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Abstract

This paper explores published research on bilingual education practices worldwide. The history and development of varying types of bilingual education are defined and placed in context. Social, academic, cognitive, and economic benefits of bilingualism are discussed and explained in support of the implementation of bilingual education for all students, both those of the linguistic minority and those of the linguistic majority. One study of the International High School plurilingual education model is explored as a model program for not only teaching bilingualism and biliteracy, but for holistically educating students in a dynamic environment. 
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Benefits of Bilingual Education for English and Non-English Speaking Students in the United States of America


The term ‘bilingual education’ is one that evokes emotional opinions from parents, educators, students, and community members. While views are conflicted and debates have become heated, it is an important issue, especially when considering the prediction, “children of immigrants will account for most of the growth in the school-aged population by 2050” (Han & Huang, 2010). These children and their families come to America looking for jobs and communities, but are faced with the difficult task of learning English before attaining success. Although a number of methods have proven successful in helping students acquire English, many of these have occurred at the expense of student mental, social, academic, and economic well-being. Typically efforts to teach English have created “nativist pressures toward monolingualism [that] have commonly led to the extinction of immigrant languages in two or three generations,” forcing immigrant families to assimilate into a new culture at the expense of their native customs (Gardner, 2004). To ensure students attain English proficiency before high school graduation while fostering their personal well-being and growth, a thoughtfully developed bilingual education model should be developed and implemented in American schools.

History


Although recent national media coverage and legislation has brought education of non-native students to the forefront, this issue is not a new one. In the 1960s, a worldwide ethnic revival coincided with a worldwide push by schools to pay more attention to developing bilingual proficiency in monolingual children. As communication, travel, and technology increased along with an increased sense of national pride, countries made it a priority to focus on the bilingual education of students both of language minorities and those of the language majority (García & Sylvan, 2011). 

One of the first structured bilingual education programs was developed in Montréal, Québec during this time. As the nation faced political and cultural changes, parents wanted to ensure their children’s future success in a country that was becoming linguistically diversified. Thus, in 1965, Wallace Lambert and his colleagues developed an “early immersion bilingual education program” and through its success, showed that bilingualism carried significant cognitive advantages (García & Sylvan, 2011; Golash-Boza, 2005).

At the same time, the United States was in the midst of the Civil Rights Era, which brought racial inequalities to the forefront of national attention. For groups of Mexican Americans, Puerto Ricans, and Native Americans, the racial inequalities in education led to the establishment of some bilingual education programs through the Bilingual Education Act within the Elementary and Secondary Education Act. Through this Act, two types of programs were developed: maintenance bilingual education programs and transitional bilingual education programs. Maintenance bilingual education programs were initially popular and held the philosophy that “maintaining the home language of the children while developing English” was beneficial to the development of both languages and the retention of culture (García & Sylvan, 2011). However, in 1974, the Bilingual Education Act was reauthorized and programs went from maintaining the home language to using the home language only until English proficiency was reached. These programs, transitional bilingual education programs, did not focus on retaining or maintaining students’ home language after students attained English proficiency (García & Sylvan, 2011). 

These significant changes in the Western Hemisphere coincided with many Asian and African countries gaining independence. As new countries formed and mass-migration moved populations and the languages they speak, educators struggled to find a way to teach the multilingual population one language that was, essentially, foreign to all. In response, the United Nations Education, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) encouraged these countries to adopt a transitional bilingual education approach (García & Sylvan, 2011).

While transitional bilingual education and maintenance bilingual education models have both proven effective, they both treat language acquisition as a linear process that is either additive or subtractive. In additive bilingualism, the ultimate goal is bilingualism, or fluency in both language. This model views language acquisition as a child entering school with a home language (L1) and the second language (L2) is added, so the speaker becomes a fluent speaker of both languages (García & Sylvan, 2011). Most bilingual programs, including transitional bilingual education, view language acquisition as a subtractive process. For instance, subtractive bilingualism views a child’s home language as a means to achieving L2 mastery rather than as an asset to the child’s linguistic repertoire. Thus, a child entering a subtractive program only uses their home language (L1) until the L2 is mastered, so the L1 can then be forgotten and “subtracted” from the student’s linguistic abilities, and monolingualism is attained (García & Sylvan, 2011).
This view of language acquisition as a linear process changed significantly with Jim Cummins’ Theory of Linguistic Interdependence. Cummins proposed that both languages (L1 and L2) aid in students’ acquisition of language and their acquisition of content knowledge. He also proposed the Theory of Common Underlying Proficiency, which suggested that knowledge and abilities acquired in one language (i.e. L1) can be beneficial in the development of another (i.e. L2) (García & Sylvan, 2011).

