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Chapter 4 Language

Language is very MUCh like a living organism. It cannot be put
together from parts ltke a machine, and it is constantly changing.. .. Language
does not contain meaning; rather, meaning lies in the soctal relationsbips
within which language occurs. Individuals in communities make sense of lan-
guage within their social relationships, their personal bistories, and their collec-
tive memory.... Our own language practices come from our cultural experience
with language, but our individual language practices along with those of others
collectively make the culture. Indeed the different ways people use language to
make sense of the world and of thetr lives are the major distinguishing features
of different cultural groups.

At the same time, language s always changing as we use it. Words acquire
different meanings, and new language structures and uses appear as people
stretch and pull the language to make new meanings. Consequently, the meaning
that individuals make from language varies across time, social situation, per-
sonal perspective, and cultural group. ... School actually plays a modest role in
language acquisition, the bulk of which occurs outside the school. In schools we
must learn to teach language in a way that preserves and respects students’ indi-
viduality at the same time that we empower them to learn how to be responsible
and responsive members of learning communities (International Reading
Association and National Council of Teachers of English, 1996, pp. 7-9).

School personnel serving language minority students often wonder what works
best. What factors strongly influence students’ development of their first and sec-
ond languages? How long does it take to learn a second language? What are the
most effective instructional practices that will foster students’ academic success?
This chapter provides answers to these questions based on the most recent
research, as well as an overview of current instructional practices for teaching lan-
guage in schools. The knowledge base presented in this chapter can be applied to
the teaching of English as a second language (ESL), to sheltered English content

- subjects, and to English language arts (English as a first or dominant language), as
well as to any other language (Spanish, Vietnamese, Arabic, and so on) taught as a
first or second language.

The teaching of language is intimately connected to the major education
reform movements described in the previous chapters. Language teachers can no
longer teach language in isolation from the rest of the curriculum. Indeed, No
Child Left Behind’s Adequate Yearly Progress expectations for English language
learners, as well as rigorous state standards, oblige teachers to combine both lan-
guage development and content teaching. At elementary and middle schools,
teachers are collaboratively planning thematic units that cross curricular areas, so
that students discover the interdisciplinary connections and uses of knowledge
outside of school. While high schools are still organized by isolated subject areas,
the reforms at elementary and middle school levels are beginning to have an
impact on high schools through some experimentation with structural reforms.
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In the_ United States, the teaching of English language .

cal transformation over the last two decades. The focgusa;?tllilaes :lt:lmcr:lﬁ
approaches taught discrete skills in grammar, spelling, pﬁnctuation. and vocabu-
lary memorization, with critical thinking applied mainly to literary analysis, The
old discrete-skills curriculum isolated language structures from context estab-
gsol:ii\nz{:;ifga: mseqcl:l;cfezes zf la:éagtll)age skills to be mastered, simplified tCth’to con-

J and v , and hasize easurem
progress through discrete-skills tesufm'y e 4 et of student
The current advocacy by researchers and teachers for a cons!
language philosophy of learning places emphasis on the mtcg:attli':sﬁ ::'s lta’:gl;:le-
and content, fostering personally and academically meaningful language dt:veloge
ment. 'l'h'e four language modes (formerly referred to as“skills™) of listening, speaﬂ:
ing, reading, and writing are taught as an integrated whole, with written a’ncl oral
language developed simultaneously. Lessons are learner-centered and meaningful
to students’ lives inside and outside school. Language lessons engage students in
social interaction and collaborative learning. The focus is on the social construc-
tion of meaning and understanding the process of reading and writing (Freeman &
Freeman, 1992, 1994; Goodman, 1986). Students first acquire literacy through
theix: own writings and share children’s literature as well as experiences across the
curriculum through, for example, science experiments, recipes, games, instruc-
tions for making things, math problem solving, interactive computer con,lmunk:a-
tit.ms, and map reading. Most of all, language is developed for meaningful purposes
within and outside of school. The current curricular standards for the teaching of
Assocmlanguagttioarts dx'etlﬂ::c;I ttl;emlpmpeco ctive articulated by the International Reading
n and the Natio uncil o

T ot e ! f Teachers of English (1996) in the opening
A large body of research on language acquisition has provided the theoretical
base for this shift to a constructivist, whole-language philosophy for teaching lan-
guage. Recent media coverage has inaccurately presented whole-language advo-
cates as embroiled in controversy with those who support phonics instruction. In
contrast to the oversimplified stories in the press, the general philosophy of wh;ﬂe
language incorporates phonics and other analytic skills into the natural language
acquisition process. Phonics advocates a push for phonics to be taught first in l?t-
eracy development; whereas whole-language approaches start the initial stages of
literacy with focus on meaningful, authentic, natural uses of language, with explicit
instruction in phonics and other skills, as needed, when learners are'dcvelopmen-
tally ready. We will discuss this in more detail in the section of this chapter on
whole-language approaches.

. Research in first-language acquisition, second-language acquisition, and the
simultaneous acquisition of two languages can provide teachers with ins;ghts into
the language acquisition process with implications for the classroom. This chapter
will explore (1) important research findings on language acquisition; (2) instruc-
tional approaches to teaching a second language; (3) teaching langu;xge artsin a
bilingual classroom; and (4) teaching language and multicultural literature across
the curriculum for bilingual, ESL, and grade-level classrooms. !



Chapter 4 Language

LANGUAGE ACQUISITION

Teachers and parents have many misconceptions about language learning.

Contrary to popular belief, second-language learning is difficult and complex for
all ages, including young children. Acquiring a first or second language takes a long
time, and the process of second-language acquisition varies greatly with each indi-
vidual learner. The notion that first language “interferes” with a second language
has been resoundingly rejected by extensive research findings on the positive role
the first language plays in second-language acquisition. Cognitive and academic
development of a student’s first language provides especially crucial support for
second-language acquisition. This section of the language chapter provides an
overview of current research findings in language acquisition that have strong
implications for the classroom teacher.

