explicitly or implicitly endorsed certain 
forms of bilingual education aimed at developing children's bilingualism and 



biliteracy by means of instruction through the minority language. While basing 
their opposition to bilingual programs primarily on the time-on-task hypothe
sis (maximum instructional exposure to English will result in maximum learn
ing of English), they simultaneously endorse dual language or two-way bilingual 
programs that are far more "LI-intensive" for language minority students than 
the vast majority of transitional bilingual programs. 

The public face of doublethink is disinformation. The term disinforma
tion refers to the systematic spreading of false information in order to confuse 
and disorient the opposition. Although the term is usually associated with the 
activities of groups such as the CIA and former KGB (and more recently, tobac
co companies), the phenomenon, of disinformation is no less evident in debates 
on domestic political issues such as the education of bilingual students. In some 
cases disinformation is spread deliberately; in other cases, the false information 
is genuinely believed by those spreading it but they have avoided ample oppor
tunities to correct their ignorance or misinformation by means of selective inat
tention to awkward facts or inconsistencies. In other words, they have engaged 
in a process of doublethink. 

The research on issues such as how long it takes ELL students to catch up 
academically and the merits or otherwise of bilingual education has been 
reviewed in previous chapters. In the first section of this chapter, I summarize 
that research as a basis for evaluating the claims on both sides of the bilingual 
education debate. Then I consider critically the arguments advanced by com
mentators who have been prominent during the 1990s in opposing bilingual 
education and whose writings have contributed to the passage of Propositions 
227 in California and 203 in Arizona. [1] 

The Applied Linguistics Research Consensus 
The following points appear to me to be relatively non-controversial 

among applied linguists who have examined the research upon which they are 
based, although they might be expressed differently according to the theoreti
cal orientation of individual researchers. 

1. Bilingual programs for minority and majority language students 
have been successfully implemented in countries around the world. 
As documented in many sources (e.g., Baker & Prys Jones, 1998; Cenoz & 
Genesee, 1999; Cummins & Corson, 1997; Dutcher, 1995; Skutnabb-Kangas, 
2000), students educated for part of the day through a minority language do 
not suffer adverse consequences in the development of academic skills in 



the majority language. If there were adverse consequences associated with 
bilingual instruction, there would hardly be more than 300,000 English
background students in various forms of French-English bilingual programs 
in Canada. Similarly, in the Basque country of Spain during the past decade, 
there has been a dramatic increase in the number of students being enrolled 
in bilingual (Model B) and Basque immersion/maintenance (Model D) pro
grams, as compared to Model A programs that are conducted in Spanish with 
Basque taught only as a second language (see Chapter 6). 

2. Bilingual education, by itself, is not a panacea for students' under
achievement. Underachievement derives from many sources and simply 
providing some first language instruction will not, by itself, transform stu
dents' educational experience. Bilingual instruction can make a significant 
contribution but the predominant model of bilingual education in the United 
States (quick-exit transitional programs) is inferior to programs that aim to 
develop bilingualism and biliteracy, such as developmental (late-exit) and 
two-way bilingual immersion (dual language) . Dual language programs also 
serve English-background students in the same classes as minority language 
students, with each group acting as linguistic models for the other (Christian 
et al., 1997). 

3. The development of literacy in two languages entails linguistic and 
perhaps cognitive advantages for bilingual students. There are close to 
150 research studies carried out since the early 1960s that report significant 
advantages for bilingual students on a variety of metalinguistic and cognitive 
tasks (see Chapter 6). 

4. Significant positive relationships exist between the development of 
academic skills in Ll and 12. This is true even for languages that are dis
similar (e.g., Spanish and Basque; English and Chinese; Dutch and Turkish). 
These cross-lingual relationships reflect the transfer of academic and con
ceptual knowledge across languages as well as the fact that the same cogni
tive and linguistic processing system operates on the acquisition and use of 
both languages. 

5. Conversational and academic aspects of language proficiency are 
distinct and follow different developmental patterns. Several large
scale studies (Cummins, 1981b; Hakuta, Butler & Witt, 2000; Thomas & 
Collier, 1997) have shown that it usually takes at least 5 years for second Ian-



guage learners to catch up academically to their native English-speaking 
peers but conversational fluency in English is often attained within 2 years of 
intensive exposure to the language. 

It is important to note that the research consensus sketched above says 
nothing about which language (LI or L2) should be used in initial reading 
instruction for language minority students. Both advocates and opponents of 
bilingual programs have sometimes assumed that a central theoretical axiom of 
bilingual education is that children should be instructed to read in their home 
language.As noted in Chapter 4, the research suggests that a variety of approach
es to initial reading instruction can be successful, ranging from introducing read
ing instruction in Ll, to simultaneous instruction in L1 and L2, to reading 
instruction initially in L2. With respect to academic outcomes of bilingual pro
grams what is much more important is the extent to which a serious effort is 
made to promote literacy in both languages throughout elementary school (and 
beyond) and the affirmation of bilingual students' identity in their interactions 
with educators in the school. 

In the sections below, I examine the arguments of those who claim that 
"bilingual education doesn't work" and highlight both the internal contradic
tions and the inconsistencies with empirical data in their views. 

Rosalie Pedalino Porter: Expanding Genuine 
Bilingualism Through Dual Language Programs 

Rosalie Pedalino Porter served as Director of Bilingual and English-as-a
Second-Language programs in Newton, Massachusetts and the first two chapters 
of her 1990 book,Forked Tongue, describe what she terms the Newton district's 
"struggle against bureaucratic vindictiveness" in its attempts to institute an alter
native program that involved minimal bilingual instruction. What is communicat
ed to the reader in these chapters is a strong sense of outrage and bitterness 
against the "self-serving""defensiveness and paranoia of the bilingual education 
establishment" (p. 56). According to Porter, the continued implementation of 
bilingual programs is a function not of research on their effectiveness but of "the 
impulse for preserving jobs and budgets for the bilingual establishment" (p. 73). 

Porter's major argument against transitional bilingual education is that it 
fails to teach children English effectively and is based on flawed theoretical 
principles . She rejects what she terms the "vernacular advantage theory," the 
argument that children learn best through their stronger language, on the 
grounds that the major variable determining success in language learning is 

47om ([)ou~ettn~ to ([),~i4071ttaL01tl~e Aca-Jet1tlc e7lLc~ 4 'Bi,ttiua-~ fJuca-liott 2 6 s 



"time-on-task."Thus, one of the lessons she derives from the Canadian experi
ence with early total French immersion programs for majority language 
(English-background) students is that early intensive exposure to the target lan
guage is essential: 

The evidence of direct correlation between early, intensive second
language learning and high level of competence in the second lan
guage is inescapable, as is the on-task principle-that is, the more 
time spent learning a language, the better you do in it, all other fac
tors being equal. (1990, p. 119) 

According to Porter, the major problem with transitional bilingual educa
tion is that the time spent through the medium of L1 does not contribute to the 
learning of English. Bilingual education dilutes time-on-task by dividing the 
instructional time between English and students' L1. She suggests that the suc
cess of French immersion programs for majority students in Canada augurs well 
for the implementation of English immersion for minority students in the 
United States. She has more recently described bilingual education as "terribly 
wrongheaded" and "a failure" (Porter, 1998). 

There are many problematic aspects to Porter's argument and interpreta
tion of research data. One set of blatant contradictions, however, stands out. 
Despite insisting that exposure to English is the decisive factor in determining 
academic success for bilingual students, she nevertheless endorses two-way 
bilingual programs (involving both minority and majority students) that will 
normally have far less exposure to English than either English immersion or 
transitional bilingual education. Most two-way programs continue instruction in 
both languages throughout elementary school with at least 50 percent of the 
instruction through the minority language. 

According to Porter (1990), a two-way or dual immersion program is: 

• "particularly appealing because it not only enhances the prestige of the 
minority language but also offers a rich opportunity for expanding gen
uine bilingualism to the majority population" (p. 154); 

Such programs promise: 

• "mutual learning, enrichment, and respect" (p.154).They 



• "are also considered to be the best possible vehicles for integration of 
language minority students, since these students are grouped with 
English-speakers for natural and equal exchange of skills" (p . 154). 

Furthermore, two-way programs are: 

• "the best opportunity for families that are seriously committed to gen
uine bilingualism for their children" (p. 154) and these programs 

• "do not cost any more than the average single-language classes 
to maintain" (p. 156). 

The doublethink process here involves the simultaneous endorsement of 
(a) English-only immersion programs as the most promising option for bilingual 
students' academic success because they provide maximum English exposure 
(time-on-task); and (b) two-way bilingual immersion programs that typically entail 
less English-medium and more L1 instruction than any other bilingual education 
option. Porter also fails to address the fact that the documented academic success 
of bilingual students in such programs, despite reduced exposure to English, 
directly contradicts the "time-on-task" principle (Cazabon et al., 1998; Dolson & 
Lindholm, 1995;Freeman, 1998;Llndholm-Leary,2001;Thomas & Collier, 1997). [2] 

Keith Baker: Arguing for More Bilingual Programs 
Baker has been a prominent critic of bilingual education since 1981 when 

he co-authored a report entitled The Effectiveness of Bilingual Education 
(Baker & DeKanter, 1981). More recently, he co-authored an article (Rossell & 
Baker, 1996) that reached essentially the same conclusion as his earlier work: 
when methodologically-adequate research is considered, there is no evidence 
that bilingual education is more effective than English-only "structured immer
sion" programs; on the contrary, the evidence strongly favors structured immer
sion (Rossell & Baker, 1996). 

Baker, however, has also been a strong critic of Porter 's work and appears 
to have little problem drawing diametrically opposite conclusions from the 
same research study at different points in time. Consider, for instance, his two 
very different interpretations of the El Paso Independent School District 
research. The El Paso program was labeled "bilingual immersion" by the district 
and involved a "native language cognitive development" component of 90 min
utes a day at grade 1, gradually reducing to 60 minutes a day by grade 3 and 30 
minutes a day by grade 4 (Gersten & Woodward, 1995; Krashen, 1996). In a crit-



ical review of Porter's book Forked Tongue, Baker (1992b) argues for more 
intensive forms of bilingual education on the basis of the El Paso data: 

She summarizes a report from El Paso (1987) as finding that an all
English immersion program was superior to bilingual education pro
grams. The El Paso report has no such finding . What Porter describes 
as an all-English immersion program in El Paso is, in fact, a Spanish
English dual immersion program. The El Paso study supports the 
claims of bilingual education advocates that most bilingual education 
programs do not use enough of the native language. It does not sup
port Porter's claims that they should use less. 

Llk:e El Paso, San Diego has an extensive two-language program. Llk:e 
El Paso, there is evidence that the extensive bilingual education pro
gram worked better than the typical bilingual education program .... 
Like El Paso, the results of the San Diego study argue for more bilin
gual education programs , not fewer as Porter maintains ." (1992a, p. 6) 

In a more recent article , however, Baker contradicts this criticism by high
lighting how the El Paso data document the harm that bilingual education does 
to children's academic development: 

El Paso created an SEI [structured English immersion] program in 
which Spanish instruction was reduced to 30 minutes a day. The dis
trict followed students from this program and from the state-mandat
ed bilingual education program for 12 years.The SEI students scored 
significantly higher on all tests for 11 straight years. In the 12th year, 
the SEI students still scored higher, but their advantage was no longer 
statistically significant, suggesting that, after a decade or so, the harm 
that bilingual education programs do to learning English is more or 
less wiped out by continued exposure to English outside the class
room . (1998, p. 201) 

It is clearly an extreme example of doublethink to be able to describe 
in 1992 a program as "a Spanish-English dual immersion program" whose posi
tive results support the" claims of bilingual education advocates that most bilin
gual education programs do not use enough of the native language " and 6 years 
later to describe exactly the same program as a "structured English immersion" 
program whose positive results illustrate "the harm that bilingual education 
programs do to learning English." [3] 



Christine Rossell: 
The Miracle Results of Grade 1 French Immersion 

Although Christine Rossell has not directly endorsed any form of bilingual 
education, a large majority of the studies she employs to argue for English-only 
structured immersion are in fact bilingual or trilingual programs. Evidence of 
doublethink comes from her use of the documented success of bilingual and 
trilingual programs to argue against bilingual education. In critiquing her claims, 
I will focus on her co-authored 1996 paper with Keith Baker since it is the most 
complete recent statement of her position. 

The outcomes of Rossell and Baker's (1996) review of"methodologically 
acceptable" research studies on the educational effectiveness of bilingual edu
cation are clearly stated in the Abstract: 

The research evidence indicates that, on standardized achievement 
tests, transitional bilingual education (fBE) is better than regular class
room instruction in only 22% of the methodologically acceptable stud
ies when the outcome is reading, 7% of the studies when the outcome 
is language, and 9% of the studies when the outcome is math. TBE is 
never better than structured immersion, a special program for limited 
English proficient children where the children are in a self-contained 
classroom composed solely of English learners, but the instruction is 
in English at a pace they can understand. (1996, p. 1) 

Furthermore, the comparisons of reading scores between TBE and struc
tured immersion showed that structured immersion was superior in 83% of 
cases and no differences were observed in 17%. 

