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Currently, several alternative school programs exist in California for educat-
ing English learners (ELs) that differ from English-only programs in the use 
of two languages (English and another language) for language, literacy, and 
academic instruction. These programs comprise (a) transitional bilingual,  
(b) developmental bilingual, and (c) two-way immersion. Those programs are 
the focus of this chapter. There is some discussion elsewhere in this publica-
tion on how English learners’ home language is used in other program mod-
els, such as newcomer programs and sheltered instruction in the chapter by 
Echevarria and Short. We outline the rationale for and advantages of a dual 
language approach to education for English learners in California and across 
the country. The primary characteristics of those alternative program are 
described. We go on to review research that has investigated the language, 
literacy, academic, and other outcomes of students who have participated in 
dual language programs. 

Finally, we briefly present research pertinent to program effectiveness, imple- 
mentation issues, and learner needs in dual language programs. Some of 
these topics (e.g., student outcomes) have been the subject of extensive 
systematic research. In those cases, our discussion, conclusions, and recom-
mendations are closely based on empirical evidence. In other cases (e.g., 
students with special needs), the research base is less extensive or indirect 
and, as a result, our discussion is necessarily more circumspect and sugges-
tive. However, because educational professionals need to make informed 
decisions about program alternatives now, with or without extensive  
research evidence, we have included suggestions and recommendations even 
for issues that lack extensive empirical investigation in order to provide as 
much professional guidance as we can. 
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Rationale and Advantages of Dual Language Education
As noted, the three program alternatives reviewed in this chapter use two languages 
to educate language-minority students (and language-majority students in the case  
of two-way immersion). Before proceeding with descriptions of these program 
alternatives, we discuss arguments for the use of two languages for teaching English 
learners. These arguments pertain to globalization, neurocognitive advantages, the 
home language advantage, and cultural competence. 

Globalization

Few would deny that the world is experiencing unprec-
edented globalization. It is evident in multiple spheres of 
activity: economy and business, communications, travel,  
culture, and immigration. Globalization has brought 
opportunities, advantages, and challenges. One chal-
lenge is how best to prepare present-day students in U.S. 
schools for life in the global village. Linguistic and 
cultural competence play key roles in affording students 
the tools they need to take advantage of the opportuni-
ties of globalization. Although English is widely recognized as the most important 
world language (Crystal 2003), students who speak English and other languages  
will have the competitive edge in the global marketplace. As well, knowing other 
languages in addition to English will afford California students the full range of 
benefits that globalization offers, including personal benefits related to international 
travel or communication through the Internet. In short, educational programs that 
afford students opportunities to acquire English and other languages and to become 
familiar with other cultures are better suited to offering graduates a premium in the 
global village (Barker 2000; Foreign Language Framework 2003; Committee for 
Economic Development 2007).

Neurocognitive Advantages 

Research conducted during the past two decades has found that advanced levels of  
bilingual competence are associated with several significant cognitive advantages 
(e.g., Bialystok 2001, 2008). A bilingual advantage has been demonstrated  
consistently by individuals competent in completing tasks or solving problems when 
competing information is available. Technically speaking, these advantages include 
cognitive abilities related to attention, inhibition, monitoring, and switching focus of 
attention. Collectively these cognitive skills comprise what are referred to as executive 
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control processes and are located in the frontal lobe regions of the brain. Executive  
control processes permit the problem solver to focus attention when there is  
potentially conflicting information to be considered, to select relevant over irrelevant 
information, and to switch strategies when a solution is not forthcoming. 

Bialystok and Martin (2004) have argued that the experience of controlling attention 
to two languages in order to keep them separate and use them appropriately is what 
enhances the development of executive control processes in bilingual people. These 
advantages in executive control functions are evident in childhood and in later adult-
hood as well. The bilingual advantage found by Bialystok is most evident in bilingual 
people who acquire relatively advanced levels of proficiency in two languages and use 
their two languages actively on a regular basis. A bilingual advantage is unlikely to 
occur in individuals who have taken a high school foreign-language course and have 
little competence in another language (e.g., Bialystok 2001; Cummins 1976, 1981). 

These findings have significant implications for edu-
cators−implications that complement the economic 
and personal advantages that are associated with  
bilingual competence in a globalized world. In 
brief, these findings argue for bilingual forms of 
education as cognitive enrichment and, at the same 
time, argue for programs that provide substantive  
and continuous opportunities for students to  
develop bilingual competence in school so that they 
enjoy the cognitive advantages that high levels of 
bilingualism confer. 

The Home Language Advantage

Recent systematic reviews of research on the language, literacy and academic  
development of English learners by August and Shanahan (2006) and Genesee and 
others (2006), among others, have revealed that there are important developmen-
tal relationships between English learners’ home language competencies and their 
academic and literacy development in English (see also Greene 1998; MacSwan et 
al. 2007; Rolstad, Mahoney, and Glass 2005; Slavin and Cheung 2005; Willig 1985). 
More specifically, English learners with advanced levels of competence in certain 
aspects of the home language demonstrate superior achievement in English literacy 
compared with English learners who lack or have lower levels of competence in 
these home language abilities. Moreover, English learners with more advanced levels 
of bilingual competence (in English and the home language) attain significantly 
higher levels of academic achievement than do English learners with lower levels of 
bilingual competence (Lindholm-Leary and Borsato 2006). 
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Phonological awareness can be used as an example. It has been reported in numer-
ous studies that English learners who possess good phonological awareness skills 
in the home language acquire phonological awareness skills in English more easily 
and faster and, in turn, acquire superior word decoding skills in English in com-
parison to English learners with less-developed phonological awareness skills in 
the home language (see Geva and Genesee 2006 and Riches and Genesee 2006 for 
reviews of this research). These first- and second-language relationships have been 
found for language-related skills (such as depth and breadth of vocabulary), literacy-
related skills (such as knowledge of the alphabet and phonological awareness), 
and language-processing strategies (such as inferring the 
meaning of new words or the use of reading-comprehension 
strategies). These findings are evident in English learners 
who are instructed in English-only classrooms as well as in 
English learners in bilingual programs, indicating that these 
linguistic interdependencies operate independently of the 
language of instruction. Moreover, these effects are most 
pronounced when English learners acquire competence in 
English reading and writing−fundamental skills for educa-
tional success. 

These findings are important educationally because they indicate that English learn-
ers, like all students, are resourceful and use all their existing language and cognitive 
resources when learning to read, write, and learn new academic skills in English. 
Whereas monolingual English-speaking students have resources only in English, 
English learners have resources linked to the home language as well as those they 
are acquiring in English. In short, English learners use their existing home language 
skills to “bootstrap” into English literacy. As their knowledge of English grows, 
English learners have less need to draw on home language skills to fill the gaps. Dual 
language programs have the educational advantage in that they systematically use 
English learners’ home language to scaffold the acquisition of English literacy and 
thus take advantage of English learners’ existing language abilities. To ignore these 
cross-linguistic relationships risks squandering young English learners’ most valuable  
learning assets as they face the challenges of learning literacy and other academic 
skills in English. 

Schooling and Cultural Competence

Schooling involves more than reading, writing, and arithmetic, as important as these 
are. Schools are also important for socializing students to broader sociocultural  
values and norms. Among the sociocultural goals of public education in California  

 In short, English 
learners use their 
existing home 
language skills to 
“bootstrap” into 
English literacy.

326



are appreciation and understanding of differences among fellow students and mem-
bers of the community at large. California is one of the most diverse states in the 
U.S. and has historically valued and promoted diversity with respect to language 
and culture in its population. In the globalized world 
that we live in, the acculturation role of schooling 
takes on added significance because the range of 
diversity that California students face is itself global, 
extending beyond their immediate neighborhood to 
include peoples from all corners of the world. Like-
wise, the consequences of intolerance and ignorance of 
diversity are equally global in magnitude. 