This view of bilingualism and language acquisition as a dynamic, rather than linear process, resonated with the collapse of totalitarian governments throughout Europe. As in the Asian and African countries, populations relocated and dispersed and took their multitude of languages with them. This need to give students a wide range of linguistic competence in a variety of languages led to important changes in bilingual education. Models such as developmental bilingual education, which capitalized on the heterogeneous nature of language, and immersion revitalization bilingual education, which promotes using student knowledge of ancestral language to help in the acquisition of a new language and the development of the ancestral language, were developed to promote linguistic diversity. Most notably, two-way bilingual education (“dual language”) was developed as a way to educate language-majority and language-minority students simultaneously in two languages (García & Sylvan, 2011). This “dual language” model emphasizing language acquisition as a dynamic process is the method that has proven most successful when properly implemented.

Benefits

Despite the conflicting methods and theories behind bilingualism, scholars tend to agree on one significant point: bilingualism is beneficial for students beyond the obvious addition of the ability to speak multiple languages. Many experts believe this is because language is more than just a means of communication and has deep connections to one’s ethnic identity (Golash-Boza, 2005). Edward Finegan (2012) claims, “a person’s identity…is entwined with the speech patterns of the group he or she belongs to…To change the way you speak is to signal changes in who you are or how you want to be perceived.” Thus, it makes sense that many non-native English speakers desire to retain their native, first, or home language because it is viewed as an integral aspect of who they are and where they came from. This desire to hold onto culture is not negative, as many “English-Only” and “English First” supporters believe, but can lead to many important benefits for speakers who can become proficient in at least two languages.

Cognitive

In 1962, Peal & Lambert’s bilingual education model showed a positive relationship between bilingualism and cognitive ability and argued that bilingual children have greater cognitive flexibility than their monolingual peers (Golash-Boza, 2005). Since then, many scholars, including the American Association for the Advancement of Science, have argued that bilingualism protects the brain against cognitive decline. These cognitive improvements can be as simple as refining one’s multi-tasking abilities or as significant as delaying the onset of Alzheimer’s disease (Simmons, 2011). Bilingual individuals’ brains are constantly active because of the process of codeswitching, the process that enables bilingual individuals to shift between languages in context (i.e. translation) (García & Sylvan, 2011). This process allows bilingual individuals to perform better in tasks that involve editing out irrelevant information, focusing on relevant details, and prioritizing (Simmons, 2011). It is important to note that no research suggests that bilingualism can prevent Alzheimer’s, but bilinguals are “better able to cope” with the cognitive decline and showed significant delays in the onset and progression of the disease (Simmons, 2011). Bilingualism, or even the process of learning another language, has proven benefits for brain health and cognitive function.
Academic


When bilingual education programs are implemented in schools, one of the most readily available and notable measures of its success lies in the academic successes of its students. Typically, it takes an English Language Learner (ELL) three to five years to attain oral proficiency and four to seven years to attain proficiency in academic English (Gilroy, 2001). Because of this, it often takes ELL students longer than four years to graduate high school and pass the required proficiency exams (García & Sylvan, 2011). A study analyzing student success on California’s state achievement tests found that while both students enrolled in English immersion programs and those enrolled in bilingual education programs made progress on the tests, bilingual programs exceeded their target goals more significantly than the English immersion programs. This indicates that, at least in this measure, bilingualism is not a hindrance to student success, rather, it may be a key factor in determining student academic success. 


Another example in New York compared ELL students enrolled in the International High School (IHS) program with their peers in typical New York public schools and found significant support in favor of bilingualism rather than immersion programs. Students in the HIS bilingual program outperformed their public school counterparts on state standardized tests in Language Arts and Math. These schools also graduate 57% of ELL students in four years as compared to the 44% that graduate from the public school system immersion program in the same amount of time (García & Sylvan, 2011). Rumberger and Larson also found that bilingual students attained better grades and had lower dropout rates than their monolingual peers (as cited in Golash-Boza, 2005, p. 725). 

Similarly, using data from the National Education Longitudinal Survey, Lutz found that biliterate students were not only more likely to complete high school compared to their monolingual peers, but were also significantly more likely to enter a bachelor’s degree program at a university than their peers who speak only English (2004). A study of Filipinos and Latinos in Miami indicated that bilingual Latinos have higher reading and standardized test scores than monolingual peers and bilingual Filipinos achieved higher GPAs (Golash-Boza, 2005). These findings all indicate that bilingualism is more advangtageous than monolingualism, suggesting that bilingual education, rather than immersion, is most beneficial for students. 