These conclusions, published in a reputable refereed journal, and appar
ently based on rigorous methodological criteria, would cause any policy-maker 
to question the merits of transitional bilingual education. However, cracks 
appear very quickly in the facade of objective rationality that this review of the 
literature projects. One problem is immediately obvious: When we look more 
closely at the research studies that supposedly demonstrated the superiority of 
"structured immersion" over "transitional bilingual education" it turns out that 
90% of these studies are interpreted by their authors as supporting the effec
tiveness of bilingual and even trilingual education. 

Seven of the 10 studies that Rossell and Baker claim support structured 
immersion over TBE were studies of French immersion programs in Canada. 
Typically, in these programs English-speaking students are "immersed" in French 



(their second language [12]) in kindergarten and grade 1 and English (11) lan
guage arts are introduced in grade 2. The proportion of English instruction 
increases to about 50% by grades 4 or 5.The closest equivalent to the program 
in the United States is dual language immersion (e.g., Christian et al., 1997; 
Dolson & Lindholm, 1995; Lindholm-Leary, 2001;Thomas & Collier, 1997). Note 
that, as in the U.S. dual language programs, Canadian French immersion pro
grams are bilingual programs, taught by bilingual teachers, and their goal is the 
development of bilingualism and biliteracy. 

Even at the level of face validity, it seems incongruous that Rossell and Baker 
use the success of the Canadian French-English bilingual programs to argue for 
monolingual immersion programs taught largely by monolingual teachers with 
the goal of developing monolingualism.This is particularly the case since 2 of the 
7 programs they cite as evidence for monolingual structured immersion were 
actually trilingual programs involving instruction in French, English, and Hebrew 
(Genesee & Lambert, 1983; Genesee, Lambert, &Tucker, 1977). 

In addition to these 7 French immersion program evaluations, one of the 10 
studies (Malherbe, 1946) was an extremely large-scale study of Afrikaans-English 
bilingual education in SouthAfrica involving 19,000 students.The other two were 
carried out in the United States (Gersten, 1985c; Pena-Hughes & Solis, 1980). 

The Pena-Hughes and Solis kindergarten program (labeled "structured 
immersion" by Rossell and Baker) involved an hour of Spanish language arts per 
day and was viewed as a form of bilingual education by the director of the pro
gram (Willig, 1981/82). I would see the genuine promotion of 11 literacy in this 
program as indicating a much more adequate model of bilingual education than 
the quick-exit transitional bilingual program to which it was being compared. 
Gersten's study involved an extremely small number of Asian-origin students (12 
immersion students in the first cohort and 9 bilingual program students , and 16 
and 7 in the second cohort) and hardly constitutes an adequate sample upon 
which to base national policy. 

Malherbe 's study concluded that students instructed bilingually did at least 
as well in each language as students instructed monolingually despite much less 
time through each language. He argues strongly for the benefits of bilingual edu
cation (however, see Krashen, 1999c, for a critique of the design of this study). 

In short, Rossell and Baker's conclusions are immediately suspect as a 
result of the fact that they use the documented success of bilingual and trilin
gual programs to argue against bilingual education . There are many other prob-



lems with their literature review (see Cummins, 1999; Dicker, 1996; Escamilla, 
1996; Krashen, 1996), some of which are noted below: 

Rossell and Baker assign labels to different programs in an arbitrary 
and inconsistent manner. For example, they claim to compare French immer
sion (structured immersion) programs in Canada with "transitional bilingual 
education."There are no transitional bilingual education programs in Canada for 
any group of students.The El Paso Independent School District (1987) program 
was labeled a "Spanish-English dual immersion" program by Baker in 1992, a 
"structured English immersion" program by Baker in 1998, and a "submersion" 
program by Rossell and Baker (1996-Appendix C, p. 72). 

Rossell and Baker limit the framework of discourse to exclude bilingual 
programs designed to promote bilingualism and biliteracy. An additional 
example of arbitrary labeling is their treatment of Legaretta's (1979) kinder
garten study. Originally labeled a "structured immersion" program by Baker and 
de Kanter (1983), this study demonstrated the superiority of a 50% Spanish, 50% 
English kindergarten program over both English-only and other bilingual pro
gram options with respect to students' learning of English. Rossell and Baker 
(1996) list this study as showing "no difference" between TBE and submersion 
(English-only) treatments . Yet the program option that was significantly better 
than all others was neither TBE nor submersion! The consistently positive out
comes of this kind of "Enriched Education" program (Beykont, 1994; Cloud, 
Genesee, & Hamayan, 2000) are nowhere represented in Rossell and Baker's 
review. By limiting the framework of discourse to "transitional bilingual educa
tion" versus varieties of English-only programs, they have excluded the type of 
dual language program option endorsed by virtually all applied linguists and also 
by several commentators who have been highly critical of bilingual education 
(Glenn & LaLyre, 1991; Porter, 1990). 

Rossell and Baker's reporting of French immersion data is blatantly 
inaccurate. In response to critiques from Kathy Escamilla (1996) and Susan 
Dicker (1996) regarding the fact that French immersion programs are fully bilin
gual in both goals and implementation, Rossell (1996) pointed out: 

In the first two years, the program is one of total immersion, and eval
uations conducted at that point are considered to be evaluations of 
"structured immersion." 



It is really not important that, in later years, the program becomes 
bilingual if the evaluation is being conducted while it is still and 
always has been a structured immersion program. (1996, p. 383) 

The significance of this point is that the major empirical basis of Rossell 
and Baker's entire argument for structured English immersion rests, according 
to their own admission, on the performance in French of English-background 
students in the first two years of Canadian French immersion programs when 
instruction is totally through the second language. They interpret this research 
as follows: 

Both the middle class and working class English-speaking students 
who were immersed in French in kindergarten and grade one were 
almost the equal of native French-speaking students until the cur
riculum became bilingual in grade two, at which point their French 
ability declined and continued to decline as English was increased. 
The 'time-on-task' principle-that is, the notion that the amount of 
time spent learning a subject is the greatest predictor of achievement 
in that subject-holds across classes in the Canadian programs. (p. 
22) ( emphasis added) 

Rossell and Baker seem oblivious to the fact that at the end of grade 1 French 
immersion students are still at very early stages in their acquisition of French. 
Despite good progress in learning French (particularly receptive skills) during the 
initial two years of the program, they are still light years away from native-like pro
ficiency in speaking, listening, reading, and writing. Virtually no grade 1 or 2 
French immersion student is capable of carrying on even an elementary conver
sation in French without major errors and insertions of English. Similarly, it is 
bizarre to claim, as Baker and Rossell do without even a citation to back it up, that 
the French proficiency of grade 6 immersion students is more poorly developed 
than that of grade 1 students, and to attribute this to the fact that the instruction 
has become bilingual with students' L1 incorporated in the program. 

The research data show exactly the opposite pattern to that claimed by 
Rossell and Baker. Lambert and Tucker (1972), for example, report highly signif
icant differences between grade 1 immersion and native French-speaking stu
dents on a variety of vocabulary, grammatical and expressive skills in French, 
despite the fact that no differences were found in some of the sub-skills of read
ing such as word discrimination. By the end of grade 4, however, (after 3 years 
of English [Ll] language arts instruction), the immersion students had caught up 



with the French controls in vocabulary knowledge and listening comprehen
sion, although major differences still remained in speaking and writing ability. 
Similarly, in the United States, the one large-scale "methodologically acceptable" 
study that investigated this issue (Ramirez, 1992) found that early-grade students 
in structured immersion were very far from grade norms in English even after 
four years of English-only immersion.After one year only 4% of English learners 
in structured immersion were fluent in English despite instruction almost total
ly through English (Crawford, 2000, p. 36). 

Another example of doublethink on Rossell's part is her endorsement of 
the "time-on-task" assumption while at the same time acknowledging in a com
mentary on the Ramirez (1992) report that "large deficits in English language 
instruction over several grades apparently make little or no difference in a stu
dent's achievement" (1992, p. 183). Expressed more positively, instructional time 
devoted to promoting bilingual students' L1 literacy entails no adverse conse
quences for English language or literacy development. 

Rossell and Baker also fail to acknowledge that the "time-on-task" principle 
is refuted by every evaluation of French immersion programs (and there are 
hundreds) by virtue of the fact that no relationship has been found between the 
development of students' English (Ll) proficiency and the amount of time spent 
through English in the program. French immersion students who spend about 
two-thirds of their instructional time in elementary school through French (L2) 
perform as well in English as students who have had all of their instruction 
through English. 

In summary, to claim that two years of immersion in French in kinder
garten and grade 1 results in almost native-like proficiency in French in a con
text where there is virtually no French exposure in the environment or in 
school outside the classroom flies in the face of a massive amount of research 
data.This can be verified by anyone who cares to step into any of the thousands 
of grade 1 French immersion classrooms across Canada. H Rossell has some 
miraculous potion to transform grade 1 French immersion students into virtual 
native-speakers of French, there are many Canadian educators and parents who 
would love to find out about it. 

It seems clear that Rossell and Baker could have constructed a far more 
convincing case for the efficacy of dual language programs than the case they 
attempt to construct for English-only structured immersion. On the basis of their 
own review of the literature (e.g., Legaretta's [1979] study), and Baker's pub
lished statements endorsing the El Paso and San Diego models, Rossell and Baker 



would appear to agree with Porter that dual language immersion is a model 
with demonstrated success in promoting bilingual students' academic achieve
ment in English (and Ll). Their literature review is totally consistent with the 
assertion that this model should be promoted vigorously as a viable option in 
advancing equity for bilingual students. [ 4] 

Charles Glenn: Promoting Schools in Which 
Two Languages Are Used Without Apology 

Charles Glenn is a former Director of Educational Equity and Urban 
Education at the Massachusetts Department of Education and a well-respected 
author of several volumes on education and diversity (e.g., Glenn, 1996). 
Despite his concern with equity, Glenn has supported the passage of 
Proposition 227 in California (Glenn, 1998). I will focus primarily on his review 
of the National Research Council (NRC) report on schooling for language
minority children (August & Hakuta, 1997) as representative of his concerns 
with bilingual education (see also Krashen, 2000a). 

Glenn (1997) cites August and Hakuta's statement that "many children first 
learn to read in a second language without serious negative consequences" 
(1997, p. 60) as refuting 'one of the central articles of faith of bilingual educa
tion' that children must be taught to read first in the language which they speak 
at home. Glenn appears to believe that this is a core component of the rationale 
for bilingual education. As noted above, however, the research says nothing 
about which language should be used for initial literacy instruction and argu
ments for initial reading instruction in L1 are not in any way intrinsic to the 
basic rationale for bilingual programs. 

Clearly some bilingual program advocates have seen initial reading instruc
tion in L1 as important, endorsing some variant of the linguistic mismatch 
hypothesis that "children can't learn in a language they don't understand" (see 
Chapter 6). However, most researchers have argued for more than 25 years that 
the linguistic mismatch assumption is simplistic and cannot account for the 
research data (e.g., Cummins, 1979;Engle, 1975;Wagner, 1998).Thus,August and 
Hakuta's conclusion is simply restating what the research has shown for many 
years and about which there is no disagreement among researchers. 

Glenn's major concern with bilingual programs is that they may segregate 
students and retain them too long outside the mainstream, with newcomers 
"simply dumped into a bilingual class of the appropriate age level" (1997, p. 7). 



In addition, he suggests that these programs may lack coherent, cognitively chal
lenging opportunities for students to develop higher order English literacy skills. 

These concerns may certainly be justified in the case of some poorly
implemented bilingual programs; however, concerns about segregation, low 
teacher expectations, and cognitively undemanding drill-and-practice instruc
tion equally characterize the English-only programs attended by the vast major
ity of limited English proficient students.As the research of Harldau (1999) and 
others has shown, ELL students are much more likely to have low-level drill and 
practice instruction inflicted on them in all-English classrooms where they lack 
the English language proficiency to participate fully in discussion and project
based work. The reality is that segregation in schools is primarily a function of 
housing and neighborhood concentration of particular groups and it exists 
independently of the language of instruction. A major advantage of dual lan
guage programs is that they overcome segregation in a planned program that 
aims to enrich the learning opportunities of both minority and majority lan
guage students. However, even in segregated, low-income, inner-city contexts, 
the findings of Ramirez (1992), Beykont (1994), and Thomas and Collier (1997) 
show that well-implemented developmental (late-exit) bilingual programs can 
achieve remarkable success in promoting grade-level academic success for 
bilingual students. 

Despite his concerns about segregating bilingual students from the main
stream, Glenn is generally positive towards bilingualism and what he regards as 
appropriate forms of bilingual education. For example, he concurs with August 
and Hakuta's (1997) recommendation of three components that should char
acterize any effective program: 

• Some native-language instruction, especially initially; 
• For most students, a relatively early phasing in of English instruction; 
• Teachers specially trained in instructing English-language learners. 