Dual language programs, in which students are in-
structed through two languages and sometimes with 
members of both language groups working together 
(e.g., two-way immersion), provide many conditions 
that are essential for the reduction of prejudice and 
discrimination. These programs also provide students 
with communication skills and cultural awareness 
that facilitate intergroup contact and appreciation (see Genesee and Gándara 1999 
for a detailed discussion). These possibilities are most likely in two-way immersion 
programs that include students from both language groups since they provide  
opportunities for sustained, personalized contact with members of the other group  
in a supportive, structured environment. Also, direct contact outside school with 
members of the other group (e.g., Spanish-speaking in the case of English-speaking 
students in two-way immersion) is afforded once students’ language proficiency is 
sufficiently functional to engage in such contact. 

Dual language programs offer another cultural advantage to language-minority 
students in California. For children from the majority language group, there is, 
generally speaking, a good match between the cultural norms of the home and of the 
school. However, for children from minority-language groups, there is often a poor 
match because what is considered appropriate in minority-language homes may be 
inappropriate or awkward in school (Greenfield, Quiroz, and Raeff 2000). A good 
example of this difference in American homes is the norms surrounding children’s 
talk with adults. In mainstream middle-class American families, children are  
encouraged and expected to initiate conversations with adults and to demonstrate  
individually what they know and want (cf. Rogoff 2003). Moreover, teachers take 
those kinds of behaviors as signs that students are engaged and focused. This 
expectation contrasts sharply with the cultural norms of some groups that are not 
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European in origin. Children from many other cultures are socialized to not initiate 
conversations with adults (Greenfield, Quiroz, and Raeff 2000), to not look directly 
at adults when they talk to them (Whatley 1981), and to work together with their 
peers rather than as individuals (Au and Jordan 1981; Philips 1983). Those kinds of 
behaviors could be interpreted as signs of reticence, indifference, or even of learning 
problems by classroom teachers working with a mainstream point of view because 
they run counter to cultural expectations associated with mainstream socialization 
patterns. Such misattributions may be less likely to happen in dual language  
programs where teachers are sensitive to the cultural norms of their minority- 
language students. 

Finally, all students possess what Luis Moll has referred to as “funds of knowledge” 
that shape their behavior and learning in school (Gonzalez, Moll, and Amanti 2005). 
Funds of knowledge are acquired in the home and community before children 
come to school and include the skills, knowledge, expectations, and understandings 
that children have about the world and their place in it. The funds of knowledge 
that mainstream students possess are used by mainstream classroom teachers as 
resources for linking new knowledge and skills to students’ prior learning and life 
experiences (e.g., Snow, Burns, and Griffin 1998). This is done, for example, when 
teachers preview new learning objectives with their students by encouraging students 
to discuss and think about prior knowledge and experiences that are related to the 
new learning objectives. Students from different cultural backgrounds have different 
funds of knowledge that have grown out of their unique cultural experiences. Dual 
language programs that teach through students’ home language as well as English 
are better prepared to accommodate students with diverse sociocultural back-
grounds because dual language teachers usually have had appropriate training about 
the importance of these issues (Howard et al. 2007; Lindholm-Leary 2001). More-
over, dual language programs usually include explicit objectives to enhance students’ 
understanding and appreciation of cultural diversity since this is an integral part of 
acquiring bilingual competence.

Program Characteristics
Each type of dual language program, including the primary goals, theoretical  
rationale, and intended student populations, is described in this section. For more  
detailed descriptions of these models, along with other dual language program mod-
els, see Genesee 1999. This information is also summarized in Table 6.1, along with 
information about grade levels served, appropriate teacher qualifications, the role of 
mainstream teachers, and the nature of instructional materials used in each type of 
program.
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Table 6.1. Summary of Alternative Educational Programs for English Learners
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Components Transitional Bilingual Developmental  
Bilingual Two-Way Immersion

Language goals
Transition to  
English only

Bilingualism Bilingualism

Cultural goals

Integrate into  
mainstream  
American culture

Integrate into  
mainstream American 
culture and maintain 
home/heritage culture

Maintain/integrate into 
mainstream American 
culture and appreciate 
other culture

Academic goals
District goals and 
standards

District goals and 
standards

District goals and 
standards

Student  
characteristics

 No/limited English

 Same home  
language

 Mixed cultural 
background

 No/limited English

 Same home  
language

 Mixed culture  
background

Both native speakers  
of English and students 
with no/limited English;  
different cultural  
backgrounds

Grade levels served
Primary and  
elementary

Elementary K–8; preferably K–12

Entry levels K, 1, 2 K, 1, 2 K, 1

Length of student 
participation

2–4 years • Usually 6 years (+K)
• Preferably 12 years 

(+K)

• Usually 6 years (+K)
• Preferably 12 years 

(+K)

Role of mainstream 
teachers

Mainstream teachers 
must have training in 
sheltered instruction.

Stand-alone program 
with its own specially 
trained teachers

Mainstream teachers 
with special training

Teacher  
qualifications

 Bilingual certificate  Bilingual- 
multicultural  
certificate 

 Bilingual  
proficiency

 Bilingual/immersion 
certification

 Bilingual  
proficiency

 Multicultural  
training

Instructional  
materials, texts, 
visual aids, etc.

In the home language 
of students and in  
English; English  
materials adapted  
to language levels

In the home language 
of students and in  
English; English  
materials adapted  
to language levels

In the minority  
language and in  
English, as required  
by curriculum of study



Transitional Bilingual Education

Transitional bilingual education (TBE), also sometimes referred to as early-exit bilin-
gual education, has historically been a common form of dual language education for 
English learners in the United States (Genesee 1999). 
TBE provides academic instruction in English learn-
ers’ home language as they learn English. The typical 
TBE program begins in kindergarten or grade one and 
provides initial instruction in literacy and academic 
content areas through the student’s home language 
along with instruction in oral English and nonacademic 
subjects, such as art, music, and physical education. 
Teaching English learners in all-English classes as soon 
as they begin schooling, it is argued, impedes their 
academic development because they cannot speak or understand English sufficiently 
to benefit from academic instruction through English. Thus, learners are put at 
academic risk. TBE is designed to avoid this pitfall. As students acquire proficiency 
in oral English, the language in which academic subjects are taught gradually shifts 
from the students’ home language to English. Content instruction through English is 
often provided in individualized and specially designed units, often using sheltered 
instructional techniques (see Echevarria and Short, this publication). The transition 
to English instruction typically starts off with math, followed by reading and writing, 
then science, and finally social studies. Once they acquire sufficient English profi-
ciency, TBE students make the transition to mainstream classes where all academic 
instruction is presented in English; often this occurs at grade three. In contrast to 
developmental bilingual education and two-way immersion programs, to be  
described shortly, TBE does not aim for full bilingualism. It uses the students’ home 
language to ensure grade-level mastery of academic content but only until such time 
as students can make a full transition to all-English instruction, typically defined in 
California as one to two years (Genesee 1999). 

The primary goals of TBE are to: 

 Ensure mastery of grade-appropriate academic skills and knowledge.

 Facilitate and speed up the process of learning English. 

Early instruction in students’ home language serves both goals. The fact that instruc-
tion through the home language supports the acquisition of English sounds counter-
intuitive to some, but the rationale is as follows. First, teaching academic content 
to English learners through their home language, while they are learning to speak 
and comprehend English, helps them to acquire academic knowledge at the same 
pace as their native English-speaking counterparts because they are learning in a 
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language they already know. Second, teaching English learners academic subjects 
initially in their home language also provides them with knowledge and experience 
that facilitates learning English in subsequent grade levels; for example, it is easier for 
English learners to understand and learn English language skills related to the study 
of planets if they already know something about planets. Third, the easiest language 
for students to learn to read and write first is the one they already know. Rather than 
delay reading and writing instruction until English learners can speak and compre-
hend English, reading and writing instruction can begin immediately if the students’ 
home language is used. 