The Prism Model: Language Acquisition for School

The following conceptual model was developed by Thomas and Collier (1997) to
illustrate the interrelationships among the four components that influence first-and
second-language acquisition in a school context. The developmental process that all
students experience throughout the school years is subconscious and ongoing.
Figure 4.1 illustrates this developmental process by showing the interdepend-
ence of all four components—sociocultural, linguistic, academic, and cognitive
processes—which occur simultaneously. While this figure looks simple on paper, it
is important to imagine that this is a multifaceted prism with many dimensions.

Figure 4.1 Language Acquisition for School:
Tbe Prism Model
Source: W.P. Thomas & V.P. Colller, 1997
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~ Sociocultural Processes

At the heart of Figure 4.1 is the individual student going throu; rocess
acquiring a second language in school. Central to thz?t :ugdcnt’s g:q:lnl:igon of la(:
guage are all of the surrounding social and cultural processes occurring through
everyday life within the student’s past, present, and future, in all contexts—home
school,‘qppmunity, and the broader society. Sociocultural processes at work in’
second-language acquisition may include individual student variables such as self:
esteem, anxiety, or othe’r affective factors. At school the instructional environmen;
in a classroom or administrative program structures may create social and psych
logical. distance between groups. Community or regional social patterns Is)uth -
prejudice and discrimination expressed towards groups or individuals in crson:i
a.nd. professional contexts can influence students’ achievement in school, als) well
societal patterns such as the subordinate status of a minority group or acculmt:ts-
tion vel:sus assimilation forces at work. These factors can strongly influence the
student’s response to the new language, affecting the process positively only when
the student is in a socioculturally supportive environment 2

Language Development

Linguistic processes, a second component of the model. ¢

sciou.s'aspects of language development (an innate abilit}: aﬁnlfmstgzsssz:sczl-
?cqulsltlon of oral language), as well as the metalinguistic, conscious, formal t&chl-
ing of language in school and acquisition of the written system of fangua e. This
includes the acquisition of the oral and written systems of the student’s ﬁgrst and
second languages across all language domains, such as phonology (the pronuncia-
tion system), vocabulary, morphology and syntax (the grammar system), semantics
(meaning), pragmatics (how language is used in a given context), par;linguisﬁcs
(nonverbal and other extralinguistic features), and discourse (stretches of language
beyond a single sentence). To assure cognitive and academic success in a secorfd
language, a student’s first language system, oral and written, must be developed to
a high cognitive level at least through the elementary school years.

Academic Development

A third component of the model, academic development, includes all schoolwork
in language arts, mathematics, the sciences, and social studies for each grade level
K through 12, and beyond. With each succeeding grade, academic work dramati:
cally expands the vocabulary, sociolinguistic, and discourse dimensions of language
to higher cognitive levels. Academic knowledge and conceptual development trans-
fer from first language to second language. Thus it is most efficient to develop aca-
demic work through students’ first language, while teaching second language
during other periods of the school day through meaningful academic coatent. In
carlier decades in the United States, we emphasized teaching second language‘ as
the first step, and postponed the teaching of academics. Research has shown us that
postponing or interrupting academic dé\}elopment is likely to promote academic
failure. In an information-driven society that demands more knowledge processing
with each succeeding year, students cannot afford the lost time,
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Chapter 4 Language

Cognitive Development

The fourth component of this model, the cognitive dimension, is a natural, sub-
conscious process that occurs developmentally from birth to the end of schooling
and beyond. An infant initially builds thought processes through interacting with
loved ones in the language of the home. This is a knowledge base, an important
stepping-stone to build on as cognitive development continues. It is extremely
important that cognitive development continue through a child’s first language at
least through the clementary school years. Extensive research has demonstrated
that children who reach full cognitive development in two languages (generally
reaching the threshold in L, by around ages 11 to 12) enjoy cognitive advantages
over monolinguals. Cogﬂltivc development was mostly neglected by second-
language educators in the United States until the past decade. In language teach-
ing, we simplified, structured, and sequenced language curricula during the 1970s,
and when we added academic content into our language lessons in the 1980s and
1990s, we watered academics down into cognitively simple tasks. We also too
often neglected the crucial role of cognitive development in the first language.
Now we know from our growing research base that we must address linguistic,
cognitive, and academic development equally, through both first and second lan-
guages, if we are to assure students’ academic success in the second language.

Interdependence of the Four Components

All of these four components—sociocultural, academic, cognitive, and linguistic—
are interdependent. If one is developed to the neglect of another, this may be detri-
mental to a student’s overall growth and future success. The academic, cognitive,
and linguistic components must be viewed as developmental, and for the child,
adolescent, and young adult still going through the process of formal schooling,
development of any one of these three components depends critically on simulta-
neous development of the other two, through both first and second languages.
Sociocultural processes strongly influence, in both positive and negative ways, stu-
dents’ access to cognitive, academic, and language development. It is crucial that
educators provide a socioculturally supportive school environment that allows
natural language, academic, and cognitive development to flourish in both L, and
L, (Collier, 19953, 1995¢, Thomas & Collier, 2002).