Social


Bilingualism also provides significant social and community-level advantages. Because of their ability to speak a language other than English, bilingual students have special access to school and community networks and resources that otherwise would not be available to them. For example, most Spanish-speaking countries share a language and dialect, so they can share resources and communicate with others, thus building their community network (Golash-Boza, 2005). Zhou and Bankston found that social capital obtained from co-ethnic community networks and resources is crucial for the success of immigrant children and can even affect children’s academic success as a result (as cited in Golash-Boza, 2005, p. 725).


Maintaining two languages and connections to two different linguistic communities is also advantageous because, “people learn to see the world from two different perspectives” (Simmons, 2011). When immigrants and their families are able to maintain their home language in addition to acquiring a new language, higher self-esteem and stronger family cohesion have been reported (Han & Huang, 2010). This same study also found that bilingual children, both non-English and English-dominant, developed internalizing and externalizing behavior problems more slowly than their peers and had the lowest levels of behavior issues by the fifth grade. These results suggest that because bilingual children consistently interact in and identify with two cultures, they are likely able to better appreciate diversity when interacting with peers and teachers. In addition, many minority bilingual children also have strong community and family bonds that help create a sense of ethnic pride (Han &Huang, 2010).


Economic


Eighty-nine percent of Latinos indicate that they believe immigrants need to learn to speak English to be successful in the United States (Gardner, 2004).Historically, the foreign-born Hispanic population is older, less-educated, and poorer than the younger generation that is born in the United States. Older immigrants have a difficult time learning a new language and getting an education, so they typically end up in lower-paying jobs. This is true, too, for Spanish-dominant Latinos with little or no English ability. This population is also more likely to work blue-collar jobs making less money than bilingual Latinos because they are not eligible for jobs that require English, which are often better paying. In a self-report, Spanish-dominant Latinos reported earning less than $30,000 annually while bilingual and English-dominant Latinos reported earning an average of $30,000 to $50,000 annually (Gardner, 2004). 


In the economic realm, bilingualism is a better asset than English proficiency because of the opportunities it creates in addition to potentially higher salaries. Bilingual employees, both English and non-English dominant, are more likely to be offered positions in international trade and diplomacy and other careers that require and reward familiarity with multiple languages and cultures (Gardner, 2004). These economic and career opportunities are limited to those who show a proficiency and propensity for linguistic and cultural familiarity that many American-born white students will not share with their non-native bilingual peers. Through bilingual education, all students could have the opportunity to seize these opportunities.

Implementation


While it is clear that bilingual education is beneficial for both English-dominant and non-English-dominant speakers, the implementation of bilingual education programs is often focused on the teaching of language rather than educating students. Although all language development programs in the United States have the goal of teaching an additional language, policies and practices are often applied in such a way that does not allow for adjustment of the amount or type of language use for the specific student population (García & Sylvan, 2011).


According to García and Sylvan (2011), there are two types of systems through which educators set policies for bilingual education: macroalternation and microalternation. The majority of bilingual education programs, American and foreign, operate under policies of macroalternation that set standards and policies about the type and frequency of language use in the classroom. A smaller amount, but more effective group, of programs is governed by microalternation practices that allow educators to adjust practices (such as language type and frequency) based on the needs of individual students and the class a whole.


García and Sylvan insist that in order to properly educate multilingual students, plurilingual practices must be at the heart of teaching practices. Plurilingualism is defined as, “the ability to use languages for the purpose of communication and to take part in intercultural interaction, where a person, viewed as a social agent, has proficiency of varying degrees, in several languages, and experience of several cultures” (García & Sylvan, 2011). In a plurilingual approach, educators are less worried about implementing the rules of grammar and structure of a language and instead allow students to use the linguistic background they already possess to complete activities and projects in the “target language.” 

García and Sylvan use the International High Schools (IHS) plurilingual education model as an example of a successfully implemented program that not only achieves its goals of language acquisition and proficiency, but also provides an interactive educational experience for its students, the majority of whom are economically disadvantaged. The IHS approach is student-centered and focuses on the educational needs of the students rather than linguistic requirements of when and why a language can be used in a classroom context.

The IHS model, and other models that employ student-centered (rather than language-centered) curricula, work because they focus on the assets students already possess rather than the skills they lack. Successfully implementing a plurilingual program that encourages students to utilize their native language and culture while acquiring the linguistic skills necessary to thrive in a new environment is a daunting but necessary task. The majority of people, of all ethnicities, agree that the schools should play a role in helping students from immigrant families maintain their native language, but also agree that English proficiency is necessary to be successful in the United States (Gardner, 2004). To achieve these goals while protecting and nurturing the well-being of students requires dynamic practices from experienced and understanding teachers and administrators. If the goal of education is to prepare students for autonomous success after graduation, then bilingual education is surely the solution to providing students with the skills and resources they need to access all of the opportunities available to them.
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