To this list I would add the goal of genuinely promoting literacy in stu
dents' L1 and continuation of LI literacy instruction throughout elementary 
school and, if possible, beyond. Glenn (1996, 1997) approvingly cites the com
mon European (and Canadian) practice of providing immigrant students with 
the opportunity to continue to study their heritage language and culture as an 
elective, so presumably he would endorse the goal of L1 literacy development 
for bilingual students in the United States, at least for Spanish-speaking students 
where numbers and concentration make this goal administratively feasible. 



In fact, Glenn has been one of the strongest and most consistent advocates 
of two-way bilingual immersion, as the following quotations illustrate: 

More than any other model of education for linguistic minority pupils, 
two-way bilingual programs meet the diverse expectations that we set 
for our schools. Properly designed and implemented, they offer a lan
guage-rich environment with high expectations for every child, in a cli
mate of cross-cultural respect. Linguistic minority pupils are stimulated 
in their use of English, while being encouraged to value and employ 
their home language as well. (Glenn, 1990, p. 5) 

The best setting for educating linguistic minority pupils-and one of 
the best for educating any pupils-is a school in which two lan
guages are used without apology and where becoming proficient in 
both is considered a significant intellectual and cultural achieve
ment." (Glenn & LaLyre, 1991, p. 43) 

I fully agree with Glenn's (1997) concluding statement which demon
strates his personal support for bilingual education as a means of developing 
children's bilingualism: 

What cannot be justified, however, is to continue substituting a pre
occupation with the language of instruction for the essential con
cern that instruction be effective. Bilingual education, it has become 
clear, is not of itself a solution to the under-achievement of any group 
of poor children. It is time that those of us who support bilingual 
education-in my case, by sending five of my children to an inner
city bilingual school-insist upon honesty about its goals and its lim
its. Bilingual education is a way to teach children to be bilingual, but 
it possesses no magic answer to the challenge of educating children 
at risk. Bilingualism is a very good thing indeed, but what language
minority children need most is schools that expect and enable them 
to succeed through providing a demanding academic program, 
taught very well and without compromise, schools which respect 
the ways in which children differ but insist that these differences 
must not be barriers to equal opportunity. (1997, p. 15) 

A final point of agreement in relation to Glenn's analysis is his statement 
that "the under-achievement of Hispanics in the United States and of Turks and 
Moroccans in northwestern Europe, I suggested in my recent book [Glenn, 



1996],may have less to do with language differences than with their status in the 
society and how they come to terms with that status" (p. 10).Among opponents 
of bilingual education, Glenn is unusual in highlighting issues of power and sta
tus as causal factors in students' underachievement.This emphasis is clearly con
sistent with the framework articulated in the present volume which highlights 
the direct relationship between power differentials in the wider society and the 
interactions between educators and subordinated group students in school. 

Glenn's distinction between "language differences" and "status in society" 
suggests that he views language factors as relatively insignificant in comparison 
to status factors. Thus, bilingual education (as a "language" intervention) may 
have little role in reversing patterns of academic underachievement. If this is his 
intent, his argument implies an either-or logic that suggests that if under
achievement is related to status and power differentials then it has nothing to 
do with language. Clearly, this is absurd. As Glenn knows better than most, the 
subordinated status of colonized and marginalized groups in countries around 
the world has typically been reinforced in the school by punishing students for 
speaking their home language and making them feel ashamed of their language, 
culture and religion. As argued in previous chapters, a significant rationale for 
promoting students' primary language in school through bilingual education is 
to challenge the subordinated status of the students and their communities, and 
the coercive power relations in the wider society that gave rise to it. The evi
dence is overwhelming that strong promotion of literacy in the primary lan
guage, in the context of a well-implemented bilingual program, will result in no 
adverse consequences for literacy in English. Promotion of literacy in the 11 for 
subordinated group students is obviously not in itself a complete solution, but 
it can certainly make an important contribution to academic achievement for 
many bilingual students 

In short, Glenn is clearly a strong advocate of using bilingual education to 
develop students' bilingualism, although highly critical of the way in which 
many bilingual education programs in the United States have been implement
ed. He is also willing to acknowledge the central role of coercive power rela
tions in promoting bilingual students' academic underachievement both in 
Europe and North America. Why then would he support a measure as overtly 
coercive as Proposition 227 rather than continuing his advocacy for "school[s] 
in which two languages are used without apology and where becoming profi
cient in both is considered a significant intellectual and cultural achievement"? 
I have no idea. 



Conclusion 
It should be clear at this stage that considerable common ground is emerg

ing between opponents and advocates of bilingual education. So-called advo
cates have been highly critical of many quick-exit transitional programs on the 
grounds that they do not aspire to develop bilingualism or biliteracy and also fail 
to affirm strongly students' cultural and linguistic identity. Virtually all applied 
linguists endorse developmental or two-way bilingual immersion programs in 
preference to quick-exit transitional bilingual programs. Surprisingly, the same 
appears true of the so-called opponents of bilingual education: they are highly 
critical of transitional bilingual programs but most have strongly endorsed dual 
language or two-way bilingual immersion programs. As noted above, Porter 
holds similar views to Charles Glenn's on the benefits of two-way bilingual pro
grams as a means of promoting bilingualism; Baker endorses the El Paso and San 
Diego bilingual immersion programs, and Rossell and Baker cite the success of 
bilingual and trilingual programs as an argument for monolingual English 
immersion. The only "methodologically acceptable" study in their review that 
compared virtually all the program options from English-only to transitional 
bilingual to 50:50 dual language (Legaretta, 1979) showed the dual language 
program to be significantly superior in the development of English proficiency 
compared to any of the alternative programs. 

These commentators have not, however, addressed the contradictions 
that their endorsement (explicit or implicit) of dual language programs entails. 
To argue vehemently against bilingual education, while at the same time 
endorsing the most intensive form of bilingual education, at the very least 
requires explanation. 

There is too much at stake for children's educational and personal devel
opment to brush these contradictions aside as a cute exercise of doublethink 
morphing into disinformation. There is an ethical responsibility to address and 
clarify the contradictions both for academic audiences and for the general pub
lic. The adversarial nature of the debate on bilingual education, and the resulting 
widespread disinformation, has hurt children and denied both minority and 
majority students the opportunity to develop fluent bilingual and biliteracy skills. 

There will always be legitimate differences of opinion in the interpretation 
of academic research. Scientific progress is made possible by means of dialogue, 
discussion, and further research designed to resolve the differences. This pro
cess of dialogue has not happened in the area of bilingual education.A negative 
spin on the research to the tune of"bilingual education doesn't work" has been 



fed directly to the media and has polluted public discourse on this topic. I use 
the strong label pollution to convey the fact that the message broadcast by the 
media ignores the consensus among virtually all North American researchers 
that (a) countless successful bilingual programs have been implemented in 
countries throughout the world, and (b) dual language or two-way bilingual 
immersion programs, as well as one-way developmental programs, have pro
duced consistently positive outcomes for both language minority and majority 
students and constitute a viable policy option for helping to reverse bilingual 
students' academic underachievement. I believe that academics, in contrast to 
courtroom lawyers, have an ethical responsibility to clean up the info-pollution. 
Alternatively, they should publicly admit that they have abandoned academic 
standards in favor of the conventions of adversarial discourse where the goal is 
to win rather than to contribute to effective policy grounded in solid research. 

The last chapter attempts to reframe the issues, arguing that far from being 
a threat to the coherence of society, effective bilingual programs can contribute 
significantly to challenging coercive relations of power that constitute the real 
threat to future generations. 

Endnotes to Chapter 9 
1. The previous edition of this book considered in some detail arguments advanced against 

bilingual education since the mid-1970s by a variety of commentators . In this chapter, I am 
confining my discussion only to the more recent arguments and interpretations of research 
that have been advanced during the 1990s and beyond. The issues have remained essential
ly the same during the past 30 years. 

In referring to "academic" critics of bilingual programs, I am using the term "academ
ic" to refer to individuals who have a doctoral degree and whose work has been published 
in academic journals or books that have focused on research findings. To the best of my 
knowledge, one of the four commentators considered in this chapter currently holds a uni
versity faculty position (Christine Rossell at the University of Boston). 

2. There are many other inaccuracies in Porter's account of bilingual education. She appears , 
for example, to believe that typical transitional bilingual programs in the United States 
involve almost exclusive L1 instruction in the early grades. She claims that "the teaching of 
all subjects in the native language of the child for the first few years of schooling has become 
a non-negotiable condition for theTBE [transitional bilingual education] framework" (p. 71). 
In fact, large-scale studies have shown that in typical transitional bilingual education pro
grams only about 25% of instructional time is spent through the medium of L1 (fikunoff, 
1983). Teachers typically switch to L1 for clarification of instruction. In many cases the 
instructional time devoted to L1 is minimal; for example, in a longitudinal study of instruc
tional practices in bilingual classes involving Chinese- and Spanish-background students, it 



was reported (Wong Fillmore et al., 1985) that the LI of students was used for no more than 
10% of the instruction. This average time allocation range (10-25%) is consistent with the 
findings of other reviews (Wong Fillmore & Valadez, 1986). 

The level of scholarship in Porter's book can be seen most clearly in her discussion 
of Canadian French immersion programs. She appears to believe that Canadian French 
immersion programs serve predominantly working-class students . Furthermore, she makes 
the bizarre suggestion that Canadian researchers have systematically concealed this "fact" in 
order to further their own career advancement: 

The linguists, educators, and researchers whose career advancement is 
linked to the success of immersion education argue protectively that this 
program is only appropriate for middle-class children who, secure in their 
majority language and status, are learning a less-valued language.They have 
clung to this bias despite the fact that the large percentage of children in 
the Canadian immersion programs are from low-income working-class 
families. (p. 117) 

It is significant, but not surprising, that there is no citation to back up this "fact."The 
vast majority of students in French immersion programs have always come from middle
class families (Lambert &Tucker, 1972; Swain & Lapkin, 1982). 

The importance to Porter's argument of insisting that most students in French immer
sion programs are from low-income working-class backgrounds is that she wants to be able 
to generalize the French immersion results directly to the United States context and argue 
that low-income minority students should be provided with English immersion.As noted in 
Chapter 6, French immersion programs are relevant to our understanding of bilingual edu
cation insofar as their results are consistent with the interdependence principle, thereby 
increasing the confidence that can be placed in that principle for planning bilingual pro
grams in a variety of contexts . 

The debate on Porter's book took an unexpected turn when Keith Baker (formerly 
[and subsequently] a strong opponent of bilingual education) delivered a scathing critique 
in the pages of TESOL Quarterly. Among his comments after reviewing a host of inaccura
cies and misrepresentations in Porter's book: 

Porter violated the most basic trust between reader and author of scholar
ly works. Porter's level of scholarship falls far short of the most minimal 
standards of acceptable research. Porter 's unmerited scholarly pretensions 
led to large numbers of people on the far right and in the English-only 
movement who share Porter's biases giving the book wide publicity as evi
dence of both the ineffectiveness and political corruption of the bilingual 
education movement. Neither conclusion is justified ... My view is that the 
research clearly shows bilingual education programs are superior to all
English programs, such as those advocated by Porter, in the early stages of 
learning English, but I still would not say that a federal mandate is justified. 
(1992b,pp.401-402) 



Porter (1993), in response, cited Baker's "inexplicable reverses " and "sudden about 
face" and accused him of character assassination. The vehemence of this exchange clearly 
reflects a personal as well as an academic conflict. 

3. Baker's reporting of the El Paso results in his 1998 article is at variance with Gersten and 
Woodward's (1995) data .They report that there were no differences between the programs 
by grade 7 whereas Baker, citing Gersten and Woodward, claims that the "structured immer
sion" program was "significantly higher on all tests for 11 straight years" (p. 201) . Baker 
(1998) also implies that the El Paso program involved only 30 minutes a day of L1 instruc
tion when, in fact, between 90 and 60 minutes a day of 11 instruction designed to develop 
Spanish literacy was employed between grades 1 and 3. 

