
The Balancing Act of
Bilingual Immersion

Learners more easily become bilingual when they connect
each language to a separate context.

A
s a young girl in Hydembad,
India. I could comprehend,
speak, read, and write in five
different languages: Hindi,
the national language of

India: Urdu, the language ot my Persian
ancestors; Telegu, the regional
language; Arabic, the language of my
religion; and English, the language of
my schooling. My family emigrated to
Chicago when I was 7 years old. There 1
mastered Spanish, the language of my
newfound immigrant friends and neigli-
bors. Unfortunately, along the way 1 lost
my I'elegu because I was no longer
surrounded by the local Hyderabadi
streets and shops, where my family
bought food and clothes. And main-
taining Hindi, Urdu, and Arabic has
been difficult for me as I have become
more and more immersed in English,
the language of my academic surround-
ings.

Yet when my graduate students ask
me how I remain familiar with both the
languages of my homeland and the
languages of my new host country, the
answer comes easily: The ability to
switch smootlily from one language to
another is based on a distinct change in
context, person, and time. Children as
young as 5 are able to master multiple
languages because they are prompted to
use a different language by such contex-
tual factors as their physical location,
the time of the day, and the person with
whom they are speaking.
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Connecting language to a life context
is a key factor in successful language
education. In the United States,
programs that immerse students in one
language for a period of time and then
accompany the switch to a second
language with clear differences in
context—such as the day of the week
or the academic content being
studied—have been the most successful
in terms of long-term language profi-
ciency gains.

Language Borders
Successful bilingual education models
separate the two languages involved
into distinct systems rather than use the
languages intermittently througliout
daily classroom instruction (Lindholm-
Lear>\ 2001). Dual language immersion
programs, increasingly popular in the
United States, bring together native
English-speaking students and English
language learners—often Spanish-
speaking students. I use examples from
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English/Spanish programs here, but dual
immersion programs exist in the United
States in English/Chinese, Englisti/
French, and other comhinatitjns.
The dii:il immersion model immerses
students equally in both languages and
generally uses both languages in all
curriculum areas.

Research shows that both majorit}'
and minority language students in such
programs score high on standardized
language tests in both languages and
outperform their monolingual peers
academical!) by the time they reach 5th
grade (Collier, 1994; Gandara & Merino,
1993). Comparing monolingual students
and students in dual language programs,
(;ollier concluded that learning a second
language does not interfere with
acquiring subject-area knowledge or
with maintaining one s first language.

Teachers tr\' hard to separate the two
language systems as much as possible in
the dual immersion classroom so that
students—^and teachers—do not mix
words from one language with words
from the other. Some language educa-
tion researchers believe that each
language has its own unified set of
speech sounds, and that the separate

The ability to switch

smoothly from one

language to another

is based on a distinct

change in context.

person, and time.

speech soimd systems of languages
should never mix if language learners
are to acquire an authentic grasp of
each language. Languages can become
entangled through code switching—in
which the pronunciation, grammar and
syntax, or spelling of the two languages
are mixed intermittently—orthnuigh
amseciftire trutislalion. in which text
is translated word-for-word from one
language to another (Baker. 1993;
Berthold, Mangubhai, & Batorowicz,
1997). Examples of English-Spanish
language interference include mispro-
nouncing English words on the basis of

the Spanish sound system
(such as pronouncing very as
herry) or inserting words
from one language into a
phrase made up of words
from (and constructed
according to the conventions
oO the other language, as in
the Spanglish" phrase,
"You ve got a nasty tnancha
[stain] on your camiseta
[shirt]."

Believers in the dual
immersion philosophy think
that students will not become
competent in either language
if they slide into such hybrid
language practices as code
switching and consecutive
translation.

Maintaining
Language Separation
Teachers of dual immersion
students encourage and

expect those they teach to speak only in
Spanish during a Spanish lesson and
only in English during an English lesson.
According to Donna Christian of the
Center for Applied Linguistics (1994),
there are three main ways of dividing
instruction between the two languages.
These are:

• Division by time. The instniction
of each language can occur during half-
day, alternate-day, or alternate-week
intervals. Eor example, if Monday is a
Spanish-speaking day, then Tuesday is
an English-speaking day; or afternoon
instruction takes place in Spanish and
morning instruction in English.

• Division by content. In this format,
the content area determines which
language the class speaks and studies in;
for example, the teacher uses Spanish
solely to teach math, st)cial studies, and
science and uses English solely to teach
literacy.