Moreover, many literacy skills “transfer” from one language to another (August and 
Shanahan 2006; Genesee et al. 2006). Thus, if English learners learn to read and 
write reasonably well in their home language and learn to speak and comprehend 
English well, then it is relatively easy for them to learn to read and write in English.  
There is much evidence to support this approach (August and Shanahan 2006; 
Genesee et al. 2006), especially for languages that use the same script (e.g., Spanish 
and English). Fourth, it is argued that parents play a critical supporting role in their 
child’s education. Teaching English learners in their home language increases the 
likelihood that their parents (who often speak little or no English) will be better able 
to support their children’s academic development; for example, by reading with their 
children, supervising their homework, communicating with the teacher, and so on.

Developmental Bilingual Education 

Developmental bilingual education (DBE), also referred to as maintenance bilingual 
education and late-exit bilingual education, is an enrichment form of dual language 
education that uses English learners’ home language and English for literacy and 
academic instruction throughout the elementary grade levels and, wherever possible, 
high school as well. In comparison to two-way immersion programs (discussed next) 
in which students from language-minority backgrounds are schooled along with  
students from the majority-language group using both groups’ languages, DBE 
is a kind of one-way program that includes only or primarily language-minority 
students. Although DBE programs are intended to serve speakers of one minority 
language in the same classroom, diversity among students is not uncommon; a single 
class or program might include Hispanic students who were born and raised in the 
U.S. but speak virtually no English when they first enroll, Hispanic students who are 
already proficiently bilingual, and recent Spanish-speaking immigrants from Mexico 
who are just beginning to acquire English.

Most current DBE programs begin in kindergarten or grade one and add one grade 
level each year. They teach regular academic subjects through English and the 
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students’ native language for as many grade levels as the school district can and will 
support, ideally until the end of high school. DBE programs are offered in a variety 
of minority languages, including Chinese, Vietnamese, Russian, Japanese, French, 
German, and Spanish. A listing of DBE programs is contained in the Center for  
Applied Linguistics Directory of Bilingual Programs. The vast majority of DBE  
programs include Spanish and English (Center for Applied Linguistics 2008). 

DBE programs aim to promote high levels 
of academic achievement in all curricular 
areas and full proficiency in both the students’ 
home language and English for academic  
purposes. They emphasize the cognitive and 
academic richness of exploring knowledge 
across academic domains from multiple 
cultural perspectives using both languages. 
DBE programs provide English learners with academic instruction in their home 
language as they learn English. Sheltered instructional techniques are the preferred 
method of delivering academic instruction (see Echevarria and Short, this publica-
tion). In this way, DBE aims for grade-level achievement in academic domains by the 
end of schooling. Indeed, well-implemented DBE leads to high academic achieve-
ment for English learners (Lindholm-Leary and Borsato 2006; Riches and Genesee 
2006; Thomas and Collier 2002). DBE takes an enriched approach to educating 
English learners in that it promotes full proficiency in all aspects of the students’ 
home language in addition to full proficiency in all aspects of English. As a result, it 
is viewed as an additive form of bilingual education (Cloud, Genesee, and Hamayan 
2000). 

The theoretical rationale for DBE is built on research in diverse domains, including 
linguistics, social sciences, and school effectiveness (e.g., Lindholm-Leary 2001). 
Accelerated learning, a concept from research on school effectiveness, is critical to 
understanding the learning situation of any group of potentially at-risk students. As 
a group, English learners generally score relatively low on tests related to all areas of 
the curriculum administered in English (cf. Abedi 2003). If they are to catch up to 
native English-speaking students who are advancing in achievement each year, they 
must make more academic progress per year than English-speaking students. More-
over, they must maintain such accelerated progress for several consecutive years in 
order to eventually close the achievement gap, which can be as much as 1.5 national 
standard deviation units. In a well-implemented DBE program, academic growth is 
accelerated through cognitively challenging academic work in the students’ home 
language along with meaningful academic content taught through English. As  

 DBE programs aim to promote 
high levels of academic achieve-
ment in all curricular areas 
and full proficiency in both the 
students’ home language and 
English for academic purposes.

332



students demonstrate that they have mastered grade-level curriculum material in 
their home language, they also close the achievement gap in English. With time (four 
to seven years), they are often able to demonstrate grade-level knowledge in English 
as well. DBE students in effective programs can outperform the average monolingual 
English-speaking group on standardized tests across the curriculum (Lindholm-
Leary and Borsato 2006; Thomas and Collier 2002).

Research on language acquisition in school contexts also constitutes part of the 
theoretical base for DBE. It is widely believed that school programs that integrate 
second-language and content instruction are generally effective for promoting second-
language proficiency (Genesee 1994) especially when accompanied by explicit and 
direct instruction of aspects of the second language that are difficult to acquire (Lyster 
2007). Furthermore, developing students’ home language so that it is commensurate 
with their cognitive development throughout the school years is crucial to academic 
success (Lindholm-Leary and Borsato 2006). Acquiring the second language in an  
additive context−in which the first language is not lost but promoted−leads to  
uninterrupted cognitive development and, thus, increased academic achievement 
(Lindholm-Leary and Borsato 2006).

Two-Way Immersion Education

Two-way immersion programs (also known as two-way bilingual education and dual 
language immersion) have been widely implemented in schools and districts that seek 
to provide educational opportunities for all students to become bilingual (Center 
for Applied Linguistics 2008; Howard and Christian 2002). Two-way immersion 
programs provide integrated language and academic instruction for native speakers 
of English and native speakers of another language with the goals of high academic 
achievement, first- and second-language proficiency, and cross-cultural understand-
ing. In two-way immersion programs, language learning is integrated with content 
instruction, as in the other program alternatives reviewed in this chapter. Academic 
subjects are taught to all students through both English and the other language,  
although the same subject is usually not taught in both languages in the same year. 
As students and teachers interact socially and work together to perform academic 
tasks, the students’ language abilities are developed along with their knowledge of 
academic subject matter. Most programs start in kindergarten or first grade and  
continue until the end of elementary school or into middle and high school.  
Although there is much variation with certain program features, there are also  
some important core similarities among programs (Genesee 1999).

 There are usually approximately 50 percent English-only speakers and 50 percent 
native speakers of the other language (or no fewer than a third of either group). 
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 By including students from both language groups, two-way immersion programs 
give students the opportunity to be both first-language models and second- 
language learners. 

 Academic instruction takes place through both languages, with the non-English 
language being used at least 50 percent of the time. There are two program al-
ternatives, one (termed 50/50) in which both languages are used throughout the 
grades for 50 percent of the instructional day. In the other program alternative, 
called 90/10, the non-English language is used for 90 percent of the instructional 
day during kindergarten through grade one; after that, more English is added at 
each grade level until grade four or five, where the proportion is closer to 50/50. 

 Two-way immersion creates an additive bilingual environment for all students 
since the primary languages of both groups of students are developed at the 
same time as their second languages are developed. 

The rationale for two-way immersion is based on theories and research findings  
concerning both first- and second-language acquisition. First, and as already noted, 
bilingual education research indicates that academic knowledge and skills acquired 
through one language pave the way for acquisition of related knowledge and skills 
taught through the medium of another language. When instruction through the home  
language is provided to language-minority students along with balanced second- 
language support, those students attain higher levels of academic achievement  
and literacy in English than if they had been taught only in English (August and 
Shanahan 2006; Lindholm-Leary and Borsato 2006). 

Second, research indicates that English is best acquired by language-minority students  
with limited or no proficiency in English after home-language skills are fully estab-
lished. Specifically, strong oral and literacy skills developed in the home language 
provide a solid basis for the acquisition of literacy and other academic language skills 
in English (August and Shanahan 2006; Genesee et al. 2006). Moreover, common 
literacy-related skills that underlie the acquisition and use of both languages transfer  
from the home language to the second language and, thereby, facilitate English  
language acquisition.