Linguistic Processes

The synthesis of research on language acquisition that follows presents three of the
four major dimensions of the Prism Model: linguistic, soclocultural, and cognitive.
The academic dimension of the Prism, focused on the specifics of language acqui-
sition #n a school context, will be discussed in more detail in the second half of this
chapter, as well as in the Mathematics and Science and Social Studies chapters. Most
major theories of second language acquisition developed in the last decade have
incorporated these three overall dimensions of language development—linguistic,
sociocultural, and cognitive processes (Ellis, 1985, 1994; Larsen-Freeman, 1985;
Larsen-Freeman & Long, 1991; McLaughlin, 1987; Wong Fillmore, 1985, 1991a).
We shall begin with the linguistic dimension.
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First-Language Acquisition

A common misconception of parents and teachers is to assume that it takes a short
time to acquire a language. Research on firstlanguage (L) acquisition can help us
understand the complexity of language development, a lifelong process (Berko
Gleason, 2001). Development of oral language is universal; all children of the
world have the same capability, given no physical disabilities and access to a
source of human language input. From birth through age five, children subcon-
sclously acquire oral language (listening and speaking), advancing to the level of a
five-year-old in L, phonology, vocabulary, grammar, semantics (meaning), and prag-
matics (how language is used in a given context). While we think of this as a fan-
tastic accomplishment, L, is not yet halfway completed at this age. From ages 6 to
12, children subconsciously continue oral development of complex grammar
rules, subtle phonological distinctions, vocabulary expansion, semantics, discourse
(stretches of language beyond a single sentence), and more complex aspects of
pragmatics (Berko Gleason, 2001; de Villiers & de Villiers, 1978; Goodluck, 1991;
McLaughlin, 1984, 1985). This oral L, development is not formally taught; it is sub-
consciously acquired through using the language.

Formal instruction in school introduces L; written language—the modes of
reading and writing—to be mastered across all the language domains mentioned
above. Each grade level adds to the cognitive complexity of language development
needed for each subject (mathematics, sciences, social studies, language arts). By
adolescence, L, proficiency, developed both in and out of school, has reached a
very complex level. Even so, there are aspects of first-language acquisition that
continue across one’s lifetime, including vocabulary development, writing skills,
and many pragmatic aspects of language (Berko Gleason, 2001; Collier, 1992a,
1995; Harley, Allen, Cummins, & Swain, 1990; McLaughlin, 1985).

Simultaneous Bilingual Acquisition

Acquisition of a second language (L)) is equally complex. A young child who is
raised from birth as a simultaneous bilingual goes through the same subconscious
acquisition process with both languages. Most children being raised bilingually
experience a developmental stage of appearing to combine at least some aspects
of the two languages into one system, followed by several stages that lead to sepa-
rating the two languages into distinct language systems sometime between three
to five years of age. Given regular‘exposure to, and cognitive development in, both
languages over time, the same level of proficiency develops in two languages as a
child acquiring one language reaches (Goodz, 1994; Hakuta, 1986; Harding &
Riley, 1986; Hatch, 1978; McLaughlin, 1984). Children who are fortundte enough
to develop strong academic proficiency in both languages are likely to experience
cognitive advantages over monolinguals (Baker, 1993; Bialystok, 1991, Bialystok &
Hakuta, 1994; Diaz & Klingler, 1991; Genesee, 1987; Hakuta, 1986).

Sewnd-language Acquisition: Social Language
While some children are raised bilingually from birth, many more are successive
bilinguals who begin exposure to their L, at a later age. The purposes of acquiring
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the L; and opportunity for exposure to that language have significant influence on
the amount of proficiency developed. Crucial components to the language learn-
ing process are

(1) Learners who realize that they need to learn the target language and are moti-
vated to do so; (2) Speakers of the target language who know it well enough to
provide the learners with access to the language and the help they need for learn-
ing it; and (3) A soclal setting that brings learners and target language speakers
into frequent enough contact to make language learning possible.

All three components are necessary. If any of them is dysfunctional, language learn-
ing will be difficult, or even impossible. When all three are ideal, language learning
is assured. Each of them can vary in a great many ways, however, and some of this
variation can critically affect the processes by which language is learned (Wong
Fillmore, 1991a, pp. 52-53).

For example, when a child is using the L, for communication with friends in
play, conversation may begin to flow within a few months. Given the three essen-
tial compoiients outlined above, for communicative purposes the vocabulary,
grammar, phonology, semantics, and pragmatics of L, will develop over a two- to
three-year period, although “differences of up to five years can be found in the time
children take to get a working command of a new language” (Wong Fillmore,
1991a, p. 61).

In this book, we use the term social language to refer to the dimension of
language proficiency first referred to by Cummins as “basic interpersonal commu-
nicative skills” (BICS) or “context-embedded” or “conversational” or “contextual-
ized” language (Cummins, 1979a, 1981b, 1986b, 1991, 1996b, 2000). In social
language, meaning is negotiated through a wide range of contextual cues, such as
nonverbal messages in face-to-face interaction or written feedback in a letter from
a friend or an e-mail message. Social language is more than the acquisition of lis-
tening and speaking; it includes the development of literacy for use in situations
such as shopping, use of transportation, or access to health services. Children, ado-
lescents, and adults generally develop substantial proficiency in L, social language
within two to three years, given access to L, speakers and a social setting that
encourages natural interaction. For those just beginning L, acquisition as adoles-
cents or adults, retention of an accent is so universal that non-native pronunciation
is not considered to be an issue in proficiency development, unless the accent
impedes the flow of communication.

Age of Initial Exposure to the Second Language

A myth also exists that young children are the fastest learners of a second language.
Adults are fooled by the nativelike pronunciation that young children acquire
quickly, but this is one of the few advantages that young children have over older
learners. In fact, substantial research evidence has shown that young children may
not reach full proficiency in their second language if cognitive development is dis-
continued in their primary language (Bialystok, 1991; Collier, 1988, 1989c, 1992c,
1995). Given the necessary prerequisites for 1, acquisition to happen as defined
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above by Wong Fillmore, older learners from approximately ages 9 to 25 who have
built cognitive and academic proficiency in their ﬁmt language are potentially the
most efficient acquirers of most aspects of academic’ L,, except for pronunciation.
An accentfree pronunciation is more likely if a second language is introduced
before puberty. Adult learners past their 20s just beginning a second language may
have more dxfﬁculty than the adolescent or young adult (Harley, 1986; Long, 1990;
Scovel, 1988; Singleton & Lengyel, 1995). However, adults usually experience less
difficulty with third- and fourth-language acquisition if they are already very profi-
cient in the oral and written systems of their first two languages.