This cavalier attitude towards empirical data, which is also evident in Rossell and 
Baker's (1996) bizarre account of French immersion program results, has not been picked 
up by the refereed journals in which their articles have appeared . Perhaps more care should 
be taken by journal editors to ensure that blatant inaccuracies are not present in the articles 
that appear in their "refereed " journals . 
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Llteracy is dangerous and has always been so regarded. It naturally 
breaks down barriers of time, space, and culture. It threatens one's 
original identity by broadening it through vicarious experiencing and 
the incorporation of somebody else's hearth and ethos. So we feel 
profoundly ambiguous about literacy. Looking at it as a means of 
transmitting our culture to our children, we give it priority in educa
tion, but recognizing the threat of its backfiring we make it so tire
some and personally unrewarding that youngsters won't want to do 
it on their own, which is of course when it becomes dangerous ... The 
net effect of this ambivalence is to give literacy with one hand and 
take it back with the other, in keeping with our contradictory wish 
for youngsters to learn to think but only about what we already have 
in mind for them Qames Moffett, 1989, p. 85). 

enuine critical literacy threatens established systems of 
privilege and resource distribution because it reduces the 
potency of indoctrination and disinformation. Critical lit
eracy enables us to read between the lines, to look skepti
cally at apparently benign and plausible surface structures , 
to analyze claims in relation to empirical data, and to ques

tion whose interests are served by particular forms of communication. 
Many social, cultural, and religious institutions throughout the world tend 

to be wary of both critical literacy and cultural diversity because they bring 
other perspectives into mind . At issue is the question of whether being willing 
to look at current issues and historical events from the perspective of the Other 
will undermine or enrich our original perceptions. North American academics 
and policy-makers who argue stridently against multicultural and bilingual edu-



cation view cultural diversity as the enemy within and want to minimize what 
they see as its destructive effects on the collective psyche of the nation. They 
want to ensure that students remain within predetermined cultural and intel
lectual boundaries. They want to retain control of what can be thought in order 
to ensure the smooth functioning of a democratic society in the service of the 
current power structure. Their dilemma, of course, is that the economic and 
diplomatic realities of our interdependent global society in the 21st century 
demand enormous critical literacy and problem-solving abilities and the con
stant crossing of cultural and linguistic boundaries. 

In this final chapter, I suggest that the enemy within is neither cultural 
diversity nor critical literacy but a politics of greed and exploitation that is will
ing to jeopardize not only the lives of individual children but also the coherence 
of entire societies for its own coercive ends. Core notions that define our soci
eties, such as "liberty and justice for all," have given way to policies that are pro
moting increased economic polarization and marginalization. The chapter 
analyzes how coercive relations of power operate to manufacture consent for 
programs and policies that are not for "the common good" nor in the best inter
ests of the society as a whole. The scapegoating of immigrants and cultural 
diversity since the late 1980s has reignited Us versus Them divisions and fears 
in order to obscure and distract attention from the increasingly obvious redis
tribution of wealth in North American societies. Indoctrination and disinforma
tion are the tools whereby consent is manufactured for this process. 

In this volume, I have focused on how this process of indoctrination and 
disinformation has operated in the debate regarding the education of bilingual 
students. However, as documented by Berliner and Biddle (1995), this is only 
one part of a larger process of manufacturing and spreading "big lies" about edu
cation in the United States context. Their book, which they note was "written 
in outrage" (p. xi), The Manufactured Crisis: Myths, Fraud, and the Attack on 
America's Public Schools, constitutes a powerful denunciation of what they 
term the "organized malevolence" (p. xi) orchestrated against public education 
during the 1980s and 1990s. They acknowledge that there are problems in 
American public education caused by "huge differences in income, wealth and 
support for schools in our nation," but contrary to widely-believed myths, "the 
evidence suggests that, on average, American schools are not only holding their 
own but are improving in modest ways" (p. 343). They document how this 
attack "was promoted by specific groups of ideologues who were hostile to 



public schools and who wanted to divert attention from America's growing 
social problems" (p. 343): 

The more we poked into our story, the more nasty lies about educa
tion we unearthed; the more we learned about how government offi
cials and their allies were ignoring, suppressing, and distorting 
evidence; and the more we discovered how Americans were being 
mislead about schools and their accomplishments .... [M] any of the 
myths ... have been told by powerful people who-despite their 
protestations-were pursuing a political agenda designed to weaken 
the nation's public schools, redistribute support for those schools so 
that privileged students are favored over needy students, or even 
abolish those schools altogether. To this end, they have been pre
pared to tell lies, suppress evidence, scapegoat educators, and sow 
endless confusion. (1995, p. xii) 

How can disinformation be identified? As illustrated in the previous chap
ter, disinformation is achieved by distorting empirical data, limiting the frame
work of discourse, and ignoring logical contradictions (see Chomsky, 1987, for 
discussion of these processes in the international arena).As Berliner and Biddle's 
analysis shows, disinformation can be identified by examining the empirical 
data. In the debate on the merits or otherwise of bilingual education, the empir
ical data provides clear evidence that a systematic process of disinformation has 
been orchestrated to discredit the use of children's L1 in their education. 

Distortion of empirical data. On the surface, the claim that bilingual 
children need English-only instruction to maximize time-on-task appears plau
sible and well-intentioned. But when this claim is analyzed against the empiri
cal data, it immediately falls apart. There is no evidence in the United States or 
elsewhere that spending less than 100% of the instructional time through the 
majority language reduces students' achievement in that language. As noted in 
Chapter 9, the United States and international data are totally at variance with 
Rossell and Baker's (1996) claim that in comparisons of reading scores between 
"structured immersion" and "transitional bilingual education," "structured 
immersion" was superior in 83% of cases and no differences were observed in 
17%. Even a superficial examination of their "evidence" shows that 90% of the 
studies they cite in support of this claim are interpreted by their authors as 
showing the effectiveness of bilingual and even trilingual education. 



If bilingual education were harmful, why would elite groups around the 
world demand it for their children? At this point , there is overwhelming evi
dence that the best prospects for academic enrichment of all children are pro
vided in programs, such as dual language programs, that aim to develop 
biliteracy rather than just literacy in one language (Christian, Howard & Loeb, 
2000; Cloud, Genesee & Hamayan, 2000; Thomas & Collier, 1997). 

A process of disinformation is also evident in the distortion of Canadian 
French immersion programs as research support for English-only immersion in 
the United States. The ignorance of these programs shown by the few aca
demics who oppose bilingual education is matched only by their arrogance in 
posing as experts without having read even a fraction of the relevant research. 
Among the extraordinary statements made by these academics in relation to 
French immersion programs are the claims that: 

• Grade 1 French immersion students attain levels of French proficiency virtu
ally equivalent to that of native French speakers but then fall considerably 
behind native French speakers after English (11) instruction is introduced in 
grade 2 and the program becomes bilingual (Rossell & Baker, 1996).As noted 
in Chapter 9, the vast majority of grade 1 French immersion students cannot 
carry on even an elementary conversation in French. By grade 6, however , 
they have improved sufficiently to approach native-speaker norms in recep
tive listening and reading skills. Their speaking and writing skills remain far 
from native-like throughout their schooling. 

• "The bulk of the Canadian [French immersion] research was with low-income 
students" (Gersten & Woodward, 1985a, p. 76) and "there were four studies 
other than the St. Lambert study, all of which involved children from working
class families" (Gersten & Woodward, 1985b, p. 83). In other words, no more 
than five empirical studies of French immersion have been carried out and 
four of these involved low-income children . In fact, there are hundreds of pub
lished evaluations of French immersion programs from the late 1960s through 
to the present day (Swain & Lapkin, 1982) and the vast majority of these pro
grams involved middle class students for the simple reason that the bulk of 
students in French immersion are from middle-class backgrounds. 

In short, the empirical data on bilingual education has been grossly dis
torted for political ends (see Krashen, 1999a, for further documentation). 

Limiting the framework of discourse. Opponents of bilingual educa
tion almost never address the outcomes of dual language programs and, in fact, 



act as though these programs either did not exist (Rossell & Baker, 1996) or 
were irrelevant to the bilingual education debate (Glenn, 1997, 1998; Porter, 
1990). Rossell and Baker (1996), for example, ignore the superiority of a 50:50 
Ll/12 dual language program over all comparison programs (transitional bilin
gual and monolingual English) in reporting Legaretta's (1979) study . 
Furthermore, they categorize various kinds of Canadian bilingual and trilingual 
programs as either "structured immersion" (essentially English-only) or "transi
tional bilingual education" rather than acknowledge that these are enriched 
education programs (Cloud et al., 2000) whose explicit goal is the development 
of bilingualism and biliteracy. 

If not an attempt at disinformation, how can we explain arguments for 
monolingual English-only education, taught by monolingual teachers with the 
goal of promoting monolingualism on the basis of the success of bilingual pro
grams, taught by bilingual teachers, with the goal of promoting bilingualism 
and biliteracy? 

Ignoring logical contradictions. As noted in Chapter 9, both Glenn and 
Porter ignore the logical contradiction of strongly endorsing two-way bilingual 
programs while at the same time condemning bilingual education. The two
way/dual language programs typically have far greater amounts of minority lan
guage instruction than the quick-exit transitional programs they condemn. 
Porter compounds the contradiction by endorsing the time-on-task principle 
despite the fact that it is refuted by the results of virtually every bilingual pro
gram ever evaluated, including all of the Canadian French immersion programs 
which she reviews very positively. 

An additional contradiction, noted by many authors, is the endorsement of 
teaching "foreign languages" while at the same time condemning bilingual edu
cation as bad for both the individual and the society. Claims that "bilingualism 
shuts doors" (Schlesinger, 1991) or "bilingual education slows down and con
fuses people in their pursuit of new ways of thinking" (Gingrich, 1995) are 
belied by the glossy full page advertisements for language courses, aimed at 
business people, that have been in virtually every airline magazine I have read 
during the past five years. The alleged problems of bilingualism for society are 
also belied by the fact that "the Central Intelligence Agency now has difficulty 
meeting its needs for critical language skills, even in commonly taught languages 
such as Spanish" (Stanford Working Group on Federal Programs for Limited
English-Proficient Students, 1993, p. 12). A more appropriate inference from the 
data would be that American society suffers from a lack of bilingualism rather 



than an excess. Despite the enormous potential linguistic resources of the 
United States, the situation has changed little since The President's Commission 
on Foreign Language and International Studies pointed out that "Americans' 
scandalous incompetence in foreign languages" "diminishes our capabilities in 
diplomacy, in foreign trade, and in citizen comprehension of the world in which 
we live and compete" (1980, p. 12). 

I suggested in the previous chapter that these patently flawed arguments 
serve to reinforce a coercive power structure that historically has denied sub
ordinated communities full access to societal resources. In this chapter, I try to 
place the xenophobic discourse against cultural diversity into the larger context 
of which it is a part. I argue that the scapegoating of immigrants and the demo
nization of bilingual education is part of an exercise to divert public attention 
away from the massive transfer of wealth from middle-class and poor to the rich 
that took place in the United States during the 1980s and continues to this day. 
I also suggest that coercive relations of power have reached a point of dimin
ishing returns, even for those socially advantaged groups whose interests they 
are intended to serve. The fiscal and social costs of maintaining the current 
structure of privilege and resource distribution far outstrip the costs that would 
be involved in shifting to more collaborative relations of power. 

Why should educators care about this larger social reality? How is it rele
vant to the task of teaching English and academic skills to bilingual students? 

In the first place, we all have a vested interest in the future of our society, 
with respect to both its economic health and social cohesion. Our incomes and 
quality of life (and those of our children and grandchildren) are very much tied 
to how effectively our society functions and the extent to which our educa
tional systems give students a stake in contributing to their society. If they don't 
develop the abilities and interest to participate productively in the social and 
economic life of their society, the chances are that they will drain resources 
from their society. If schools continue to fail in their attempts to educate stu
dents whose communities have been subordinated economically and socially 
for generations, everyone in society will pay the price . I have argued in this vol
ume that the source of this educational failure is a coercive power structure that 
is reflected, often inadvertently, in many schools and other societal institutions. 
Thus, educators who aspire to create contexts of empowerment with their stu
dents as the only route to educational success, must understand how disem
powerment has all too frequently been created within our classrooms. 



Secondly, as educators, we have considerable power to effect change in the 
lives of those we interact with. As Poplin and Weeres (1992) point out in the 
quotation that opens this volume, students respond very positively when they 
sense that their teachers care about them and want to connect with them as 
people . For teachers, their best experiences were also when they connected 
with students and were able to help them in concrete ways. These human rela
tionships that form the core of successful schooling determine the social and 
economic horizon that students see when they look beyond the school. 

Our interactions with students in the classroom embody an image of the 
society they will graduate into and the kind of contributions they are being 
enabled to make within this society. As educators we are faced with choices and 
constraints with respect to what and how we teach, the nature of our personal 
goals in teaching, and the kind of aspirations we have for the students we teach. 
Classroom interactions collectively shape both our students' future possibilities 
and those of our society. Thus, understanding the forces that influence the inter
actional choices we make in our classrooms, and thinking critically about the 
constraints that are imposed on those choices, is central to how we define our 
roles in our schools and the society beyond the school. 

Because all sectors of our society have strong vested interests in what 
happens in schools, claims and counter-claims in the media about appropriate 
directions for education are broadcast loudly into classrooms. Although invari
ably phrased in terms of what is in the best interests of children, these claims 
and counter-claims also embody social agendas; they reflect alternative visions 
of society. The discourse on either side of these debates is intended to mold 
schools into conformity with particular social, cultural, or religious images. 