Third, immersion programs for language-majority students (those who are native 
speakers of English) enable them to develop advanced levels of proficiency in the 
second language without compromising their academic achievement or home- 
language development (Genesee 2004).

Finally, many researchers and educators believe that language is learned best by all  
students when it is the medium of instruction rather than the exclusive focus of in-
struction (e.g., Lyster 2007). In two-way immersion settings, students learn language 
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while exploring and learning academic content because there is a real need to  
communicate. 

More generally, the rationale for two-way immersion grows out of sociocultural 
theory that maintains that learning occurs through social interaction (Lantolf 2005; 
Vygotsky 1978). More specifically, the integration of native speakers of English and 
native speakers of another language facilitates second-language acquisition since 
it promotes authentic, meaningful interaction with native speakers. Because the 
students in two-way immersion programs are all native speakers of one of the two 
second languages being promoted, it follows that native-language models are avail-
able in the classroom for both groups of second-language learners.

Social science research also provides a strong 
theoretical rationale for two-way immersion  
programs in culturally and linguistically diverse 
settings. Students who study in socioculturally 
supportive classrooms that build on the knowl-
edge base they bring from their homes and 
communities are able to accelerate their own 
academic growth (González, Moll, and Amanti 
2005). The differential status enjoyed by  
language-minority and -majority students and 
particularly the low status of language-minority students can be transformed in a 
two-way immersion program where all students are respected and valued as equal 
partners in the learning process and where all are given access to the same resources 
as all other schools. Furthermore, in regions of the U.S. that provide economic  
rewards for graduates who are bilingual in English and another language, the  
economic advantages of bilingualism in the marketplace may serve to enhance the 
status and achievement of students who are bilingual.

Student Achievement and Program Outcomes
The achievement of English learners has been of considerable interest to educators, 
policymakers, and families. In this section, we examine  
the achievement of English learners in terms of oral  
language proficiency, content area achievement, and  
attitudes; we also review research that examines literacy 
outcomes of English learners in alternative programs. A 
more extensive and in-depth review of research on the 
acquisition of literacy skills in English by English learners 
is presented in the chapter by August and Shanahan, this 
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publication (see also August and Shanahan 2006 and Genesee et al. 2006 for recent 
comprehensive reviews). Along the way, we delve into some important educational 
and policy issues concerning the effectiveness of different program types for English 
learners, the question of the amount of English in the instructional day that is needed 
for learners to achieve grade-level norms, and how well students achieve in alterna-
tive dual language programs.

Oral Language Development

Oral language proficiency is critical for the general educational and academic success  
of English learners. The rate at which English learners achieve advanced levels of 
oral language proficiency in English is of interest to policymakers and lawmakers 
because it influences the amount of time English 
learners should receive federally funded ser-
vices. Of course, the oral language development 
of English learners is of considerable interest to 
educators so that appropriate curriculum can be 
developed to facilitate their language and content 
learning and so that instruction can be tailored to the needs of English learners at 
different proficiency levels (see Snow and Katz as well as Dutro and Kinsella, this 
publication). Oral language development of English learners is important to parents, 
as parents want to be sure that their children become proficient in English; but many 
parents also want their children to maintain proficiency in the home language  
(Lindholm-Leary 2001; Ramos 2007; Shannon and Milian 2002). 

Whereas in this book there has been a primary focus on the English language devel-
opment of English learners, we address, to the extent possible, the development of 
both languages. It is important in these discussions to recognize that English learners  
may be at different stages of bilingualism, including full proficiency in two or more 
languages, full proficiency in the primary language and limited proficiency in  
English, limited proficiency in both the primary language and English, and even 
proficiency in English and limited proficiency in the primary language.

In this section, we address issues that are likely to be most critical to educators, 
researchers, and parents; that is, research on the development of proficiency in both 
the first and second languages and how long it takes for English learners to become 
proficient in English.

Research on the L1 and L2 development of English learners. To help readers better 
understand the English language development of English learners, we briefly review 
research on second-language learners in general and consider what it means to be 
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proficient in English or a second language. First, it is important to distinguish the 
differences in the process of acquisition between monolingual students and that of 
second-language learners. We know that all normally developing children readily 
acquire their first language by the time they enter school (MacSwan 2000); that is, 
they have acquired the vocabulary, grammar, pronunciation, and speech styles that 
are appropriate for their speech community. However, even normally developing 
monolingual English speakers entering kindergarten continue to develop more  
complex vocabulary and syntactic skills in school, and they exhibit normal variations  
in their acquisition of various linguistic structures and sounds (Hoff and Shatz 2007; 
Maratsos 2000). 

Children who grow up learning two languages simultaneously are called “simultane-
ous bilinguals” in the research literature; in California, they are referred to as I-FEPs 
(initially fluent English proficient). We know from research 
on these children that, given sufficient exposure in both 
languages, their language development in both languages 
is similar to that of monolinguals in that they typically 
follow the same stages in their acquisition of syntactic 
rules and structures as monolingual children do in each 
language (e.g., Baker 2006; Gathercole 2002a; Genesee, 
Paradis, and Crago 2004; Lindholm 1980, 1987). We also 
know that simultaneous bilingual children tend to mix 
languages, or code-switch, and that this is grammatical with respect to both languag-
es and often serves social and communicative functions (e.g., to communicate with 
other bilinguals or to assert one’s dual language identity) (Genesee 2002). In short, 
it is now well understood that bilingual code-switching is not evidence of either 
language or cognitive confusion (e.g.. Baker 2006; Genesee, Boivin, and Nicoladis 
1996; Lindholm 1980; Romaine 1995).

Children who have acquired one language before school age and acquire an additional  
language in school are usually called second-language learners or successive bilinguals in 
the research literature (e.g., Baker 2006), although educators often refer to these  
students as English learners. They are even often referred to as bilinguals even though  
they may have minimal competence in their second language. 

Research on second-language learners debunks the myth that children learn a second 
language easily and quickly (e.g., MacSwan and Pray 2005; Paradis 2005). Second-
language learning is a challenging and lengthy process especially when it calls for 
the acquisition of academic language and not simply conversational language skills. 
In fact, research has shown that second-language learning in school contexts is not 
always easier for young children entering school than for adolescents or adults  

 It is now well under-
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(Genesee and Geva 2006). As MacSwan and Pray (2005) point out, second-language  
learners, unlike their school-age native peers, “have developed only partial knowl-
edge of the structure of their target language [English], and exhibit substantial errors 
associated with tense, case, grammatical agreement, word order, pronunciation, 
and other aspects of language structure” (p. 656). However, Gathercole (2002a) has 
shown that while second-grade English learners in two-way programs may lag  
behind their monolingual English-speaking peers in developing certain grammatical  
structures such as mass/count distinctions, the gap disappears by fifth grade and 
there is no difference between the bilingual English learners and their monolingual 
English-speaking peers.

Saunders and O’Brien (2006) note, in a review of research on the oral language 
development of English learners, that with increased oral proficiency in English, 
English learners: 

 Use more English, which is associated, in turn, with subsequent gains in oral 
English proficiency.

 Interact more frequently with English-only students, which provides more  
opportunity to use English.

 Use more complex language-learning strategies, particularly strategies that en-
able them to interact with others and monitor their own and others’ language use.

 Display a wider range of language skills, including skills associated with academic  
uses of language, such as higher-level question forms and definitional skills. 