• Division by staff. Two teachers-
one fluent in the minority language and
the other fluent in the majority
language—team teach the dual immer-
sion classroom; students do classwork
in the language spoken by the teacher
who is leading the class at a given time.
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lliis separation of languages is
applied more strictly to the dual immer-
sion teacher's speech than to students'
early language learning attempts. Dual
immersion teachers usually accept
whatever language the student chooses
to use in his or her responses, especially
in the early grades. When the student
does not answer in the language being
used at that particular time, the teacher
paraphrases what the student has said,
but says it in the language of instruction
for that day or time. If a dual immersion
student answers a teacher in English
during a Spanish lesson, for example.

understand the Spanish instruction on
fractions can get help from their
Spanish-dominant peers—or catch up
on concepts when instruction continues
in English.

Many teachers make two copies (one
in each language) of classroom orga-
nizing materials, such as morning
agendas, homework assignments, and
chore lists. A sign hanging on the door
reminds students which language each
school day is set to begin with: Today
we speak in English' or "HabUiDKis en
Espanoi hoy." When dual immersion
students walk into the classroom in the

Teachers must encourage students in bilingual programs

to become equally proficient in both languages.

the teacher should paraphrase in
Spanish what the student said (Torres-
Guzman, Morales, Han, Kelyn, &
Maldonado. 2004).

Setting Up the Classroom
The separation of the languages being
studied should be represented in the
scheduling, physical layout, and mate-
rials of the classroom. Teachers in bilin-
gual immersion programs must decide
how the two languages will he
distributed across the curriculum and in
the classroom itself

Alternating between the languages,
while giving substantial time to each, is
often a good way to go. For instance,
the teacher may conduct a lesson on
fractions in English on Monday and then
continue the lesson in Spanish on
Tuesday. The focus of the lesson might
change from one day to another; for
instance, students might learn equiva-
lent fractions in English one day, and
then work with improper fractions in
Spanish the next day. The overall goal is
for students to develop a broader under-
standing of fractions in both languages,
without wasting time translating infor-
mation from one language to the other.
English-dominant students stmggling to

morning, they see an agenda posted on
the wall in either Spanish or English,
and the)' cany" out their usual morning
ritual—such as reviewing the previous
day's lesson notes or sharing answers
from last week s homework in groups—
in the appropriate language.

All materials and supplies in a dual
immersion classroom are labeled in
both languages. Hooks, model student
papers, or vocabulary' lists in each
langtiage are physically separated but
kept not too far from each other. The
teacher tries to maintain parity, by
including one shelf of books in Spanish
for every shelf of books in English, or
one English and one Spanish bulletin
board, for instance.

Research on Language
Spatialization
Exactly how two languages are stored
and represented in the brain of a bilin-
gual person is still something of a
mystery. Researchers disagree as to
whether or not dillercnt languages are
stored in separate parts of the brain
and whether they operate indepen
dentty or interdependently as a bilin-
gual person produces language (Pinker,
1994).

Tbe Language Independence Model
The fixed separation of the tw o
languages in the dual immersion model
is based in psycholinguistic research
conducted within the last two decades,
which finds that students must clearly
tlistingiiish between the two languages
cognitiveiy so they can place each
language on equal fo{)ting as they learn
to listen, speak, and write in both
(Nicol, 2000). This language indepen-
dence model, which (Aimmins (1981)
refers to as the "separate, underlying
proficiency model,' proposes that to
develop bilingual academic proficiency,
teachers must create clear, separate,
and meaning-enriched contexts for each
language during instructional time. Bilin-
gual children learn the two (t)r more)
languages with distinct, autonomous
representational systems for each
language, systems that do not interfere
with each other. According to this view,
there is no qualitative difference
between a bilingual child's and a mono-
lingual child s acquisition of language.

According to Romaine (1989), as
young children acquire one or more
languages, they separate them cogni-
tiveiy by having distinct contexts for
each language, such as knowing when
to speak in which language with which
parent. (Children who learn languages at
different times—for example, children
who learn one language from birth and
one language later in life—also separate
the two languages on the basis of
context. Two languages may also be
represented differently according to the
order in which the child learned them.

Grosjean (19K2) believes young bilin-
gual children go through successive
stages in the language acquisition
process, 1 he child in the first stage of
learning several languages has only one
lexical system made up of words mixed
together from both languages. In the
second stage, the child s brain begins to
develop two distinct lexical systems—
for pragmatic reasons—and the child
separates words according to the
language from which the words come,
even though the syntactical and gram-
matical structure remains the same for
both languages. Einally, in the last stage.
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the child uses linguistic strategies in
speech to separate both the syntax and
lexicon for the two different languages.