Educators are committed to helping children learn. However, their choic
es with respect to issues of language, culture, pedagogy, and parent involvement 
also reflect the societal discourses that swirl around their classrooms in relation 
to these issues . If educators are to achieve their goal of helping children learn, 
it is imperative to analyze critically the societal discourses that are vying for 
their allegiance. To what extent are different claims supported by verifiable 
data? Whose interests do these claims serve? What forms of instruction are in 
the best interests of children and serve the common good of our society? What 
kinds of knowledge, skills, and values will best serve students as they graduate 
into a rapidly changing society? Is this the kind of education I would want for 
my own child? 



In the sections that follow, I present my own perspectives on these issues 
and elaborate the kind of education that I would want for my own children. 
These perspectives are part of a discourse that values cultural diversity, critical 
thinking, and social justice. They represent an explicit vision of a society found
ed on principles of collaborative relations of power , as articulated in Chapter 1. 
The claim is that the common good of society will be better served by educa
tors and by educational systems that are oriented explicitly to challenging coer
cive relations of power. 

As with any other set of discoursal claims, these arguments should be ana
lyzed critically by educators. Are the data presented convincing? If not, where 
are the gaps or inaccuracies? Whose interests do these arguments serve? 
Ultimately, individual educators must define their roles and make their own 
choices about their instructional and social goals in the classroom. However, 
making well-informed choices should be an explicit process that takes account 
of the empirical data and critically examines alternative perspectives. Only 
through this form of critical analysis will educators challenge the structures in 
schools and society that serve to disempower them as much as their students . 

Graduating into a Rapidly Changing Society 
Public schools serve the societies that fund them and they aim to graduate 

students with the knowledge, skills, and values that will contribute most effec
tively to their societies. In an era of rapid and intense change, it is often difficult 
to predict the kinds of "human resources " our societies will need in the future. 
However, some patterns are beginning to emerge and their implications for edu
cation are immense. In the sections below, I describe the changing cultural, eco
nomic/scientific, and existential realities that should be reflected in classroom 
interactions if they are to prepare students to contribute effectively to their soci
eties in the 21st century. [ 1] 

Cultural Realities. Schools intent on preparing students for the realities 
of the 21st century must take account of the fact that cultural diversity is the 
norm in both the domestic and international arenas. [2] Around the world we 
see unprecedented population mobility and intercultural contact resulting from 
factors such as economic migration, displacement caused by military conflicts 
and famine, as well as technological advances in transportation and communi
cation. Increased intercultural contact within industrialized countries as a result 
of decades of migration is matched by growing intercultural contact between 
countries, reflecting increased global economic and political interdependence . 



This escalation of intercultural contact, both domestically and internation
ally, has major implications for our schools. In the first place, it suggests that the 
transmission of cultural myopia in schools is a recipe for social disaster. The 
prophets of doom who warn about the infiltration of the Other in the guise of 
multicultural curricula and bilingual education have closed their eyes to the 
urgent need for school programs that promote sensitivity to, and understanding 
of, diverse cultural perspectives. If we are to learn anything from the racial. and 
ethnic tensions in North American cities and the brutal armed conflicts abroad 
that have characterized the 1990s, surely it is that our schools have a crucial role 
to play in helping us live and grow together in our global village. Educators con
cerned with preparing students for life in the 21st century must educate them 
for global citizenship. The potential to achieve this goal is obviously greater in a 
classroom context where cultural diversity is seen as a resource rather than in 
one where it is either suppressed or ignored. 

In the second place, if we take seriously the concerns about the competi
tiveness of American business in an increasingly interdependent global econo
my, highlighted by Reagan/Bush era educational reformers, then it is the 
monolingual/monocultural graduate who is "culturally illiterate" and ill
equipped to prosper in the global economy. Students who grow up and are edu
cated in a monocultural cocoon risk becoming social misfits, totally unprepared 
for the worlds of work or play in the 21st century. E. D. Hirsch Jr. (1987) got it 
wrong-students require not just cultural literacy, but intercultural literacy 
(Cummins & Sayers, 1995). Multinational corporations are increasingly looking 
for college graduates with bilingual and trilingual skills who can function effec
tively in a highly competitive multicultural and multilingual global economy. In 
short, bilingual and multilingual individuals are likely to be more attractive to 
employers involved in international trade as well as those faced with providing 
service to a linguistically diverse clientele in societal institutions (hospitals, 
seniors' homes, airports, airlines, schools, etc.). 

It doesn 't take a rocket scientist to see that nurturing the linguistic and cul
tural resources of the nation is simply good common sense in light of the cul
tural realities of the 21st century. Even minimal investment in enriched 
education bilingual programs for both majority and minority students and a 
focus on infusing multicultural awareness across the curriculum can contribute 
significantly both to the nation's economic competitiveness and to its ability to 
collaborate internationally in resolving global problems. Australian historian and 



TIME magazine's Art critic, Robert Hughes, expressed it well in his best selling 
book Culture of Complaint: 

To learn other languages, to deal with other customs and creeds from 
direct experience of them and with a degree of humility: these are self
evidently good, as cultural provincialism is not ... In Australia, no Utopia 
but a less truculent immigrant society than this one, intelligent multi
culturalism works to everyone's social advantage, and the conservative 
crisis-talk about creating a "cultural tower of Babel" and so forth is seen 
as obsolete alarmism of a fairly low order .. .In the world that is com-
ing, if you can't navigate difference, you've had it. (1993, pp. 88-100) 

Economic/Scientific Realities. As discussed above, national economies 
are increasingly implicated in the global economy. A product may be conceived 
in one country, designed in another, manufactured in yet another, and then mar
keted and sold throughout the world. The capacity to communicate across cul
tural and linguistic boundaries is crucial to business success in this 
environment, as is access to and ability to manipulate information. Thus, the 
competitiveness of a business or a country in the global marketplace depends 
on its human resources: the knowledge, learning, information and intelligence 
possessed by its people; what Secretary of Labor in the initial Clinton adminis
tration, Robert Reich (1991), called symbolic analysis skills. These include 
abstract higher-order thinking, critical inquiry, and collaboration-defined as the 
capacity to engage in active communication and dialogue to get a variety of per
spectives and to create consensus when necessary. 

Even for relatively deskilled jobs in the fast-growing service sector, where 
high levels of literacy are not required for adequate job performance, employers 
have raised educational standards for applicants. This trend appears to be relat
ed to the perception that the "trainability" of workers is essential for businesses 
to adapt in a flexible manner to a rapidly changing economic environment. 

In short, many workers today employ literacy skills in the workplace that 
are far beyond what their parents needed. In a context where information is 
doubling every two years or so, employers are looking for workers who know 
how to get access to current information, who can think critically about what 
information is relevant and what is not, and who know how to collaborate cre
atively in problem-solving activities across cultural, linguistic, and racial bound
aries. What few workplaces need are workers whose heads are full of inert and 
soon-to-be-obsolete information. 



Two implications for education are clear. First, passive internalization of 
inert content , which, as noted earlier, research suggests is still a common mode 
of learning in many North American classrooms (e.g., Goodlad, 1984; Ramirez, 
1992), and is being reinforced by knee-jerk accountability and state-mandated 
standardized tests (McNeil, 1999), does not promote the kind of active intelli
gence that the changing economy increasingly requires in the workforce. To 
address the economic needs of the societies that fund them, schools must pro
mote students' capacities for collaborative critical inquiry . 

Second, the failure of schools to educate all students carries enormous eco
nomic (and social) costs. If students do not graduate from school with the sym
bolic analysis skills to contribute productively to the economy, then they are 
likely to be excluded from the economy. Individuals who are excluded from the 
economy don't just fade away and disappear. They frequently end up on welfare 
or in jail. There is a huge correlation between dropping out of school and end
ing up in prison-more than 80 percent of prisoners in U.S. prisons are high 
school dropouts, each costing taxpayers a minimum of $20,000 a year to con
tain, much more than it would have cost to educate them (Hodgkinson, 1991). 
The U.S. incarcerates its population at a rate far higher than any other industri
alized country (e.g., ten times that of the Netherlands and six times that of 
Australia) and this pattern has escalated dramatically in recent years at enor
mous cost to taxpayers . Natriello et al. (1990) in their aptly titled book 
Schooling Disadvantaged Children: Racing Against Catastrophe estimated 
conservatively that the cost to the nation of the dropout problem is approxi
mately $50 billion in foregone lifetime earnings alone: "Also associated with this 
cost are forgone government tax revenues, greater welfare expenditure , poorer 
physical and mental health of our nation 's citizens, and greater costs of crime ... " 
(p. 43) . As one example of the returns on educational investment, it has been 
estimated that every dollar spent on Head Start programs will save $7 in 
reduced need for special education, welfare , incarceration and so on 
(Schweinhart et al., 1986). 

In short, compared to the alternatives, education is one of society 's most 
cost-effective investments . To push low-income culturally diverse students out of 
school at current levels in urban centers across the nation is financially absurd 
(not to mention socially unjust in the extreme). Thus, to address the economic 
realities of the 21st century, schools must look rationally at which programs for 
culturally diverse students are most likely to succeed in developing high levels of 
literacy. To exclude from consideration genuine bilingual and multicultural pro-



grams, whose success has been demonstrated repeatedly, purely on the ideolog
ical grounds that they are "unAmerican" is irrational and simply panders to the 
neurotic paranoia of the patriotically-correct (to borrow Robert Hughes' phrase) . 

Existential Realities. By "existential realities," I am referring to the 
increasing sense of fragility that characterizes our relationship to both our phys
ical and social environment. For example, a perusal of virtually any newspaper 
anywhere in the world will quickly show the extent of environmental deterio
ration and the enormity of the global ecological problems that our generation 
has created for our children's generation to resolve. Similarly, the "new world 
order" of peaceful coexistence that seemed at hand with the end of the Cold 
War has been overtaken by eruptions of brutal conflicts around the world. 
Violence in our schools and streets signal the enormous pressures just beneath 
the surface of our social fabric. Increased incarceration responds to symptoms 
rather than to underlying causes and consequently has done little to curb crime. 
In fact, it has probably contributed to crime since it drains dollars from schools 
and other social programs. 

Despite these changed existential realities, many schools appear dedicated 
to insulating students from awareness of social issues rather than communicat
ing a sense of urgency in regard to understanding and acting on them. In most 
schools across the continent, the curriculum has been sanitized such that stu
dents rarely have the opportunity to discuss critically, write about, or act upon 
issues that directly affect the society they will form. Issues such as racism, envi
ronmental pollution , genetic engineering, and the causes of poverty are regard
ed as too sensitive for fragile and impressionable young minds. Still less do 
students have the opportunity to cooperate with others from different cultural 
and/or linguistic groups in exploring resolutions to these issues. 

A major reason why schools try to maintain a facade of innocence in rela
tion to social and environmental issues is that such issues invariably implicate 
power relations in the domestic and international arenas. Promoting a critical 
awareness of how power is wielded at home and abroad is not a task that soci
ety expects educators to undertake. In fact, renewed demands for a core cur
riculum and for imposition of "cultural literacy" can be interpreted as a way of 
controlling the information that students can access so as to minimize the pos
sibility of deviant thoughts.As Donaldo Macedo (1993, 1994) argues,in the shad
ows of the list of facts that every American should know is the list of facts that 
every American must be discouraged from knowing. Prominent among these is 
the history of imperialism and colonialism of Western powers from 1492 to the 



present (see, for example, Rethinking Schools, 1991), the history of slavery as 
told by those who experienced its full brutality, and myriad other historical real
ities that are uncomfortable to address, as documented, for example, in Howard 
Zinn's (1995) A People's History of the United States. Virtually every country 
presents a selective and sanitized version of its history to its young people. 

In short, this analysis suggests that issues related to the organization of 
society, specifically the division of resources and power, be taken off the taboo 
list of what is appropriate to explore in school. Students whose communities 
have been marginalized will increasingly perceive the omission of these funda
mental issues as dishonest and hypocritical, and this will reinforce their resis
tance to achievement under the current rules of the game. By contrast, a focus 
on critical inquiry, in a collaborative and supportive context, will encourage stu
dents to engage in learning in ways that will promote future productive engage
ment in their societies. The research, critical thinking, and creative 
problem-solving skills that this form of education entails will position students 
well for full participation in the economic and social realities of their global 
community. By contrast, excluding students from the learning process at school 
is pushing us toward a society where everyone loses because every dropout car
ries an expensive price tag for the entire society. 

This analysis of the cultural, economic/scientific, and existential realities 
that students will graduate into in the 21st century suggests that priorities for 
our schools should be: 

• Promoting bilingual or multilingual skills and intercultural sensitivity among 
all students; 

• Promoting not just basic functional literacy but critical literacy that would 
include capacities for abstract higher-order thinking and collaborative prob
lem-solving; in other words, collaborative critical inquiry should be the pre
dominant learning focus in our schools; 

• Creatively exploring ways to help all students graduate with high academic 
achievement; since subordinated group students are massively over-represent
ed among dropouts and low-achievers, this essentially means restructuring 
schools to challenge and reverse the causes of subordinated group under
achievement; 



• Promoting an awareness of, and concern for, the common good in our soci
eties; this will entail collaborative critical inquiry into domestic and interna
tional social justice issues related to the distribution of resources, status and 
power in our societies. 