There is very little research on English learners’ proficiency in their native language 
since most research in the U.S. on the development of languages other than English 
has examined foreign language learning. The scant research that has been done 
on English learners’ native-language proficiency pertains to Spanish and is mostly 
limited to teacher ratings and results on standardized language tests. Nonetheless, 
the available research shows that developmental bilingual and two-way programs 
promote relatively high levels of Spanish proficiency (August and Hakuta 1997;  
Escamilla and Medina 1993; Gathercole 2002b; Howard and Christian 1997; Howard,  
Christian, and Genesee 2004; Howard and Sugarman 2007; Lindholm-Leary 2001; 
Lindholm-Leary and Howard 2008; Ramirez 1992; Willig 1985). It has also been 
found that adolescent English learners who have participated in two-way programs 
for six to eight years think their Spanish skills are highly functional and, in particular, 
that they have the Spanish skills they need to participate in a variety of classroom and 
social exchanges (Lindholm-Leary 2003; Lindholm-Leary and Ferrante 2005). 

Finally, Gathermore (2002b) has pointed out that by fifth grade, English learners in 
two-way programs show significantly greater proficiency in certain Spanish grammat-
ical structures (e.g., gender distinctions) over English learners in English mainstream 
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programs, even when those learners come from homes in which Spanish is spoken. 
This research is important in demonstrating the significant impact that dual language 
programs serve in promoting both English and Spanish language proficiencies.

Length of time to become proficient in English. A number of studies on the oral 
language development of English learners indicate that they typically require a 
minimum of two to five years to achieve advanced proficiency in oral English 
(Collier 1989; Hakuta, Butler, and Witt 2000; Saunders and O’Brien 2006; Thomas 
and Collier 2002), regardless of whether they participate in a bilingual, English 
mainstream, or structured English immersion program (Saunders and O’Brien 
2006), although MacSwan and Pray (2005) found that students in bilingual programs 
acquired English as fast or faster than students in all-English programs. Those 
studies have examined proficiency in terms of students’ speaking, listening compre-
hension, reading, and writing skills. 

One way in which researchers have studied this issue is by examining reclassification 
rates of English learners; that is, how long it takes them to be reclassified “fully Eng-
lish proficient” if they had been previously designated “limited English proficient.” 
The final report of the American Institutes for Research evaluation study of the 
implementation of Proposition 227 (Parrish et al. 2006) summarizes annual reclassi-
fication rates1 of English learners from 1994-95 to 2004-05 in California. This study 
used data from the California English Language Development Test (CELDT), which 
includes measures of both oral (speaking, listening) and written (reading, writing) 
language skills. The authors report that “the overall redesignation rate has increased 
gradually over the past decade . . . with the most recent data showing a rate of 8.9 
percent for 2004–2005” (p. I-19). The authors estimated the “current probability of 
an EL being redesignated to fluent English proficient status after 10 years in California  
to be less than 40 percent” (p. III-1). They go on to state: “we estimate that 75 percent  
of EL students are not redesignated [as fluent English proficient] after five years of 
schooling” (p. III-33). Their reclassification figure of only 25 percent is close to the  
figure reported by Grissom (2004), who found that only 30 percent of English  
learners were reclassified within five years. 

Data from two-way programs are more optimistic. Lindholm-Leary (2008) reported 
that the percentage of students in two two-way 90/10 schools and one 60/40 dual 
language school that had been reclassified or met reclassification criteria1 using the 
CELDT was 32 percent in grade five, 52 percent in grade six, and 72 percent in  
grade seven.

1. Reclassification usually occurs when an English learner reaches Early Advanced or Advanced 
on the CELDT and achieves at least Basic on the California Standards Test in English–language 
arts. There are other considerations as well, but these are the primary ones.
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In a current review of research on students in two-way programs, Lindholm-Leary 
and Howard (2008) report that almost all English learners in two-way programs 
were rated as orally proficient in English, particularly by the upper elementary grade 
levels. Similar results were reported by Howard and Sugarman (2007) in their study 
of three two-way schools. In both 90/10 and 50/50 two-way programs, most English 
learners were rated by various oral proficiency measures as proficient in English by 
fourth grade. Those results were based on several large-scale studies of various two-
way programs in different regions of the U.S. Moreover, these results were obtained 
whether they were based on cross-sectional or longitudinal studies and regardless 
of the language measures used (e.g., Language Assessment Scale, Bilingual Syntax 
Measure, Student Oral Language Observation Matrix, Student Oral Proficiency  
Assessment, Foreign Language Oral Skills Evaluation Matrix). However, most of 
these measures were limited to oral proficiency (speaking, listening) and not profi-
ciency in written language (reading, writing). 

Improving Education for English Learners: Research-Based Approaches

Level of proficiency in English. Research that has examined the development of oral 
proficiency in a second language by English learner and foreign-language students 
has consistently shown that improvement from 
beginning to middle levels of proficiency is rela-
tively rapid, but progress from middle to upper 
levels of proficiency is much slower (e.g., Hakuta, 
Butler, and Witt 2000; Howard, Christian, and 
Genesee 2004; Lindholm-Leary 2001; Medina 
and Escamilla 1992; Thomas and Collier 2002; 
Weslander and Stephany 1983; see Saunders and 
O’Brien 2006, for a review). The American Insti-
tutes for Research evaluation study of the implementation of Proposition 227 reports 
data that are consistent with this finding (Parrish et al. 2006). In 2003-04, only 11 
percent of K–12 English learners were rated Advanced, 32 percent were rated Early 
Advanced, 36 percent Intermediate, and 22 percent as Beginning or Early Interme-
diate in oral proficiency on the CELDT. Even those data on students who were rated 
Early Advanced or Advanced may be artificially high because there was an overrep-
resentation of students in grades nine through twelve in the entire sample (Parrish et 
al. 2006; Rumberger and Gándara 2005).

Summary. Despite the obvious significance of proficiency in oral English in theory, 
practice, and policy, there is a scarcity of empirical research on this topic (see 
Saunders and O’Brien 2006). There is even less empirical evidence on the English 
learners’ acquisition and use of specific linguistic structures (e.g., verbs, pronouns, 
causal connectors) and sociolinguistic skills, unlike the considerable documentation 
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of second-language development provided by immersion researchers (see Fortune 
and Tedick 2008, for a review of this research). In addition, there is little research 
on how oral language proficiency is related to English learners’ overall academic 
success, although we know that it is (Genesee et al. 2006). It is clear that oral English 
proficiency of an academic nature correlates positively with English reading achieve-
ment (Escamilla et al. 2005; Genesee et al. 2005, 2006; Lindholm-Leary 2001), and 
oral Spanish proficiency is associated with Spanish reading achievement (Genesee et 
al. 2005, 2006; Lindholm-Leary 2001; Miller et al. 2006). These gaps in research  
are serious because it means that there is little empirical evidence on which to plan  
appropriate instruction in oral language development for English learners  
(see chapters by Snow and Katz and by Dutro and Kinsella, this publication, for 
further information on ELD instruction).

Literacy Development

It is important to clarify what literacy development entails for English learners in 
English-only and dual language programs. English learners in English-only settings 
are exposed to literacy only in English, whereas English learner and English- 
proficient students in dual language settings are exposed to literacy in English and 
another language. This is an important distinction for two reasons. First, most curri-
cula are developed for only one language and do not provide bridges between the two 
languages. Second, when students are tested in each language separately, the results 
may not reflect what they know in both languages, which, in fact, may be greater 
than the knowledge they possess in each language. This is, of course, true in relation 
to any academic testing (Solano-Flores and Trumbull 2003; Valdés and Figueroa 
1994). Research on literacy development in English learners has typically focused on 
achievement outcomes assessed by tests of various literacy skills in English. There is 
also, fortunately, interesting research on the relationships between literacy develop-
ment and oral proficiency and on literacy skills across languages, and that research is 
what we will examine next (see chapter by August and Shanahan, this publication, for 
a more complete discussion of English literacy development in English learners.)