A rescarch synthesis on the optimal age question written two decades ago
(Krashen, Scarcella, & Long, 1982) concluded that“older is faster but younger is bet-
ter” Now we know that this generalization applies mainly to conversational or oral
language development. When reading and writing are added to the picture, a very
different conclusion emerges. To state that one age is better than another to begin
secondanguage acquisition would be greatly oversimplifying the complex interre-
lationships between development of language and cognition as well as social, emo-
tional, and cultural factors (Collier, 1987, 1988, 1989c¢, 1992a, 1995). As proficiency
in academic language develops at school, age interacts with many other variables
that influence the language acquisition process, to be discussed below.

Second-Language Acquisition: Academic Language

When the purpose of L, acquisition is for use in educational scttings, then the
complexity of language proficiency development expands greatly. We use the term
academic language to refer to “a complex network of language and cognitive
skills and knowledge required across all content areas for eventual successful aca-
demic performance at secondary and university levels of instruction® (Collier &
Thomas, 1989, p. 27). Cummins (1979a, 1981b, 1986b, 1991, 2000) first popular-
ized this dimension of language, referring to it as “cognitive academic language
proficiency” (CALP) as well as “context-reduced” or “decontextualized” language.
This dimension of language proficiency is an extension of social language devel-
opment. In other words, social and academic language development represent a
continuum; they are not separate, unrelated aspects of proficiency. However, aca-
demic language extends into more and more cognitively demanding uses of lan-
guage, with fewer contextual clues to ‘meaning provided other than the language
itself, as students move into more academically demanding work with each suc-
ceeding grade level.

A good teacher incorporates social and academic language developmem
into every lesson. Activating students’ background knowledge and prior ‘experi-
ence might begin with social language, including many contextual supports
through, for example, visuals, maps, charts, manipulatives, music, and pantomim-
ing. As the lesson continues, new knowledge is developed and applied through
increasingly cognitively complex tasks that extend students’ cognitive and aca-
demic development through meaningful application in cooperative groups.
Development of academic language is using language “to explain, to classify, to
generalize, . .. to manipulate ideas, to gain knowledge, and to apply that knowledge”
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across all academic subjects (Swain, 1981, p. 5). Academic language development
crosses all levels of Bloom’s (1956) taxonomy of educational objectives in the cog-
nitive domain—knowledge, comprehension, application, analysis, synthesis, and
evaluation—for all grade levels and all content arcas. Developing L, academic lan-
guage is not watering down the curriculum; instead, students actively participate
in.lessons through meaningful, contextualized language that stimulates their cog-
nitive and academic growth.

Academic Language: How Long?
‘When one realizes that academic language development is a continuous process
throughout a student’s schooling, the length of time xequir‘ed for this complex
process can be better understood. For example, in the United States, native-
English-speaking students are constantly acquiring a deeper level of proficiency in
academic language in English. A newcomer who has had no previous exposure to
English must build proficiency in social and academic language in English and
catch up to the native speaker, who is not standing still waiting for others to catch
up, but is continuing to develop higher levels of academic proficiency (Thomas,
1992). Cultural knowledge embedded in the native speaker’s past experience adds
to the complicated task the seconddanguage student must face. Research has
shown that when immigrants in the United States and Canada are schooled only in
L,, it takes a minimum of 5 to 10 years to attain grade-evel norms in academic L,
and it takes even longer when students do not have a literacy base in L, (Collier,
1987, 1989c, 1992c; Collier & Thomas, 1989; Cummins, 1981b, 1991, 1992;
Cummins & Swain, 1986; Dolson & Mayer, 1992; Genesce, 1987; Ramirez, 1992).
However, when students are schooled in L, and L, at least through grade 5 or 6,
they are able to maintain gradelevel norms in L, and reach gradelevel norms in
academic L, in four to seven years (Collier, 1992c; Genesee, 1987; Ramirez, 1992).
Furthermore, after reaching gradedevel norms, students schooled bilingually stay
on or above grade level; whereas those schooled only through L; tend to do less
well in school in the upper grades (Hakuta, Butler & Witt, 2000; Thomas & Collier,

1997, 2002).