These educational directions represent direct inferences from an analysis 
of clearly observable social trends. Why is it that so few schools across the 
North American continent are actively pursuing these directions? Why is it that 
even suggesting directions such as these is likely to be castigated as "radical?" 
Why do so many working- and middle-class Americans feel such frustration and 
anger about issues such as immigration and diversity (as illustrated in the over
whelming support for Propositions 187 and 227 in California, and Proposition 
203 in Arizona)? 

To answer these questions we need to examine some data about how the 
power structure operates to deflect challenges and minimize dissent. 

Coercive Relations of Power in Action 
The Polarization of Income. Consider some of the data outlined in 

Philadelphia Inquirer reporters Donald Barlett and James Steele's (1992) book 
America: W'hat Went Wrong? Chapter 1 of their book is entitled "Dismantling 
the Middle Class" and the statistics show clearly how this has been achieved. 
These trends of increasing disparities between rich and poor have escalated 
rather than diminished during the 1990s: 

• In 1989, the top 4% in income earned as much as the bottom 51 %. Thirty years 
earlier, in 1959, the top 4% earned as much as the bottom 35%-a 16 point 
difference. According to Barlett and Steele "The wage and salary structure of 
American business, encouraged by federal tax policies, is pushing the nation 
toward a two-class society" (p. ix). 

• During the 1980s, salaries of people earning $20,000 to $50,000 increased by 
44% while salaries for those earning $200,000 to $1 million increased by 
697%; if you were fortunate enough to earn more than $1 million, the icing 
on the cake was that you received a whopping salary increase of 2,184%! In 
Barlett and Steele's terms: "Viewed more broadly, the total wages of all people 
who earned less than $50,000 a year-85 percent of all Americans
increased an average of just 2 percent a year over those ten years. At the same 
time, the total wages of all millionaires shot up 243 percent a year" (p. 4). 



•Asa result of the Tax Reform Act of 1986 those earning up to $50,000 saw 
tax cuts of between 6% and 16% while those earning more than $500,000 saw 
tax cuts of between 31% and 34%. This represented an average 1989 tax sav
ings per return of $300 for those earning $20,000 to $30,000 compared to an 
average savings of $281,033 for those earning $1 million or more. 

• During the 1950s the corporate share of U.S. income tax collected was 39% 
compared to 61 % for individuals; in the 1980s the corporate share had 
dropped to 17% while individuals' share rose to 83%. 

• The percentage of workers receiving fully paid health insurance fell from 75 
percent to 48 percent between 1982 and 1989. 

Barlett and Steele argue that as a result of the way the rules of the game 
have been rigged "the already rich are richer than ever; there has been an explo
sion in overnight new rich; life for the working class is deteriorating, and those 
at the bottom are trapped" (p. 2). They summarize the data as follows: 

Indeed the growth of the middle class-one of the underpinnings of 
democracy in this country-has been reversed. By government 
action. Taken as a whole, these are the results of the rules that gov
ern the game: 

• They have created a tax system that is firmly weighted against the 
middle class. 

• They have enabled companies to trim or cancel health-care and 
pension benefits for employees. 

• They have granted subsidies to businesses that create low-wage 
jobs that are eroding living standards. 

• They have undermined longtime stable businesses and communities. 

• They have rewarded companies that transfer jobs abroad and elim
inate jobs in this country. 

• They have placed home ownership out of reach of a growing num
ber of Americans and made the financing of a college education 
impossible without incurring a hefty debt. 

Look upon it as the dismantling of the middle class. And understand 
that, barring some unexpected intervention by the federal govern-



ment, the worst is yet to come. For we are in the midst of the largest 
transfer of wealth in the nation's history. (pp . 2-3) 

Noam Chomsky (1995) is even more blunt in his assessment of the caus
es of crime and violence in American society. He points to the fact that "we're 
the only industrial nation that doesn't have some sort of guaranteed health 
insurance .... Despite being the richest society we have twice the poverty rate 
of any other industrialized nation, and much higher rates of incarceration" (pp. 
128-129). In pointing to the powerful state protection for the rich (illustrated 
in Barlett and Steele's data), he suggests that: 

The United States has, from its origins, been a highly protectionist 
society with very high tariffs and massive subsidies for the rich. It's a 
huge welfare state for the rich, and society ends up being very polar
ized. Despite the New Deal, and the Great Society measures in the 
1960s, which attempted to move the United States toward the social 
contracts of the other industrialized nations, we still have the high
est social and economic inequality, and such polarization is increas
ing very sharply. These factors-high polarization, a welfare state for 
the rich, and marginalization of parts of the population-have their 
effects. One effect is a lot of crime. (p . 129) 

One of the major sources of subsidies for the rich is the Pentagon, which 
is why, according to Chomsky, it hasn't declined substantially with the end of 
the Cold War. In fact the U.S. is still spending almost as much on the military as 
the rest of the world combined. [3] In addition to the Pentagon, Chomsky high
lights straight welfare payments to the rich in the form of home mortgage tax 
rebates, about 80% of which go to people with incomes over $50,000 (who rep
resent just 15% of the population, according to Barlett and Steele). He justifies 
labeling these welfare payments on the grounds that "it's exactly the same if I 
don't give the government $100 or if the government does give me $ 100" (p. 
131).Another example of social welfare for the rich is business expenses as tax 
write-offs which far outweigh welfare payments to the poor. 

In summary, the economic pressures that many middle-class people are feel
ing (despite the 1990s boom economy) has come from the transfer of resources 
from middle-class and poor families to the wealthy. This combined with the 
Savings and Loan bailout of hundreds of billions of dollars and the obscene level 
of military expenditures during the 1980s and 1990s has resulted in hard times 
for ordinary people. They feel angry about it and want to blame someone. 



Finding Scapegoats. The escalation of rhetoric against immigration, bilin
gual education, and cultural diversity in general is a convenient way of accom
plishing two goals: First, it directs people's anger against a potential threat to the 
established power structure. The projected rapid growth of minority popula
tions, particularly Spanish-speakers, is a source of concern; if these groups retain 
some cultural and linguistic distinctiveness, it is feared that they may be less sub
ject to persuasion ( control) than other Americans. If they were ever to exercise 
their right to vote in substantial numbers then, in columnist James Reston's 
view, they might "not only influence but hold the decisive margin in state and 
local elections" (The Journal, Milwaukee, WI, February 5, 1981). In order to pre
vent this catastrophic scenario, it is imperative to reverse the infiltration of alien 
languages and cultures into American institutions as rapidly as possible. [ 4] 

Second, directing people's anger against immigrants, bilingual educators, 
welfare mothers, single parent families, and the like, serves to divert attention 
from the massive transfer of wealth from middle-class and poor to the rich. It very 
effectively obscures the real causes of school failure among marginalized groups 
and how the power structure operates to reproduce educational disparities. 
Once again, Chomsky lucidly identifies how this scapegoating process works: 

The building up of scapegoats and fear is standard. If you're stomping 
on people's faces, you don't want them to notice that;you want them 
to be afraid of somebody else-Jews, homosexuals, welfare queens, 
immigrants, whoever it is. That's how Hitler got to power, and in fact 
he became the most popular leader in German history. People are 
scared, they're upset, the world isn't working, and they don't like the 
way things are. You don't want people to look at the actual source of 
power, that's much too dangerous, so therefore, you need to have 
them blame or be frightened of someone else. (1995, p.134) 

The same process of finding scapegoats is evident in the debate on reading 
that was considered in Chapter 4. The "consensus"view put forward by many aca
demics (e.g., Mathes & Torgeson, 2000; Snow, Burns & Griffin, 1998; Stanovich & 
Stanovich, 1998) is that "whole-language" instruction is responsible for the failure 
of many students to acquire adequate reading skills as a result of the fact that 
whole-language does not sufficiently emphasize the explicit systematic teaching 
of phonemic awareness and phonological processing skills. The remedy is direct 
systematic explicit instruction in phonemic awareness and phonics. Apart from 
issues of research interpretation considered in Chapter 4, a major problem here is 



the fact that this approach limits the framework of discourse to a specific and iso
lated instructional intervention and largely ignores the role of broader social and 
cultural factors in determining reading success and failure. 

This point is clearly expressed by James Paul Gee (1999) in a response to 
the National Academy of Sciences report Preventing Reading Difficulties in 
Young Children (Snow, Burns & Griffin, 1998). Gee points out that the report 
focuses primarily on decoding (what it calls "real reading") rather than on the 
broader issues of language, literacy, and learning as they are situated in and influ
enced by sociocultural practices both in and out of schools. He notes that "the 
report admits (though draws no interesting inferences from this fact) that high 
levels of poverty in a school are a better predictor of children who will have 
reading problems than is a lack of early phonemic awareness, an issue to which 
the report devotes a great deal of space" (1999, pp . 360-361) . 

Gee highlights the fact that in the United States, as acknowledged by the 
National Academy report, poor readers "are concentrated in certain ethnic 
groups and in poor, urban neighborhoods and rural towns" (Snow, Burns & 

Griffin, 1998, p. 98). He points out that: 

For some time,from the late 1960s to the early 1980s, the Black-White 
gap (and that between several other minority groups and Whites), in 
both IQ test scores and other sorts of test scores, was fast closing . 
.. . Some of this heartening progress, especially in regard to achieve
ment tests, ceased in the 1980s. A report that was genuinely interest
ed in increasing the reading scores of at-risk children would ask what 
factors had been closing the Black-White gap, and why they ceased 
to operate. (1999 , p. 359) 

Gee points out that the factors that were closing the Black-White gap were 
powerful "reading interventions," because they significantly increased the read
ing scores of marginalized low-income groups. He suggests that the factors 
responsible were, in all likelihood, closely connected to the sorts of social pro
grams (stemming originally from [President] Johnson's War on Poverty) that 
were dismantled in the 1980s and 1990s. The problem with the approach adopt
ed by the National Academy that focused on "real reading" (decoding) is that it 
eliminates from the framework of discourse the influence on reading achieve
ment of social programs designed to combat poverty and educational discrimi
nation of various sorts (e.g., the huge disparities in per-pupil spending between 
affluent school districts and those in inner cities or poor rural areas). 



Gee concludes that if one is genuinely interested in improving reading, it 
is imperative to acknowledge that social, cultural, institutional, and political 
issues and interventions are intimately related to literacy development and not 
mere "background noise." In terms of the present framework, the broader con
text of widespread and persistent coercive relations of power in the wider soci
ety is directly related to educational outcomes in reading, math, and other 
curricular areas. To exclude these issues from consideration results in research 
interpretations that are distorted and potentially damaging to children: 

There is also the issue of power and racism, a matter not touched at 
all in the report. Some people believe that bringing up such issues is 
merely "political" or, at the very least, not directly relevant to reading. 
But this is simply not true. The fact that children will not identify 
with, or even will disidentify with, teachers and schools that they per
ceive as hostile, alien, or oppressive to their home-based identities 
and cultures is as much a cognitive as a political point. ... To ignore 
these wider issues, while stressing such things as phonemic aware
ness built on controlled texts, is to ignore, not merely what we know 
about politics, but also what we know about learning and literacy as 
well. (Gee, 1999, p. 360) 

In other words, the negotiation of identity in schools is much more funda
mental in promoting academic achievement among low-achieving communities 
than any particular instructional strategy for teaching phonemic awareness or 
any other aspect of reading. Reading achievement is totally embedded in pat
terns of societal power relations. To focus only on one isolated instructional ele
ment (however significant it might be) is to limit the framework of discourse so 
that social interventions that benefit low-income children, families and commu
nities do not even enter into consideration as relevant to the improvement of 
overall reading achievement. 

Resolving Contradictions. The roots of the contradictions identified 
earlier become more intelligible in light of this analysis of coercive relations of 
power. To reiterate the contradictions: 

• Our societies urgently need more people with fluent bilingual skills, yet we 
demonize bilingual education, the only program capable of delivering bilin
gualism and biliteracy. 



• Our economy increasingly requires people with symbolic analysis skills who 
are capable of collaborative critical inquiry, but we still insist that schools "get 
back to basics" (as though they ever left) and police this process with stan
dardized tests. 

• In order to increase economic performance and decrease the escalating costs 
of incarceration, we need to enable more low-income young people to gradu
ate from high school with the possibility of more than a below-the-poverty
line job; only in this way will they have a stake in contributing to our society; 
yet we resist the kind of educational reforms that would promote contexts of 
empowerment for low-income students, preferring instead to warehouse 
them indefinitely in prisons built at enormous cost to the taxpayer. 

• Finally, our society desperately needs to restore some sense of coherence and 
community to its people, founded on notions such as social justice and the 
common good; yet, any attempt to desanitize the curriculum and look at his
torical and current issues of social justice from multiple perspectives is still 
vehemently resisted. 