Research on literacy and biliteracy development. Research on English literacy 
development in English learners indicates that it is similar in some important and 
fundamental respects to the acquisition of literacy skills in English for English-only 
students even though it is a first language for English-only students and a second lan-
guage for English learners. More specifically, both types of literacy development are 
influenced by learners’ oral language skills, by phonological processing abilities, and 
by metacognitive skills linked to reading (August and Shanahan, this publication; 
Garcia 1998). However, the acquisition of English literacy is more complex in  
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English learners than it is in native English-speaking students. A primary reason is 
the influence of English learners’ first language on their acquisition of English read-
ing and writing skills; this difference will be discussed shortly. 

As in English literacy development for English-only students, some minimum level 
of oral proficiency in English is necessary for English literacy development in  
English learners, and students with well-developed oral English skills achieve greater 
success in English reading than students with less well-developed skills in oral  
English in the long run (Miller et al. 2006; Reese et al. 2000). Oral proficiency in 
English appears to play a minor role in the early stages of reading acquisition, when 
students are learning to decode. In this stage, it is skills that are directly related to 
word-reading that are important. Oral proficiency in English is much more important  
in later stages of English reading acquisition, when reading comprehension becomes 
important (August and Shanahan 2006). Diversity and depth of vocabulary knowl-
edge in English (Miller et al. 2006; Perez 1981) and understanding of underlying 
story structure and strategies for constructing meaning from text are also important 
at this later stage (Goldstein, Harris, and Klein 1993; Miller et al. 2006). These 
processes and factors are similarly important in learning to read English whether as 
a first or second language. 

At the same time, there are important differences between learning to read English  
as a first and as a second language (August and Shanahan 2006; Genesee et al. 2006).  
These differences are due primarily to cross-linguistic influences. For example, and 
in particular, English learners’ phonological awareness skills in their native language 
correlate significantly and positively with their acquisition of phonological awareness  
skills in English, which, in turn, are significantly correlated with word-decoding 
skills in English. This means that students with well-developed phonological aware-
ness and word-decoding skills in their first language acquire phonological awareness  
and decoding skills in English more readily than English learners with poorly 
developed skills in the native language. Cross-language influences are most evident 
during the early stages of second-language literacy development and become less  
evident, and arguably less necessary, later as English learners acquire more advanced  
skills in English. This makes sense since English learners who are in the early stages 
of literacy development and lack resources in English but have analogous skills in 
the first language can “bootstrap” themselves into English literacy by drawing on 
reading-related primary language skills (Riches and Genesee 2006). 

Evidence of cross-language influences is also reported in studies that have examined 
the metacognitive strategies used by English learners during the performance of 
complex first- and second-language literacy tasks. These studies report that success- 
ful English learner readers/writers employ effective strategies (such as drawing 
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inferences, the use of context and prior knowledge, and 
monitoring of comprehension) to comprehend text in 
English and that they use these strategies during both 
first- and second-language literacy tasks. The strategies 
resemble those used by successful English-only readers/
writers (Padron and Waxman 1988; Jimenez, Garcia, 
and Pearson 1996). Successful English learner readers/
writers also view reading and writing in English and 
the home language as similar activities with language-
specific differences. At the same time, they are able to 
deploy a variety of effective bilingual strategies, such 
as searching for first- and second-language cognates, judicious translation, or use of 
prior knowledge developed in the first language ( Jiménez et al. 1996), suggesting that 
English learners have a unique bilingual reservoir of cross-language skills to draw on 
when engaged in second-language literacy tasks. 

In contrast, less-successful English learner readers view reading in the first and 
second language as separate abilities and, in fact, see the first language as a source of 
confusion. That unsuccessful English learner readers/writers view first- and second-
language reading in these ways suggests that they do not develop an understanding 
of the commonalities in first- and second-language literacy and, as a result, are  
unable to draw on useful connections between their two languages to acquire read-
ing and writing skills in English. Jimenez (2000) suggests that unsuccessful English 
learner readers may need explicit instruction to learn about similarities between 
their languages (with respect to sound-letter correspondences or cognate vocabulary, 
for example) if they are to benefit from strategies based on the first language  
(see also Langer et al. 1990). 

In most cases, cross-language influences are facilitative so that English learners with 
emergent first-language literacy skills, prior experiences with first-language literacy 
in the home, knowledge of cognate vocabulary, and well-developed metacognitive  
strategies for figuring out meaning from text in the first language, for example, 
acquire reading skills in English more readily than English learners who lack these 
first-language skills. In other cases, cross-linguistic influences may appear to have 
“negative” influences, for example, when Spanish-speaking English learners errone-
ously attribute the Spanish meaning to false cognates in English or pronounce words 
written in English using Spanish letter-sound correspondences. Even in these cases, 
however, it is important to keep in mind that these effects reflect an active and pro-
ductive strategy on the part of English learners to draw on relevant, albeit sometimes 
inappropriate, knowledge about the first language when they are engaged in English 
reading and writing tasks.
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In sum, research indicates that learning to read English as a second language is  
similar in some important respects to learning to read English as a first language  
(see August and Shanahan, this publication, for more details). At the same time, 
there are important differences, the primary one  
being influences from English learners’ first language. 
English learners with limited competence in English, 
oral or written, draw on skills, knowledge, and experi-
ences linked to the first language to fill gaps in their 
English reading skills until such time as they acquire 
the relevant English skills. Thus, contrary to claims that 
maintenance and continued development of English 
learners’ first language impedes English literacy devel-
opment because it diverts time that could be spent learning English, the empirical 
evidence indicates that continued use or development of the first language can facili-
tate English literacy development. 

Research on reading and writing development in dual language programs. Howard 
and her colleagues have conducted a number of studies on the reading and writing  
development of both English learners and English-only students in two-way programs  
(e.g., Howard 2003; Howard, Christian, and Genesee 2004; Serrano and Howard 
2003, 2007; Howard and Sugarman 2007). This research is important because it goes 
beyond reporting scores on achievement tests and provides detailed descriptions 
of students’ actual reading and writing performance in both English and Spanish. 
These studies found that English learners made good progress in both languages 
and developed high-level reading and writing skills in both languages, meeting or 
exceeding grade-level norms and narrowing achievement gaps in English with Eng-
lish-only students, at least by grade five (Howard and Christian 1997; Serrano and 
Howard 2003, 2007; Howard, Christian, and Genesee 2004; Howard and Sugarman 
2007). In addition, the writing scores of English learners in English and Spanish 
were very similar at all time points. 

English learners’ English and Spanish writing skills were fairly sophisticated in all 
four domains of analysis (organization, topic development, mechanics, and language 
use), but particularly with regard to organization. The Spanish essays were usually 
comparable to the English essays in terms of organization and topic development, 
but they showed more mechanical errors, more linguistic/grammatical errors (e.g., 
word order, word choice, and subject-verb agreement), and some influences from 
English, mostly in borrowing English vocabulary, and also some influence from 
English grammar and mechanics. There was no code-switching in the English essays 
and only a few instances in the Spanish ones, and all were flagged with quotation 
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marks, indicating that the students understood that they were mixing languages. The 
English writing samples of the English learners were generally comparable to those 
of the English-only students, especially among the fifth- and sixth-grade students. 

In a longitudinal study of English learners in a dual language program, Lindholm- 
Leary (2005) found that English learners began kindergarten with fairly low vocabu-
lary scores in Spanish (33rd percentile), but they made substantial gains to above  
average (61st percentile) by grade three. Their Spanish vocabulary scores were 
similar in grades three and six. In addition, their Spanish vocabulary scores in grade 
three, but not kindergarten, were highly correlated with reading achievement scores 
on norm-referenced achievement tests in both Spanish and English.

Together, these studies indicate that, given effective programs, English learners can 
acquire reading and writing skills in English that are virtually comparable to those 
of English-only students and, at the same time, they acquire strong reading and writ-
ing skills in Spanish. 