INTERDEPENDENCE OF FIRST AND SECOND LANGUAGES

Many studies have shown that cognitive and academic development in L, has a
strong, positive effect on L, development for academic purposes (Collier, 1989c,
1992¢; Cummins, 1991; Diaz & Klinger, 1991; Freeman & Freeman, 1992, 1994;
Garcia, 1993; Genesee, 1987, 1994; Hakuta, 1986; Lessow-Hurley, 2005; Lindholm,
1991, Lindholm Leary, 2001; McLaughlin, 1992; Snow, 1990; Tinajero & Ada, 1993;
Wong Fillmore & Valadez, 1986). Academic skills, literacy development, concept
formation, subject knowledge, and lcarning strategies 4ll transfer from L, to L, as
the vocabulary and communicative patterns are developed in L to express that aca-
demic knowledge. Cummins (1976, 19793, 1981b, 1986b, 1991) refers to this phe-
nomenon as “common underlying proficiency” or the “interdependence” of
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languages. Cummins's view is supported by research in linguistic universals
which has found many properties common across all languages at deep nndcﬂy:
ing structural levels-(Ellis, 1985, 1994). Only in surface structures do languages
appear to be radically different. But still deeper than language itself is the underly-
ing knowledge base and life experience that students have developed in L,, all of
which is available to them once they have the ability to exprds that knowle‘dgc in
Lp. L, literacy is considered a crucial base for L, literacy development. Many
research studies have found that a wide variety of skills and learning strategies that
are developed in L, reading and writing can have positive transfer to L, reading
and writing (Au, 1993; Bialystok, 1991; Cummins, 1989c, 1991, 1996b; Cummins &
Swain, 1986; Freeman'& Freeman, 1992; Genesee, 1987, 1994; Hudelson, 1994;
Johnson & Roen, 1989; Lessow-Hurley, 1990; Lindholm, 1991; Snow, 1990:
Tinajero & Ada, 1993; Wong Flmore & Valadez, 1966) C
c old notion that L, *interferes” with L, has not been supported by research
evidence (Larsen-Freeman & Long, 1991; McLaughlin, 1984, l&ps? 1992).ylt is clear
that L; serves a function in early L, acquisition, but it is a supportive role rather
than a negative one. In the beginning stages of L, acquisition, acquirers lean on
their L; knowledge to analyze patterns in L,, and they subconsciously apply some
structures from L, to L, in the early stages of interlanguage development. Most lin-
guists look upon this process as a positive use of L; knowledge. Less reliance on L,
structures occurs naturally as the acquirer progresses to intermediate and
advanced stages of L, acquisition. Overall, research has found less L, influence on
L; vocabulary and grammar development once students move beyond the begin-
ning levels of language acquisition. Students beginning L, exposure as adolescents
and adults experience some L, influence on L, pronunciation throughout their
lives. Also, research in L, academic writing has found considerable influence from
L, on L, rhetorical thought patterns (Connor & Kaplan, 1987). '

Tbresbold Hypotbesis

Some studies indicate that if a certain academic and literacy thres ‘Cummins
1976)_ is not reached in L, (with at least four to five years z L, sch::hl:g() studcnts:
may cxperience cognitive and academic difficulties in L, (Collier, 1957 1995;
Collier & Thomas, 1989; Cummins, 1976, 1981b, 1991, 2000; Dulay & Burt', 1980:
Duncan & De Avila, 1979; Skutnabb-Kangas, 1981). Not only are L, literacy skill;
important to L, literacy in languages with obvious transfer possibilities, but also lit-
cracy skills from non-Roman-alphabet languages (such as Arabic, Hindi, Korean,
and Mandarin Chinese) assist significantly with acquisition of L, literacy na
Roman-alphabet language such as English (Chu, 1981; Cummins, 1991; Thonis,
1981). Swain, Lapkin, Rowen, and Hart (1990) found that L, literacy has a stroné
positive impact on academic achievement even in Ly for language minority stu-
dent: atten:;ng fanadlan bilingual immersion programs.
‘number of researchers have criticized Cummins’s thresho)

mM&sMﬁonbmmWMM@cw,wgsmﬂ
rooted in the deficit theory of semilingualism, or the belief that some language
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minority children do not know any language at all, or speak their native and target
languages with only limited ability (Crawford, 2004; Edeclsky, et al, 1983; Edclsky,
1996; MacSwan, 2000; MacSwan & Rolstad, 2003; MartinJones & Romaine, 1986;
Wiley, 1996). This belief has little theoretical or empirical validity, they argue,
because all normal children acquire the language of their speech community, and
thus are unlikely to arrive at school without the ability to understand or speak it.
Moreover, the term semilingualism fits all too well into popular stereotypes about

_ children who do not know English and do not know their mother tongue either,

and therefore do poorly in school settings (MacSwan, 2000).

Cummins initially used the term in the context of the:threshold hypothesis to
characterize the low levels of academic proficiency that some bilingual students
appeared to manifest in their two languages. He argued that failure to attain strong
academic proficiency in either language “might mediate the consequences of their
bilingualism for cognitive and academic development” (cited in Cummins, 2000, p.
100). Cummins made clear that such a condition was the result of discriminatory
schooling and the systemic denial to language minority students the opportunity
to access literacy and academic language in either L, or L,. Over the years,
Cummins has repudiated his earlier use of the term (1979a, 2000), stating that it
“has no theoretical value in describing or explaining the poor school performance
of some bilingual students” (2000, p. 99). Nonetheless, he argues forcefully that the
attainment—or not—of academic language proficiency is the principal variable in
school success:

. . . The denial of the theoretical utility of the construct of “semilingualism® does
not imply that the academic language proficiency (CALP) that bilingual students
develop in their two languages is irrclevant to their academic progress. In fact,
there is overwhelming evidence that for both monolingual and bilingual students,
the degree of academic language proficiency they develop in school is a crucial
intervening variable in mediating their academic progress. The vast majority of
those who have argued that *semilingualism does not exist” have failed to realize
that theoretical constructs are not characterized by existence or nonexistence but
by characteristics such as validity and usefulness, or their opposites. Most have
also declined to engage with the question of how language proficiency is related
to academic achievement and how individual differences in academic language
proficiency should be characterized (2000, p. 99).

MacSwan (2000) and MacSwan and Rolstad (2003) extend the discussion about
semilingualism and academic language proficiency in recent works. In a review of
research studies of language variation, linguistic structure, school performance,
and language loss, they argue that all of the research findings are either spurious or
irrelevant. The authors maintain that semilingualism, as the basis of the threshold
hypothesis, is essentially indistinguishable from classical prescriptivism, because it
ascribes special status to the language of school, and hence to the language of the
educated classes. Thus, the threshold hypothesis itself, like semilingualism and the
BICs/CALP distinction, assumes that the academic language of the school is richer
or inherently superior to the soclal language spoken by minority children at home.
While first language literacy “and knowledge of academic discourse and vocabulary
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are certainly relevant to academic achievement, they are not relevant to linguistic
achievement. All normal children achieve linguistically” (MacSwan, 2000, p. 35,
emphasis in original). Wiley (1996), in his own critique of Cummins’s distinction
between “context-embedded/cognitively undemanding” social language and “con-
text-reduced, cognitively demanding” academic lahguage, similarly argues against
the perspective that “literate academic language is infrinsically more cognitively
demanding than oral language” (p. 171). ‘

The deficit implications of the threshold hypothesis for policy and pedagogy
have not been fully explored. On the one hand, the theory hypothesizes that help-
ing children achieve academic or coghitive thresholds in L, first—which then the-
oretically contributes to academic suctess in L,—is only possible at school (in a
bilingual education program, for example) and not in a language minority home
where there are perceived linguistic and literacy deficiencies. On the other hand,
the threshold hypothesis has been widely embraced by teachers and researchers
alike and has been used as the justification for bilingual education program mod-
cls that emphasize academic instruction in L,, accompanied by a gradual increase
in English language development. Indeed, as we discussed earlier, many studies
have indicated that cognitive and academic development in students’ first lan-
guage contributes positively to both the acquisition of English and academic suc-
cess in school.