Eventually, children become aware of
language choice and are able to fully
separate the two systems. For children
learning more than one language from
birth, the functional autonomy of two
or more language systems emci^es
between the ages of 3 and 5, linguists
believe (Hakuta, 1986). At this point,
the child can clearly separate one
language from another in speech. Fewer
hybrid practices—code switching
between languages and the consecutive
translation of a piece of text, for
example—crop up.

The Language
Interdependence Model
The counterargument to the language
independence model states that there is
considerably more interdependence
between the two languages and that the
two languages cannot and should not be
kept apart in the brain or in the class-
room. Cummins (1981) argues that
some bilingual research contradicts the
.separate underlying proficiency model.

According to the language interde-

pendence model, language attributes
from different languages being learned
are not kept strictly apart within the
cognitive system; rather, the two
languages interact significantly with
each other inside the bilingual brain.
General attributes of language
processing, such as phonology, syntax,
and semantics, are not isolated in rela-
tion to an individual language. These
attributes are all stored in one area of
the brain and are shared by multiple
languages that have alternative labeling
systems for the same linguistic
concepts. Both languages exist within
the same underlying cognitive space
and use the same set of cognitive skills.

For example, if a teacher presents a
lesson in Spanish, the student involved
does not use only the "Spanish part of
the brain"—in fact, there is no desig-
nated place inside the brain just for
Spanish. Rather, an emerging bilingual
student can easily transfer content
knowledge from a Spanish lesson
into English because the rules for
phonology, syntax, .semantics, and prag-
matics are the same no matter which
language is being used. Lambert and
Tucker (1972) aiso contend that there is

P
always mediation and transfer
between the two interdepen-
dent languages and that a
high level of abstract cogni-
tive processing operates as
information is transmitted
between languages.

Research studies have also
found that as bilingual
learners gain a greater vocab-
ulary in the second language,
the degree of concept media-
tion between the languages
increases and the level of
lexical mediation decreases
(Kroll & Tokowicz, 2001). If
an English-dominant student
learning Spani.sh sees the
Spanish word arhol, for

, example, that student is likely

I , .-y 5 to access the corresponding
2 English word tree within her
I or his mind; this cognitive
S process would strengthen the

conceptual processing of
tree/arbol as a unified sign symbolizing
the same object—in other words, lexical
mediation. As this native English-
.speaking student's proficiency in
Spanish increases, however, the student
becomes less dependent on the lexical
mediation between the first and second
language as the concept of a tree/arbol—
a tall plant with certain characteristics—
grounds itself in both languages with no
need for instant translation.

Some researchers believe that even if
the cognitive system maintains separa-
tion among the languages within the
brain, the system does allow for a free
and fluid interchange between the two
languages so that both languages are
always active and open to surface-level
cues from the classroom environment
(Palij & Homel, 1987). These environ-
mental cues, such as classroom agenda,
language signs on the door, or day of
the week, then determine language
choice. According to Palij and Homel,
both languages influence linguistic
performance, even when the bilingual
speaker is using only one language at
that moment. This view holds that a
bilingual person has access to control
mechanisms within the brain that allow
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him or her to activate and modulate the
two Languages for each distinct context,
using context cues to determine correct
language choice.

Encouraging Proficiency
in Each Language
Regardless of whether the two
languages are situated within the same
part or ditTcrcnt parts of the brain,
teachers in bilingual programs must
strive to distribute the languages being
taught equally in the class and
curriculum. Keep the following
research-based suggestions in mind as
you prepare to teach multiple languages
to students:

• Cii'e each language equal impor-
tance in both curriculum and instruc-
tion. Make sure that you provide an
equal number of materials and resources
in each language, display .student work
in both languages, and divide lessons
equally between both languages.

• Encourage students to produce
equal amounts of oral and written
work in each language and to not mix
languages within schoolwork.
Switching from one language to
another, even in the middle of a
sentence, is a comfortable, natural, and
unconscious language act for many
bilingual students (Reyes, 2004) and
actually shows linguistic competence
(Macswan, 1999). However, strive to
help students avoid mixing languages.
Model tliis separation in the way you
speak and work in class; avoid consecu-
tive or word-for-word translation to
keep language learning pure.