Academic Achievement

Most researchers have examined the academic achievement of English learners in 
alternative educational programs in terms of outcomes on standardized achievement 
tests (cf. Lindholm-Leary and Borsato 2006), although some studies have used other 
measures, such as grade point average (GPA) (e.g., Curiel, Rosenthal, and Richek 
1986; Lindholm-Leary and Borsato 2001), high school dropout rates (e.g., Curiel 
1986; Thomas and Collier 2002), or even attitudes toward school and school-related 
topics (e.g., Cazabon et al. 1993; Gersten and Woodward 1995; Lambert and  
Cazabon 1994; Lindholm 1988; Lindholm-Leary and Borsato 2001). Although most 
studies have concentrated on students in elementary school, a few have focused on 
high school students to determine the influence of participation in a bilingual or dual 
language program during elementary school on later achievement levels. Studies at 
the secondary level have also often examined GPA, high school drop out or retention 
rates, and attitudes (Burnham-Massey and Piña 1990; Curiel, Rosenthal, and Richek 
1986; Kirk Senesac 2002; Lindholm-Leary 2001; Medrano 1986; Thomas and  
Collier 2002). Only a few longitudinal studies have followed students from elemen-
tary into middle or high school (e.g., Lindholm-Leary and Borsato 2001; Thomas 
and Collier 2002). Finally, most studies on English learners during the past few years 
have focused on two-way programs (cf. Genesee et al. 2006), and this is reflected in 
the following review. Most of the studies also consist of comparative evaluations of 
outcomes in various program models. In general, these studies have been designed 
to answer one of three questions: 
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1. Which program is the best for English learners? This question has been  
addressed by studies that compare student outcomes on standardized tests of 
reading and/or mathematics achievement in different program types, usually 
bilingual versus something else (no program, structured English immersion 
[SEI](English as a second language [ESL], or two different bilingual models).

2. Does more English during the instructional day result in improved student 
outcomes? This question is often a secondary issue in research designed to 
address question #1 above. 

3. How well do students achieve in dual language programs? This issue is ad-
dressed in studies that describe student achievement in particular programs 
with respect to norms on standardized achievement tests in mathematics, 
science, and social studies; GPA; high school completion/dropout rates; or 
various school-related attitudes. In other words, these studies seek to quan-
tify the academic outcomes of English learners relative to some standard.

1. Which program is best for English learners?

Most large-scale studies as well as most systematic syntheses of relevant research 
indicate that there is a benefit from bilingual instruction over English-only instruc-
tion (for reviews, see August and Hakuta 1997; Francis, Lesaux, and August 2006; 
Genesee et al. 2005, 2006; Greene 1998; Rolstad, Mahoney, and Glass 2005; Slavin 
and Cheung 2005;2 Willig 1985). A minority of studies report that bilingual instruc-
tion is equivalent to, or provides no benefit over, English-only instruction (Parrish 
et al. 2006) Interestingly, even the synthesis studies of Baker and his colleagues 
(Baker and de Kanter 1981; Rossell and Baker 1996) that have been used to support 
English-only approaches “do not state that English-only instruction is more effective, 
but merely that bilingual instruction should not be the only approach mandated by 
law” (Francis et al. 2006). This section provides a brief overview of relatively recent 
syntheses of research and does not report on the entire body of research because of 
space limitations; see the syntheses of studies mentioned earlier or specific studies 
for more detailed findings. 

As part of the National Literacy Panel on Language-Minority Children and Youth, 
Francis and colleagues (2006) examined studies that compared programs that  
provided literacy instruction through a student’s native language (bilingual program) 
with programs that provided literacy and other instruction through only English. 

2. In Slavin and Cheung’s (2005) analysis of 13 studies that examined whether bilingual or English-
only approaches to reading instruction were more effective, nine studies favored a bilingual approach 
while four studies found no difference, for an overall positive effect favoring a bilingual approach.
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Their conclusion was that:
 Overall, where differences between two instructional conditions were found in the 

studies reviewed, these differences typically favored the bilingual instruction condi-
tion. This is the case for studies conducted with students in both elementary and 
secondary schools, and with students possessing a range of abilities. (p. 398) 

In their synthesis of available research on the achievement of English learners,  
Lindholm-Leary and Borsato (2006) found that there is strong convergent evidence 
that the academic achievement of English learners is positively related to sustained 
instruction that includes their first language, usually Spanish. They also reported 
that student achievement was related to length of participation in the program and 
the time of the assessment. More specifically, evaluations conducted in the early 
years of a program (kindergarten through grade three) typically revealed that 
students in bilingual programs scored below grade level (and sometimes very low), 
or either lower than or equivalent to comparison group peers (English learners or 
non-English learners in other types of programs). In contrast, almost all evaluations 
conducted at the end of elementary school or in middle and high school have found 
that the achievement of bilingually educated students, especially those in late-exit 
and two-way programs, was as good as and usually higher than that of comparison 
groups of students (e.g., Block 2007; Burnham-Massey and Piña 1990; Curiel,  
Rosenthal, and Richek 1986; Fulton-Scott and Calvin 1983; Lindholm-Leary 2001; 
Lindholm-Leary and Block in press; Lopez and Tashakkori 2006; Ramirez 1992). 
All studies of middle and high school students found that students who had received 
bilingual instruction in elementary school were as or more successful than com-
parison group students. In addition, most long-term studies report that the longer 
students stayed in the program, the more positive were their outcomes. These results 
were found for reading and mathematics achievement, GPA, attendance rates, high 
school completion rates, and attitudes toward school and self (e.g., Block 2007;  
Cazabon, Nicoladis, and Lambert 1998; Curiel, Rosenthal, and Richek 1986;  
Lambert and Cazabon 1994; Lindholm-Leary 2001; Lindholm-Leary and Borsato 
2001, 2006; Lopez and Tashakkori 2006; Thomas and Collier 2002). 

Rolstad, Mahoney, and Glass (2005) conducted a meta-analysis of studies on the ef-
fectiveness of bilingual education in Arizona, which like California, has an English-
only mandate for English learners. Although the sample size was small (four studies), 
the results were consistent with other meta-analyses of studies based on national 
samples (Greene 1998; Willig 1985) and indicated a positive effect for bilingual 
instruction over English immersion (mainstream) instruction.

One limitation of this research concerns the definitions of program models under in-
vestigation (Francis et al. 2006; Lindholm-Leary and Borsato 2006). In some cases, 
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bilingual education is clearly defined as to the amount of time devoted to instruction 
through each language and duration of the program (e.g., early-exit or transitional; 
late-exit or maintenance; see Ramirez 1992, for examples). In other cases, it is not 
clear what specialized instruction the students received in their “bilingual” classrooms  
(Burnham-Massey and Piña 1990; Curiel, Rosenthal, and Richek 1986; Medrano 
1988; Saldate, Mishra, and Medina 1985). In studies that included nonbilingual pro-
grams, sometimes a mainstream English classroom was labeled “structured English 
immersion” and, in other cases, structured English immersion included specialized 
instruction for English learners, including instruction in the native language (Gersten  
and Woodward 1995; Ramirez 1992). As a result, it is difficult to pinpoint the 
specific features of bilingual programs that produced the positive effects reported in 
those studies (Francis et al. 2006). 

Most studies of academic achievement in English learners are cross-sectional (single 
year); few are longitudinal. Thus, it is not always clear if students had been in the 
same program prior to the evaluation or whether they had changed programs  
(MacSwan et al. 2002; Parrish et al. 2006). This is important because students who 
belong to the English-only comparison group may have been formerly in a bilingual  
program, or students may have changed programs for various reasons. In fact,  
analyses of data from all students in grades three through nine in Arizona revealed 
that program placement was highly variable and erratic from year to year (MacSwan  
et al. 2002; MacSwan 2004). Changing programs can have important effects on pro-
gram and student outcomes. More specifically, while Arizona reported that English 
immersion students scored higher than did students in bilingual education (Arizona 
Department of Education 2004, as reported in Rolstad, Mahoney, and Glass 2005), 
the state did not consider how many of the students in English immersion had  
formerly participated in bilingual programs. In other words, any positive effects that 
bilingual education might have had on these students’ achievement would have been 
attributed to English immersion if the English learners had been reclassified. This is 
a recurrent problem in these studies and meta-analyses that report either no advan-
tage or disadvantages of bilingual instruction.