Input and Interaction -

Essential to the language acquisition process is a source of input. This is best pro-
vided by speakers of the target language in a social setting in which the target lan-
guage speaker selects and modifies the L, input in the context of social interaction
with the L, learner so that real communication takes place (Wong Fillmore,
19912). Krashen (1981, 1982, 1985) posits that the key to L, acquisition is a source
of L, input that is understood, natural, interesting, useful for meaningful communi-
‘cation, and approximately one step.beyond the learner’s present level of compe-
tence in L. In L, acquisition for children, adults and older children provide natural
input through caregiver speech, and a modification of vocabulary and structures to
enable meaningful communication with the child. Some common characteristics
of caregiver speech are focusing’on the here and now, shortening sentences,
repeating through rephrasing, inserting pauses, modeling what the child seems to
want to say, correcting errors indirectly, and focusing on communication rather
than language form (Berko Gleason, 2001; de Villiers & de Villiers, 1978; Snow &
Ferguson, 1977; Wells, 1985). A patural stage of beginning L, acquisidoB,an also
be observed in beginning child L, acquisition, a silent period of sevefal months
when children mostly listen to the new language, without being forced to produce
the new language. Young ESL beginners who rarely speak in the new L, have been
found to make just as much, and frequently more, progress in L, acquisition as
their more talkative classmates by the end of the first year of exposure to L, (Dulay,
Burt, & Krashen, 1982; Saville-Troike, 1984; Wong Fillmore & Valadez, 1986).
While respecting an initial need for a silent period, as research has continued
to discover the complexities of L, acquisition, most linguists today would agree
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that language acquisition does not generally occur purely through a source of
input, bqt through interaction with that source of input (Allwright & Bailey, 1991;
Chaudron, 1988; Ellis, 1985, 1990, 1994; Gass & Madden, 1985; Hatch 1983:
Swain, 1985; Wong Fillmore, 1989, 1991a). Researchers focusing on wachc:: talk as‘
a source of L, input have found modifications in speech similar to those in care-
giver speech, such as nonverbal pauses, gestures, and facial expressions; changes
in volume and manner of delivery; simplification of syntax; ncpctiti(;ns para-
phrases, and expansions; use of visual aids and realia; and comprehension cixccks.
Interactional features of teacher talk have added to the above strategies clarifica-
tion and conﬁrmatiqn checks, explicit error correction and modeling appropriate
form, as well as introducing playfulness with language (Smallwood, 1992).
| Output is just as essential as input (Swain, 1985). Output comes from the L,
carner in the form of speaking and writing. Interactional features mentioned
above in spoken language are also awailable to students in written language
through feedback from teachers and peers. Writing experienced through the writ-
ing process, with stimulation from peer and teacher interaction in response to
cach stage of the writing, leads to new language acquisition (Enright & McCloskey,
1988; Freeman & Freeman, 1992; Goodman & Wilde, 1992; Hudelson, 1994:
Johnson & Roen, 1989). In summary, the negotiation of meaning through oral anci
written language between L; learners and native speakers is considered central to
the acquisition process. .

SECOND-LANGUAGE ACGQUISITION AS A NATURAL,
DEVELOPMENTAL PrROCESS

Research evidence has found that many aspects of L, ppear
acquisition a; to be
driven by an internal capability of the brain to facilitate this natural process. This
innate abiiity is available to Fhﬂdmn, adolescents, and adults, in both untutored and
classroom-assisted L, acquisition (Chomsky, 1957, 1965). Research on interlanguage
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(L, acquirers’ language produced at various stages of L, acquisition) and language
universals (properties common to many or all languages) continues to identify
aspects of the process that most L, acquirers experience. While each student varies
in the order and the rate at which specific language features are acquired, there are
general, predictable stages that most learners pass through (Brown, 1994a; Ellis,
1985, 1994; Hakuta, 1987; Krashen, 1981; Larsen-Freeman & Long, 1991).

For example, there is a developmental sequence to the acquisition of nega-
tion, interrogation, and relative clauses in ESL acquisition. In the first stage, most
acquirers commonly produce a word order that does not necessarily reflect the
standard word order of English, and some sentence constituents are omitted. In
the second stage, the acquirer begins to use English word order and most required
sentence constituents are there, but grammatical accuracy is not. Grammatical
morphemes begin to be used more systematically and meaningfully in the third
stage. In the fourth stage, the acquirer moves to acquisition of more complex sen-
tence structures (Ellis, 1985, pp. 58-64). Studies of ESL morpheme acquisition also
provide evidence for a natural developmental sequence, regardless of the learner’s
background or L,. For example, as a general pattern, the morpheme -ing, the plu-
ral, and the helping verb to be are acquired much earlier than the regular past
tense, third-person singular present tense, and the possessive (Ellis, 1994; Krashen,
1977, 1981; Larsen-Freeman & Long, 1991).