• Encourage students to become
equally proficient in both languages.
Students need the motivation and desire
to learn both languages equally well.
Even though one language may be
dominant, your goal shotild be for
students to have greater control of the
processing strategies for each language.
A student who is exposed to both
languages equally in the early elemen-
tary years is more likely to develop dual
linguistic systems and maintain these
dual systems throughout his or her life-
time.

• Make the curriculum content rich

Research shows that both

majority and minority

language students in dual

immersion programs score

high on standardized

language tests.

in both languages, with language
acquisition opportunities interwoven
with content instruction in multiple
disciplines. Expect all bilingual
students, regardless of level of profi-
ciency, to achieve high standards in
each discipline and in each language.
Integrate the ctirriciilum across
disciplines, interweaving language-
acquisition opportunities with content
Instruction. Instead of focusing only on
the language arts, the curriculum
should get students thinking like
professionals in science, social studies,
and mathematics—and working in
both languages.

The track record of bilingual immer-
sion programs that maintain separation
between languages speaks for itself. As
my own childhood experience makes
clear, when students are prompted by
explicit situational cties. (hey can
switch among many languages with
amazing natunilness. Q!

References
Baker, C:. (1993). Foundations of bilin-

gual education and hi/ingiialism.
Philadelphia: Multilingual Matters,

Berthold, M., Mangubhai, F., &
Batorowicz, K. (1997). Bitingiudism
and uiuiticiitturalisni: Study hook.
Toowoomba, Australia: tJniversity of
Southern Queensland.

Christian, 1). (1994). '/'wo-way bi/i?igual
education: Students teaming through
two ianguages. Research Report No.
12. Santa (̂ mz, CA: National Center for
Research on CAiltuml Diversit)' and
Second Language Learning.

Collier, V. P. (199-^). Promising practices
in pubiic scbools. Paper presented at

the annual meeting of the Teachers of
English to Speakers of Other Languages,
Baltimore, Mar)'land,

Caimmins, J. (1981). iiitinguatism and
minority language children. Ontario,
Canada: Ontario Institute for Studies in
Education.

Gandara, P., & Merino, B. (1993).
Measuring the outcomes of LEP
programs: Test scores, exit rates, and
other ni>ihol()gical data. Educational
liratuidion andPoiicy Analysis. I5i5),
32O-3H8,

Grosjean, V. (1982). Life with tivo
ianguages. Cambridge, MA: Harvard
t^niversit)' Press.

Hakuta, K. (1986). Mirror of ianguage:
We debate on bilinguatism. New
York: BasicBooks.

Kroll,J. E., &T()kowicz, N. (2(K)1). The
development of conceptual representa-
tion for words in a second language. In
J. Nicol (Ed.), One mind, two
languages. Oxford, UK: Blackwell.

Limbert, W. E., &Tueker, G. R. (1972).
Bitingual education of children.
Rowley, MA: Newbur> House.

Lindholm-Leary. K. (2001). Dual
ianguage education. Clevedon, L]K:
Multilingual Matters.

Maeswan, j , (1999). A minimalist
approach to intrasenteritial code
switching. New York: Garland
Publishing.

Nico!,J. (2000). One mind, two
languages: Hitinguai ianguage
processing. London: Blackwell.

Palij, M., & Homcl, P. (1987). BilinguaHsm
and cognitive development. In P.
Homel. M. Palij, & D. Aaronson (Eds),
Chitdbood bilinguatism: Aspects of
iinguistic. cognitire. and sociat devel-
opment. Mahwah, N|: Erlbaum.

Pinker, S. (1994). T/.w language instinct:
How the mind creates languages. New
York: William Morrow and Company.

Reyes, 1. (2(K)4). Functions of code-
swiiehing in schoolchildren s conversa-
tions. Biiingual Research Journal,
_^«(1), 77-9K.

Romainc, S. (1989). BiUngualism. Oxford,
tIK: Blackwell.

Torres-Guzman, M., Morales, S. R,, Han,
A., Kclyn, T., & Maldonado, L. (2004).
Duai tanguage programs':' A doser
took at seif-desigmited dual ianguage
programs in NYC Paper presented at
the annual meeting of the American
Educational Research Association,
Chicago, Illinois.

Samina Hadi-Tabassum is Assistant
Professor of Education at Dominican
University in River Forest, Illinois; 708-
524-6479; samina_hadi@yahoo.com.

54 ODIiCATIONAL L E A 1> E K S U! !>/D EC EM B E R 2O{)4/} ANV \R\ 2 0 0 5