The reason our school systems are discouraged or prevented from pursu
ing these directions that respond rationally to the changing social realities of the 
21st century is that, in one way or another, these directions potentially threaten 
the coercive power structure that manufactures consent for grossly inequitable 
resource distribution in our societies. If bilingualism or intercultural literacy 
were encouraged, it would legitimate the presence of the Other within societal 
institutions; if critical literacy were encouraged, it might undermine the process 
of manufacturing consent through indoctrination and disinformation; if we 
seriously contemplated reversing underachievement among low-income inner 
city youth, it would require "an investment in education comparable to what 
has been spent on building a high-tech military machine" (Wirth, 1993, p. 365)
in other words, a significant transfer of wealth from the rich to the poor. Finally, 
it is virtually unthinkable in most societies around the world to invite educators 
to desanitize the curriculum and examine the ways in which power has been, 
and is, wielded for coercive ends. [5] 

To what extent can educators, operating within these constraints, realistical
ly create contexts of empowerment that would challenge the impact of coercive 
relations of power on themselves and their students? Chomsky is pessimistic: 



It's just not going to be allowed, because it's too subversive. You can 
teach students to think for themselves in the sciences because you 
want people to be independent and creative, otherwise you don't have 
science. But science and engineering students are not encouraged to 
be critical in terms of the political and social implications of their 
work. In most other fields you want students to be obedient and sub
missive, and that starts from childhood. Now teachers can try, and do 
break out of that, but, they will surely find if they go too far, that as soon 
as it gets noticed there'll be pressures to stop them. (1995,p.141) 

I am somewhat more optimistic than Chomsky about what educators, indi
vidually and collectively, can achieve. This is elaborated in the final section. 

Towards Collaborative 
Relations of Power in the Classroom 

In the dismal scenario sketched above, there are two beacons of hope. One 
is the fact that power structures are not monolithic. There are many individuals 
and institutions within North American societies that are committed to chal
lenging inequality and exploitation. In fact, at one level, the United States has 
committed itself to educational equity more vigorously than most other Western 
nations. Since the mid-1960s considerable resources have been expended on 
research to try to understand the causes of school failure and on intervention 
aimed at reversing a legacy of educational exclusion. This public commitment 
has been matched by the enormous dedication of many educators who go far 
beyond their job descriptions to promote contexts of empowerment in their 
classrooms. However, as documented above, at another level, a very different 
process is operating that attempts to neutralize potential challenges to the coer
cive power structure. 

A reason for some optimism at this point is that the operation of coercive 
relations of power has reached a point of diminishing returns. The contradic
tions are becoming more obvious. Fiscal deficits are unlikely to be reduced 
when more police are required to combat crime and more prisons are being 
built to contain undereducated young people; business is unlikely to thrive 
when fewer people have the disposable income to buy its products; and so on. 
I am optimistic enough to believe that, in the coming years, coercive power 
structures will become visible to a greater number of people, thereby providing 
more scope for educational and other institutions to pursue an agenda of social 
justice and collaborative empowerment. 
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A second source of optimism lies in the power that schools, communities, 
and individual educators have to create contexts of empowerment even under 
unfavorable conditions. [6] Scattered throughout this volume are examples of 
this process. School systems are increasingly showing an interest in two-way 
bilingual immersion programs that explicitly, and very successfully, challenge 
the Us versus Them ideology promoted by groups such as U.S. English. 
Periodicals such as Rethinking Schools create a community of inquiry among 
educators that counteracts processes of indoctrination and disinformation. In 
many cases, culturally diverse communities themselves are mobilizing to 
demand respectful and high quality education for their children. 

As emphasized throughout this volume, individual educators are never 
powerless, although they frequently work in conditions that are oppressive both 
for them and their students (see, for example, Kozol, 1991). While they rarely 
have complete freedom, educators do have choices in the way they structure the 
micro-interactions in the classroom. They do determine for themselves the social 
and educational goals they want to achieve with their students. They are respon
sible for the role definitions they adopt in relation to culturally diverse students 
and communities. Even in the context of English-only instruction, educators have 
options in their orientation to students' language and culture, in the forms of par
ent and community participation they encourage, and in the way they imple
ment pedagogy and assessment (see for example the International High School 
at LaGuardia Community College in New York City discussed in Chapter 8). 

In short, through their practice and their interactions with students, edu
cators define their own identities. Students, likewise, go through a process of 
defining their identities in interaction with their teachers, peers, and parents. 
This process of negotiating identities can never be fully controlled from the out
side, although it will certainly be influenced by many forces. Thus, educators 
individually and collectively, have the potential to work towards the creation of 
contexts of empowerment. Within these interactional spaces where identities 
are negotiated, students and educators together can generate power that chal
lenges structures of injustice in small but significant ways. Each student who 
graduates into the 21st century with well-developed critical literacy skills, inter
cultural sensitivity, and an informed commitment to the ideals of "liberty and 
justice for all," enshrined in the American constitution, represents a challenge to 
coercive relations of power. 

When classroom interactions are fueled by collaborative relations of 
power, students gain access to ways of navigating difference that our domestic 



and international communities are sadly lacking at the present time. Bilingual 
students who feel a sense of belonging in their classroom learning community 
are more likely to feel "at home" in their society upon graduation and to con
tribute actively to building that society. Schools that have brought issues related 
to cultural and linguistic diversity from the periphery to the center of their mis
sion are more likely to prepare students to thrive in the interdependent global 
society in which they will live. The goal for all of us as educator's is to strive to 
make our classrooms and schools microcosms of the kind of caring society that 
we would like our own children and grandchildren to inherit. I strongly believe 
that this is an attainable goal. 

Endnotes to Chapter 10 
1. The analysis presented here is elaborated in more detail in Cummins and Sayers (1995). The 

analysis in the chapter as a whole elaborates on a keynote presentation I gave at the 1995 
California Association for Bilingual Education conference in Anaheim entitled Resisting 
Xenophobia: Proposition 187 and its Aftermath. 

2. Increased linguistic and cultural diversity is a phenomenon affecting many countries in addi
tion to the United States. In Canada, for example, more than 50 percent of the student pop
ulation in Toronto and Vancouver have a first language other than English. In the 
Netherlands, 40 percent of students in Amsterdam schools are of non-Dutch origin and in 
the country as a whole dose to 20 percent of the population is of non-Dutch origin. 

In the United States, immigrants' share of total population growth has increased sig
nificantly from 11 percent between 1960 and 1970 to 39 percent between 1980 and 1990. 
Latinos/Latinas will account for more than 40 percent of population growth over the next 
60 years and become the nation's largest minority in the year 2013. The Asian American pop
ulation is expected to increase from 8 million in 1992 to 16 million by 2009, 24 million by 
2024, and 32 million by 2038. African Americans are expected to double in number by the 
year 2050.At current growth rates, the U.S.foreign-born population will probably exceed ten 
percent by the year 2000 (Hispanic Link Weekly Report, 1995, Vol. 13, No. 31). Waggoner 
(1999) summarized the demographic realities as follows: 

The United States became much more culturally and linguistically diverse in 
the 1980s than in previous decades. The foreign-born population grew from 
14.1 million in 1980 to 19.8 million, and the population of people who 
speak languages other than English at home grew from 23.1 million to 31.8 
million. While the total population increased by 10% between 1980 and 
1990, the foreign-born population increased by 40% and the population 
speaking languages other than English at home by 38%. (1999, p.14) 

Consistent with these projected growth trends, the proportion of culturally diverse 
students is rapidly increasing in U.S. urban centers. To illustrate, the National Coalition of 
Advocates for Students (1988) estimated that by the year 2001, minority enrollment levels 



will range from 70 to 96 percent in the nation's 15 largest school systems. In California, so
called minority groups (e.g., Latinos/Latinas, African Americans, Asian Americans) already 
represent a greater proportion of the school population than students from the so-called 
majority group. By the year 2030, half of all the children in the state are projected to be of 
Latino/Latina background while Euro-Americans will compose 60 percent of the elderly 
population , a reality that historian Paul Kennedy (1993) terms "a troublesome mismatch" 
that raises the prospect of "a massive contest over welfare and entitlement priorities 
between predominantly Caucasian retirees and predominantly nonwhite children , mothers , 
and unemployed , each with its vocal advocacy organizations" (p. 313). 

3. Macedo (1994) reminds readers of the fraud rampant in the military-industrial complex dur
ing the 1980s as illustrated in the Pentagon paying $700 for a toilet seat and $350 for a 
screwdriver . He also illustrates the process of social welfare for the rich with current exam
ples such as a $220 million subsidy paid to bail out McDonnell Douglas in 1990 and military 
action abroad to protect the interests of U.S. corporations . Among the examples he cites are 
the following: 

• In 1954 the CIA spent millions of dollars to organize the overthrow of 
the elected president of Guatemala in order to protect the interests of 
the United Fruit Company. 

• In 1973 the U.S. government spent millions of dollars in concert with 
IT&T Corporation to overthrow the democratically-elected socialist lead
er of Chile, Salvador Allende. 

• The average tax rate for the top twelve American military contractors, 
who made $19 billion in profits in 1981, 1982, and 1983, was 1.5 per
cent. Middle-class American s paid 15 percent. (p . 93) 

Along the same lines, Chomsky (1995) points out that Newt Gingrich's congressional 
district, a very wealthy suburb of Atlanta, 

gets more federal subsidies-taxpayers ' money-than any suburban county 
in the country, outside the federal system itself .... The biggest employer in 
his district happens to be Lockheed . Well, what's Lockheed? That's a pub
licly subsidized corporation. Lockheed wouldn 't exist for five minutes if it 
wasn't for the public subsidy under the pretext of defense, but that's just a 
joke. The United States hasn 't faced a threat probably since the War of 1812. 
Certainly, there's no threat now. (p . 129- 130). 

4. Although it has since been overshadowed by Proposition 227, the debate on Proposition 
187,intended to eliminate all services to undocumented immigrants , unleashed a lot of pent
up anti-immigrant emotion in California during 1994. In a presentat ion to the California 
Association for Bilingual Education conference in February 1995, I tried to draw out some 
of the lessons of this debate as follows: 

"Proposition 187 represents a turning point in the social history of California and 
probably in the social history of all of North America. Obviously those who support it intend 



for it to be a turning point-a first step in reclaiming the nation, reversing direction after 30 
years of increasing multicultural fragmentation, increasing crime, increasing economic diffi
culty. All the social ills of the nation are symbolized within this Proposition and the culprit 
for these social ills has been identified. The cause of the fear and the loathing embodied in 
this Proposition is all around us in everything that we as bilingual educators collectively rep
resent. Proposition 187 expresses the fear of diversity, the fear of difference, the fear of the 
Other, the fear of strangers- xenophobia. 

It is also intended as a statement of identity-a statement of national unity, a statement 
of who the landlords of this country are and who are the tenants; a warning to the tenants 
that their lease is close to expiring and if they don't lower their voices, withdraw their 
demands, become silent and invisible, they will be evicted without ceremony. 

Proposition 187 is about power, who has it and who intends to keep it. It is about 
intimidation and it is about racism and we must recognize these realities if we are to fight 
against it. 

However, if we are to fight it effectively we must understand it better than I think we 
do. It is not enough to dismiss it as racist because certainly a large proportion of those who 
supported it do not see themselves as racist and are not racist in the usual sense of the term. 
If we are to reverse this process and work towards a saner more tolerant society, we must 
communicate and dialogue with many of those who currently see diversity as a threat. In fact, 
we must join forces with them to articulate a vision of our society where there is coopera
tion rather than competition across cultural boundaries, where cultural difference enriches 
the whole rather than scatters the parts. We have to find those areas where different cultur
al groups have common vested interests and join forces to achieve these common goals. 

The general public, largely white- and blue-collar working people have bought into the 
message that diversity threatens their way of life. They believe the disinformation that has 
been transmitted about the costs of immigration, about immigrants taking jobs from resi
dents, about students not learning any English in schools because of bilingual education, 
about multicultural advocates dismantling the history of this country. These people are 
afraid not only because of the increase in diversity but also because the media have skillful
ly associated diversity with increases in crime and economic hardship. Willie Horton may 
have stopped revolving in the prison door, but George Bush's message lives on: the Other is 
out there and he's waiting to get you. 

Let's look at the realities: 
Immigration. Business Week Ouly 13, 1992) reports that at least 11 million immi

grants are working and from their earnings of $240 billion are paying more than $90 billion 
annually in taxes, a great deal more than the $5 billion they are estimated to receive in pub
lic assistance. In fact, despite their difficult economic situation as new arrivals, only 8.8% of 
immigrants receive public assistance, compared with 7.9% of the general population. 
Furthermore, the average immigrant family pays $2,500 more in tax dollars annually than 
they receive in public services (New York Times, June 27, 1993, p. Al). The American 
Council on Civil liberties (ACLU) has also summarized data regarding the economic impact 
of immigration; among the information it compiled is the following: 



• In a 1990 American Immigration Institute Survey of prominent 
economists, four out of five said that immigrants had a favorable impact 
on economic growth. None said that immigrants had an adverse impact 
on economic growth. 