Teachers can facilitate the natural process by recognizing that acquisition of
any given feature in the language cannot be mastered quickly. A morpheme, for
example, will be acquired in stages, with gradual awareness and refining of rules
surrounding that-morpheme, as the detail of complexity of its use becomes more
evident to the acquirer. Formal instruction cannot speed up the natural develop-
mental process, but it can facilitate it. Errors need not be viewed as lack of mastery
but as positive steps in the L, acquisition process. While recognizing that the nat-
ural L, acquisition process is an innate capability also available to L, acquirers,
much greater individual variation occurs in L, acquisition than in L; acquisition
(Bialystok & Hakuta, 1994; Hakuta, 1986, 1987; Wong Fillmore, 1991a). This varia-

tion is due to the interaction of many other factors in second-language acquisition, -

including those discussed in the preceding'section on linguistic processes, as well
as sociocultural and cognitive variables to be discussed in the following sections.

Social and Cultural Processes

Social and cultural factors in the second-language acquisition process rcppéht a
wide range of mostly external forces that strongly affect the instructional context,
such as students’ sociceconomic status and past schooling, the functions of L, and
L, use within a community, attitudes toward L, and L;, social and psychological dis-
tance between L, and L, speakers, subordinate status of a minority group, cross-
cultural conflict, and many more potential factors. While many social and cultural
factors may not be easily modified by teacher or student, educators can adapt
existing instructional practices and educational structures to provide as support-
ive an educational environment as possible for students’ acquisition of L, and their

" successful academic achievement.
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Extensive research from anthropology, sociology, sociolinguis
guistics, social psychology, and education has ideml%ycd many vcryt:)ccf'wl't‘,:sr?::lh :ong:
ocultural influences on L; acquisition for schooling. To ignore these factors is
equivalent to setting up a system for the academic failure of maay L, students. The
sociocultural context is different in each school setting, and it is therefore difficult

Language Use at School

Anissucassecmingly simple as langua| ,
ge usc is fraught with sociocultural compli-
cations, Within school, what is allowed is often a reflection of language stafus

threatened?

While in most other countries of the world bilingualism is
pmcnt‘ in everyday life for all classes of society and all age grt::pzo(r(‘;oas;l;;,s
1982), in the United States the pattern during the twentieh century has been to
encourage the eradication of bilingualism as quickly as possible. Yet in spite of this
pattern, bilingualism persists. L, is used at home or in the language minority com-
munity because a person’s L, is intimately connected to his or her selfidentity. It is
the first means of expression of soul, kinship, emotions, tastes, sounds, and smells.
L, is associated with the most important and intimate aspects of cxiste'ncc To mke
L, away is to rob a person of his or her most basic identity and meaning l.n life.

Estimates from the 1990 U.S. Census have found that 55.9 million persons, or
22.5 percent of the total U.S, population, speak a non-English language at ho;nc
(Waggoner, 1991). While the fear is expressed that immigrants are not learning

(Cl'awfoB uﬁ::;‘:?%a; Grosjean, 1982; Veltman, 1988).
school personnel and educated language minori .
ty parents, who
work on building students’ cognitive development in L,, describe what an uphill
battle it is to fight U.S. societal pressure for children to switch to English and lose

N
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L, as quickly as possible. Lambert (1975, 1984) refers to the lack of socictal sup-
port for a minority language, with gradual loss of L,, as subtractive bilingualism, a
consequence of social pressurc sometimes present in majority-minority relations.
If L, loss occurs too early in life, however, it is associated with negative cognitive
effects. Subtractive bilinguals (who lose L,) perform less well on many cognitive
and academic measures than additive bilinguals (who acquire L, and maintain L,).
Societal and community patterns are reflected in school in relationships
among various ethnolinguistic student groups and among students and staff.
Conscious analysis of these forces can lead to constructive, democratic decisions
for change for a classroom as well as for the whole school. Bilingual programs
that provide strong instructional support for both L, and L,, with more equal sta-
tus given to the two languages, are the most successful programs for language
minority students, for both L, academic development and building students’ self-
confidence and self-esteem (Collier, 1989¢c, 1992¢; Thomas & Collier, 1997).
Among indigenous groups, L, revitalization in schools is crucial for cognitive
development, to connect to the deep knowledge passed on within each ethno-
linguistic community from generation to generation (Fishman, 1991; Hinton &
Hale, 2001; McCarty, 2004; Ovando, 1994; Ovando & Gourd, 1996), such as inti-
mate knowledge of the ecology of a region and human responses to that envi-
ronment. L; loss can lead to “a destruction of intimacy, the dismemberment of
family and community, the loss of a rooted identity” (Slate, 1993, p. 30). In
schools with no instructional support for L, for language minority students, deci-
sions can be made regarding social language use that reflect respect for the func-
tions of L, for identity and cognitive development, as well as social and
emotional support. Creating a school context for additive bilingualism demands
respect and valuing of all minority languages, dialects, and cultures (Baker, 2001;
Cummins, 1996b; Trucba, 1991). v .

Language use decisions apply not only to majority/minority languages in use
in the school community, but also to regional varictics of language (such as the use
of nonstandard dialects of a language). Linguists look upon all varieties of language
as equally complex, grammatical, and purposeful (or they would not exist).
Acknowledging that a language variety serves an important function in a given
community and then assisting students with an analysis of the uses and contrasting
features of that variety and the standard variety affirm students’ identity and help
with the process of bidialectal acquisition (Delpit, 1998; Ovando, 1993).

Sociolinguists and anthropologists have amassed a significant body of knowl-
edge examining the functions of language use in many culturally varied ethnolin-
guistic communities for a comparison with typical genres taught in U.S. Asd{ools.
These studies have generally found a wealth of functions of language use that sup-
port and broaden the academic uses of language in school, much richer than the
narrow steredtypical perceptions that school staff members have of language
development at home and in the community (Diaz, Moli, & Mchan, 1986; Heath,

1986; Minami & Ovando, 2004; Trucba, Guthrie, & Au, 1981). When closer
school-community relations are developed, what is frequently revealed is a richer,
more complex range of language use in the home, community, and professional
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llfe,andaverynamvmrestﬂcwdfocusofuswoflanguagcatschool.lnseveml
regions of the United States where a large ethnolinguistic community exists that
has experienced discrimination and resultant low academic achievement in
schools, researchers and school staff have worked together to forge linkages
between the community and school, resulting in contagious excitement among
students and staff as an expanded school curriculum is developed that recognizes
the social and cultural nature of learning and language development. Exciting,
ongoing school-community linkages have radically transformed school practices
and L, academic achievement among, for example, African Americans (Heath,
1983), Ethiopian Americans, Haitian Americans, Portuguese Americans (Warren,
Rosebery, & Conant, 1990), Hawaiian Americans (Au & Jordan, 1981; Tharp &
Gallimore, 1988; Vogt, Jordan, & Tharp, 1993; Wilson & Kamani, 2001), Mexican
Americans (Ada, 1988; Delgado-Gaitin, 1987, 1990; Moll & Diaz, 1993; Moll, Vélez-
Ibifiez, Gréenberg, & Rivera, 1990), and Navajo students (McCarty, 2004; Rosier &
Holm, 1980; Tharp & Gallimore, 1988; Vogt, Jordan & Tharp, 1993).

Students’ Socioeconomic Status .

Any group of educators gathered together can very quickly identify many student
background factors that they believe affect their students’ success or lack of suc-
cess in the classroom. How much these factors affect the L, acquisition process
has not yet been analyzed extensively because it is difficult to control these vari-
ables in research, and their influence on L, development varies greatly from one
student to another. For example, socioeconomic status (SES) was identified in edu-
cational research of the 1960s and 1970s as one of the most powerful variables
influencing student achievement. A common approach to language teaching of the
1970s and early 1980s was to assume that students of low SES background were
best taught through a carefully structured, sequenced, basic skills approach to lan-
guage arts. Today, substantial research has found that this practice actually widens
the gap in achievement between middle- and low-SES students as the students
move into the upper grades; whole language approaches to language teaching
hold more promise for addressing the language necds of students of all income
backgrounds (National Coalition of Advocates for Students, 1988; Oakes, 1985;
Rothman, 1991; Valdez Pierce, 1991).

-~ For language minorities, severe poverty is not necessarily closely correlated
with L, academic failure. The circumstances for each ethnolinguistic family in the
United States may vary greatly, and many other factors may interact with SES to
make it a less powerful variable in academic language development. Most new
immigrants go through a shift in SES from home country to host country, some
from higher SES to lower status in the United States, and others experiencing
upward mobility upon emigration. Recent research on effective schools for lan-
guage minority students has found that low SES is a less powerful variable for stu-
dents in schools that provide a strong bilingual/bicultural, academically rich
context for instruction (Collier, 1992c; Cummins, 1996b; Krashen & Biber, 1988;
Lucas, Henze, & Donato, 1990; Rothman, 1991; Thomas & Collier, 1997; Valdez
Pierce, 1991). )
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Students’ Past Schooling and Escape from War

Past educational experience is another factor in students’ background that is much
more powerful than SES for acquisition of academic L,. Immigrants from an eco-
nomically depressed region of the world may have experienced fewer school
hours per day because of overcrowding of schools, or they may have come from a
rural area with limited accessibility to formal schooling. Over the past decade,
large numbers of new students have arrived in the United States from war-torn
areas of the world, where they experienced long periods of interrupted schooling
or crowded refugee camp conditions with little opportunity for instructional sup-
port. Very.little research has been conducted on recent arrivals with little or no
formal L, schooling. These students appear to need lots of academic support in the
language in which they are cognitively more mature, L;, in order to develop liter-
acy, mathematics, science, and social studies knowledge as quickly as possible to
make up for years of missed instruction. In special programs developed for stu-
dents from war-torn areas, teachers say that some students may also need lots of
emotional support and counseling to deal with the scars of violence they have wit-
nessed, lost family members, and continuing trauma of establishing’ stable family
relations and meeting their basic survival needs. d

In an analysis of Hmong adaptation to the U.S. schoo! culture, Trueba, Jacobs,
and Kirton (1990) concluded that the Indochinese children they studied who had
escaped war and emigrated from refugee camps needed bicultural learning envi-
ronments “to break the vicious cycle of stress, poor performance, humiliation,
depression, and failure” (p. 109). The researchers recommended school curricula
for the Indochinese students that would provide a meaningful way to integrate lan-
guage, culture, and community knowledge, making each academic activity func-
tionally meaningful and connecting it to students’ prior knowledge, based on the
model developed by Tharp and Gallimore (1988). This model has been success-
fully applied to language minority students in Hawaii, Arizona, and California, sig-
nificantly increasing academic L, achievement. N

Caplan, Choy, and Whitmore (1992) examined 6,750 Southeast Asian boat
people who emigrated to the United States following devastating hardships suf-
fered in war and relocation camps. The researchers collected extensive informa-
tion on these Indochinese parents and their children, using survey data, interviews
conducted in L,, and students’ academic records at school, including grade point
averages and standardized test scores. Contrary to the researchers’ expectations,
they found that the strongest predictors of L, academic success for these
Indochinese children were parents’ maintenance of L, at home, reading books in L,
to their children, and strong retention of their own cultural traditions and values,
including providing a supportive home environment that placed a high value on

‘love of learning. These were families who, for the most part, had not had extensive

opportunities for formal schooling in the past; education had been a restricted
privilege for the well-to-do. In spite of parents’lack of formal education and lack of
English proficiency, they were able to provide the family support needed to help
their children excel in L, academic achievement through continuing development
of their q:a language and cultural heritage at home.
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