• According to a Los Angeles Times analysis summarizing the best available 
research, "Immigrants contribute mightily to the economy, by paying bil
lions in annual taxes, by filling low-wage jobs that keep domestic indus
try competitive, and by spurring investment and job-creation, revitalizing 
once-decaying communities. Many social scientists conclude that the 
newcomers, rather than drain government treasuries, contribute overall 
far more than they utilize in services." (January 6, 1992). 

• Studies by the Rand Corporation, the University of Maryland, the Council 
of Economic Advisors, the National Research Council and the Urban 
Institute all show that immigrants do not have a negative effect on the 
earnings and employment opportunities of native-born Americans. A 
1989 Department of Labor study found that neither U.S. workers in com
plementary jobs, nor most minority workers, appear to be adversely 
affected by immigration (ACLU,Department of Public Education.June 10, 
1994). 

5. In response to a question about how greed and the pursuit of profit are infused in the his
tories of the U.S. and other countries, Chomsky discussed how the educational system works 
to make certain thoughts "unthinkable:" 

Well, [the teaching of history is] a little better than it used to be, but not 
much. Much of history is just wiped out. We just went through a war in 
Central America in which hundreds of thousands of people were slaugh
tered, and countries destroyed-huge terror. U.S. operations were con
demned by the World Court as international terrorism. It's nevertheless 
described in this country as an effort to bring democracy to Central 
America. How do they get away with that? If you have a deeply indoctri
nated educated sector, as we do, you're not going to get any dissent there, 
and among the general population who may not be so deeply indoctrinat
ed, they're marginal. They're supposed to be afraid of welfare mothers and 
people coming to attack us, and they're busy watching football games and 
so on, so it doesn't matter what they think.And that's pretty much the way 
the educational system and the media work. (1995, p. 139) 

6. A more elaborated account of the collaborative creation of power (empowerment), and its 
opposite, can be found in Norwegian peace researcher Johan Galtung's (1980) description 
of what he calls autonomy: 

Autonomy is here seen as power-over-oneself so as to be able to withstand 
what others might have of power-over-others. I use the distinction between 



ideological, remunerative and punitive power, depending on whether the 
influence is based on internal , positive external , or negative external sanc
tions. Autonomy then is the degree of 'inoculation' against these forms of 
power. These forms of power, exerted by means of ideas, carrots and sticks, 
can work only if the power receiver really receives the pressure, which pre
supposes a certain degree of submissiveness, dependency and fear, respec
tively. Their antidotes are self-respect, self-sufficiency; and fearlessness . 
. . . 'self-respect' can be defined as 'confidence in one 's own ideas and abili
ty to set one's own goals; 'self-sufficiency' as the 'possibility of pursuing 
them with one's own means; and 'fearlessness; as 'the possibility of per
sisting despite threats of destruction: ... 

The opposite [of autonomy] is penetration , meaning that the outside has 
penetrated into one 's self to the extent of creating submissiveness to ideas, 
dependency on 'goods' from the outside, and fear of the outside in terms 
of 'bads.' (1980, p . 58-59) 





Language Policy Considerations for 
Bilingual Students Proposed by the Scottish 
Consultative Council on the Curriculum 
(adapted from Landon et al, 1994) 

he document Languages for Life published by the Scottish 
Consultative Council on the Curriculum illustrates the kind 
of enlightened consideration of students' bilingualism that is 
sorely lacking in many North American school systems at the 
present time. Below, I have paraphrased some of the sugges
tions which the Consultative Council groups under the head-

ings Realizing a Child's Language Assets and a Checklist for Action. My intent 
is to provide a sense of the kinds of suggestions they make rather than a com
plete summary. In some cases, I have interpreted and/or elaborated on the sug
gestions made by the Consultative Council. The Council's suggestions are 
intended for children from 5-14 years of age and obviously some will more 
appropriate for children at younger rather than older ages within this range, and 
vice-versa .. However, many of the suggestions are appropriate across the entire 
grade spectrum, including high school. 

Realizing a Child's Language Assets 

School Environment and Ethos 
• Provide signs and posters in the various languages of the community at the 

school entrance and other prominent places in order to welcome members of 
the community and showcase the school's commitment to bilingualism. 
Parents and other community members can be involved in producing these 
bilingual notices, labels, and signs. 

• Parents from various language backgrounds can be invited to help in the class
room, library, and playground, and encouraged to use their home language 
whenever possible. 



• Greetings and information in various home languages can be incorporated 
in newsletters and other forms of communication with parents and the 
community. 

Support for Learning 
• In pair or group work on at least some occasions, provide opportunities for 

children from the same language background to use their L1 in carrying out 
assignments or projects. 

• Ensure that the school and classroom libraries include books written in dif
ferent languages, including dual language books. 

• Acknowledge children's L1 achievements whenever possible (e.g. school dis
plays, newsletters, report card). This may involve liaison with community
based language classes. In addition, encourage children to study their home 
language, or the home language of their peers, in extracurricular clubs or dur
ing free-choice periods. 

• Demonstrate a positive approach to children spending time visiting their 
countries of origin. Encourage parents to let the school know of such visits in 
good time so that teachers can set tasks or projects for children to complete 
(using their Ll). For example, children can gather material for display and shar
ing with their teachers and peers when they return to school. 

Opportunities for Home Language Development 
Within the Curriculum Language 
• Invite parents to tell stories to the class in languages other then English. 

Children who are not from that home language background can speculate on 
the meaning of the story from gestures, expressions, pictures etc. used by the 
story-teller. 

• Children who are proficient in their home language can be encouraged to 
write stories or poems in that language. These stories and poems can be trans
lated either by the child herself/himself or with help from peers, school staff, 
parents, or community members, for sharing with those from other home lan
guage backgrounds. They can also be published within the classroom for the 
classroom library or for the school newsletter, magazine, or web site. 



• Children can be offered the opportunity to use the home language during 
assemblies or class presentations. In a school climate of celebrating children's 
linguistic accomplishments, children are likely to be less reluctant to display 
their bilingual/multilingual proficiency; however, children should not be put 
on the spot or pressured to do this. 

• All children should be given the opportunity to learn and try out common 
expressions in the languages present in the community or classroom. 

Mathematics 
• Explore number systems in different languages (e.g. Chinese) and encourage 

children to carry out computations using their home language numbers (par
ents can be a useful resource for this activity). 

• Learn number rhymes in different home languages. 

Expressive Arts 
• Listen to and perform songs or games (e.g. Simon Says .. ) in different home 

languages. 

• Children can produce dramatic scripts, and perform drama, in which different 
home languages are used. English can also be integrated in these dramas/role 
plays, possibly depicting cross-cultural communication situations that they or 
their families have experienced in migrating into a new culture and commu
nity. This can be linked with observing people using different languages on 
film or video and discussing cultural traits (e.g. gestures) and dramatic tech
niques and conventions. 

• Use different writing systems as a basis for calligraphy or creative design. 

• Have children compare how the media report world events in different lan
guages. Parents once again can be an important resource in providing access 
to, or information from , newspapers, television programs, etc. in their home 
languages. Web sites from news media in different languages can also be 
explored by children and parents. 



Environmental and Global Studies 
• Provide children with the opportunity to carry out projects in the local com

munity where they will use their home languages (e.g. interviewing local res
idents, collecting life stories or the history of the local community, etc.). 

• Cultural and environmental exploration in the local community can be 
enhanced if the school or class collaborates with a sister class in a different 
community (either within the country or internationally). Strategies for using 
the Internet and World Wide Web to carry out these exchanges and collabo
rative projects have been discussed in Cummins and Sayers (1995). 

• Provide children with the opportunity to investigate the global distribution 
and history of major languages such as Chinese, Spanish, Arabic, Hindi etc. 
Children can also consider the history and distribution of their home lan
guages and what makes these languages unique (e.g. literature, script, rela
tionship with other languages, etc.). 

A Checklist for Action on School Language Policy 

School Ethos 
• Is the ethos of the school communicated clearly enough for children to feel 

confident to identify with and use their home languages in class and other 
school contexts? 

• Are children's diverse language accomplishments celebrated and acclaimed in 
different spheres of the school's life? 

Staff Development 
• Are all class teachers and support teachers/classroom assistants aware of the 

benefits of maintaining and developing children's home languages? 

• Are all class teachers able to provide appropriate support to children devel
oping as bilinguals at all stages of ESL development? 

• Are all class teachers prepared to explore with support staff (e.g. ESL and 
bilingual teachers) the most effective ways of cooperating in order to make 
the curriculum accessible to bilingual students? 



Partnerships with the Home and Community 
• Are records kept of the home languages of children and made available to all 

school staff? 

• Are trained interpreters used, and translations of home communications 
made, to facilitate communication with parents whose English is limited? 

• Are parents encouraged to participate actively in school life and to contribute 
to class activities? 

• Are references to the development of the child as a bilingual made in reports 
on the child? 

• Are parents actively encouraged and supported in developing their children's 
home language outside the school? Are they made aware of how fragile, and 
subject to significant loss of fluency, the home language can be when it is not 
strongly supported in the home and community? 

Classroom Practice-Home Language Development 
• Do children use their home languages in the classroom and school to com

municate freely with other children from that background? If they do not, do 
you know what might be inhibiting them and how their inhibitions might be 
reduced? 

• Are instructional opportunities provided to explore language diversity across 
the curriculum and to affirm and support children's fascination with different 
languages as tools for expression of identity and action/influence on the world? 

Classroom Practice-Second Language Development 
• Are appropriate supports for second language development provided within 

the mainstream classroom as a matter of course? These supports should include: 

1. graphic organizers and other forms of visual scaffolding; 

2. opportunities for purposeful interaction in L1 or 12 between students as 
they pursue academic tasks; 

3. placement of the bilingual child as a working member of a supportive 
group within the class; 



• Are opportunities provided for bilingual children to share their prior knowl
edge of curriculum-relevant content and their cultural/life experience if they 
wish to do so? 

• Is the approach to English language errors sensitive and supportive, with the 
primary emphasis (particularly in the early stages of ESL development) on the 
quality of content rather than on the accuracy of expression? 

• Are accurate and non-discriminatory records maintained of the child's overall 
learning development and his/her progress in acquiring conversational and 
academic English? 

• Are children provided with appropriately-scaffolded and intellectually chal
lenging instruction both in the early stages of acquiring social fluency in 
English and in the later stages of catching up academically in English? 

School Policy 
Does the school's language policy: 

1. articulate the benefit to all of recognizing and exploring language 
diversity? 

2. make a strong commitment to home language development? 

3. make a strong commitment to providing second language support for 
students to access the mainstream curriculum within the mainstream 
classroom? 

4. make clear the role and function of ESL and bilingual support teachers 
(where available)? 

5. provide guidance and specific procedures as to how these aspects of the 
school's language policy can be achieved? 

• Are all school staff (including assessment specialists and special education 
personnel) made aware of the school's language policy and invited to discuss 
its provisions and make contributions to its improvement? 

• Is the language policy made available to parents in a form and in a language 
that they can understand? 

• Does the school regularly monitor the policy and make modifications to pro
cedures, provision, and practice as a result of this monitoring? 



Postscript 
The enlightened orientation evident among Scottish educational authori

ties in relation to the importance of encouraging children to develop their 
home language brings to mind another Scottish reality from more than 150 
years ago.Jane Gibson, a former Heritage Language coordinator of the East York 
Board of Education in Toronto brought to my attention a passage in a book 
recently published regarding the experience of a Scottish immigrant to Canada 
in the 1830s. The book itself was written in Gaelic, as a guide to future immi
grants, by Robert McDougall, a fluent Gaelic speaker. The Introduction to the 
book describes the situation in Scotland in the early 1800s that caused many to 
seek a better life in North America. 

The passage quoted below focuses on the educational systein. It highlights 
both the efficacy of dual language programs and the strong relationship 
between Gaelic (Ll) proficiency and the acquisition of English as a second lan
guage. Clearly, acute observers have known for a very long time what the 
research findings are uncovering about the benefits of dual language instruction 
and the interdependence between L1 and L2 academic development: 

"Not all regions in Scotland had schools, even well into the nine
teenth century. And where schools existed, students and educators 
alike faced another dilemma: largely for political reasons, English was 
the preferred medium of instruction, despite obvious problems in 
communication. Worse, many schools ignored Gaelic entirely, both 
because it was politically expedient and because there were no 
Gaelic texts to use . Fortunately, by the early nineteenth century, atti
tudes had softened somewhat; the Scots had not risen against the 
English recently, and educators discovered that Gaelic students 
learned to read English more easily if they had a basic grounding 
in Gaelic grammar and literature. The fluency of MacDougall's 
written Gaelic indicates that he was one of the lucky ones, taught in 
both Gaelic and English." 

(From Elizabeth Thompson's Introduction to Robert MacDougall's 
The Emigrant's Guide to North America, published originally in 
1841 in Gaelic and republished in English translation, 1998, pp . x-xi; 
emphasis added) 
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