Summary. The synthesis studies reviewed here provide evidence that English 
learners who participate in a bilingual program (receiving instruction through their 
primary language) may achieve at higher levels than English learners educated in 
English-only mainstream classrooms. These studies indicate further, and of particular  
importance, that English learners who participate in programs that provided  
extended instruction through the students’ native language (i.e., two-way immersion 
and late-exit programs) outperform students who receive only short-term instruction 
through their native language (i.e., early-exit programs) (e.g., Cazabon, Nicoladis, 
and Lambert 1998; Fulton-Scott and Calvin 1983). 
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Several authors suggest that there is no one best model that will serve all English 
learners at all times (e.g., August and Hakuta 1997; Christian et al. 1997; Genesee 
1999). Rather, they point out the importance of providing services for English learn-
ers that consider the community context, the needs of students to be served, and the 
resources that are available for implementing the program; we return to these issues 
in a later section.

2. Does more English lead to higher achievement in English?

An issue that underlies much of the debate and much of the research on educational 
alternatives for English learners concerns time on task; that is, the assumption that the 
more time English learners spend on studying English, the better their achievement 
in English will be. Next, we review three types of research that examine outcomes of 
students according to amount of instructional time in English.

Research Evidence 1. Findings from the studies on program type discussed in 
question #1 suggest that students who receive instruction through their primary 
language actually score higher than students who receive instruction only through 
English. Thus, this evidence suggests that, contrary to the time-on-task argument, 
maximizing time in English does not lead to higher achievement in English.

Research Evidence 2. Several studies in California have examined the impact of  
Proposition 227 on English learners’ achievement, and these studies provide an  
indirect test of the time-on-task argument (Butler et al. 2000; Garcia and Curry- 
Rodriguez 2000; Gordon and Hoxby 2002; Grissom 2004; Parrish et al. 2006; 
Thompson et al. 2002). Overall, there is no evidence from this research that increas-
ing the amount of exposure to English instruction has positive effects on English 
learners’ achievement in English. Details from specific studies are provided below:

 In their large-scale study of the impact of Proposition 227 on the achievement 
of students in California, Parrish and others (2006) reported that all subgroups, 
regardless of program placement (EL [English learners], RFEP [redesignated 
fluent English proficient], EO [English only]), demonstrated gains in academic 
achievement from 1997-98 to 2003-04, indicating that increasing English learners’  
exposure to English did not result in a differential advantage for English learners.

 Gordon and Hoxby (2002) also studied the impact of Proposition 227 on the 
achievement of English learners in bilingual versus English immersion programs  
in California. They found that students who had been in a bilingual program 
and were immediately shifted to English immersion after Proposition 227 exhib-
ited diminished results following the change in program. In fact, they reported 
a decrease in reading achievement of 12 percent for students in grades three 
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to five, a decrease of 6 percent in grade six, and 4 percent in grades seven and 
eight. A more substantial negative effect occurred in math, where a decline of  
27 percent was reported from grades three to five.

 Grissom (2004) compared reclassification rates (from EL to RFEP) of Spanish-
speaking English learners before and after the implementation of Proposition 227  
in California. Despite greater exposure to English in the classroom after Propo-
sition 227, Grissom concluded that there was not a correspondingly higher 
reclassification rate or higher test scores.

 Thompson and others (2002) also examined whether the achievement of English 
learners improved after implementation of Proposition 227. Their careful analysis  
indicated that both English-only and English learners improved, but there was 
no reduction in the gap between English-only and English learner students. They 
interpreted the lack of gap reduction to indicate that English learners experienced  
the same increase that all students experienced and, thus, that there was no  
advantage of greater exposure to English in the classroom.

 Garcia and Curry-Rodriguez (2000) and Butler and her collegues (2000), in 
analyses of student test outcomes, also reported no significant effects due to 
Proposition 227 on the English achievement of English learners; that is, more 
time spent in English did not result in higher achievement in English.

Research Evidence 3. Another way of examining the time-on-task issue is to 
compare the performance of English learners who have been in 50/50 versus 90/10 
two-way immersion programs, since the former are exposed to almost twice as much 
English in the early years of the program as the latter. In a review of this research, 
Lindholm-Leary and Howard (2008) failed to find evidence to support the time-on-
task argument; that is, English learners who had more instruction in English did not 
achieve at higher levels in English than English learners who spent considerably less 
time in English. More specifically, they found that: 

 English learners in both 50/50 and 90/10 programs developed high levels of oral 
English proficiency (Christian et al. 2004; Lindholm-Leary 2001); 

 Whereas English learners in 50/50 programs exhibited higher scores in English 
than English learners in 90/10 programs in the early grade levels, these differ-
ences disappeared by the upper elementary grade levels and the performance 
of both groups remained comparable throughout the secondary grade levels 
(Christian et al. 2004; Lindholm-Leary 2005). In short, there was no evidence 
that exposure to more English (50/50 program) resulted in higher achievement 
in English than less exposure to English (90:10) by late elementary school.
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Summary. The results of these various types of 
studies do not provide evidence that spending more 
school time in English leads to higher achievement 
or proficiency in English. However, and in contrast, 
the research suggests that spending more time in 
the students’ first language benefits students’ first-
language development. As Lindholm-Leary and 
Howard (2008) point out, the results show that more 
instructional time spent in Spanish positively impacts achievement in Spanish and 
has no negative effect on achievement measured in English. These results are consis-
tent with findings reported in previous studies of dual language education (August 
and Hakuta 1997; Genesee et al. 2006; Lindholm-Leary and Borsato 2006). 

3. How well do students do in dual language programs?

A number of studies include results from standardized achievement tests in reading 
and math and, thus, allow us to determine the actual level of achievement of English 
learners in alternative programs (Block 2007; de Jong 2002; Gold 2006; Howard and 
Sugarman 2007; Kirk Senesac 2002; Lambert and Cazabon 1994; Lindholm-Leary 
2001; Lindholm and Aclan 1991; Lindholm-Leary and Block in press; Lindholm-
Leary and Howard 2008; Lopez and Tashakkori 2006; Thomas and Collier 2002). As 
noted previously, the program model that has been examined most often is two-way 
immersion. These studies all found that bilingual programs were effective in helping 
English learners achieve at or above grade level in their first language and progress 
toward grade-level achievement, or above, in English by middle school. On norm-
referenced standardized tests and criterion-referenced state tests of reading and math 
achievement in English, English learners in late elementary or middle school scored 
not only significantly higher than English learners in general in the state, but they 
also performed on par with English-only students in English-only classrooms (Block 
2007; Christian et al. 2004; Gold 2006; Gomez, Freeman, and Freeman 2005;  
Howard and Sugarman 2007; Lindholm-Leary 2005; Lindholm-Leary and Block in 
press; Lindholm-Leary and Borsato 2005, 2006; Thomas and Collier 2002). Those re- 
sults extend to studies of Chinese and Korean dual language students as well (Garcia 
2003; Ha 2001; Lindholm-Leary 2001, 2009). English learners in dual language pro-
grams also demonstrated above average or high levels of academic achievement in 
their first language according to standardized tests of achievement in Spanish (Gold 
2006; Lindholm-Leary 2001; Lindholm-Leary and Borsato 2005, 2006). 

Four studies included samples of high school students who had previously or were 
currently participating in a two-way program (Kirk Senesac 2002; Lindholm-Leary 
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2001; Lindholm-Leary and Borsato 2001; Thomas and Collier 2002). Both 90/10 
and 50/50 models of two-way immersion were represented in these studies at both 
elementary and high school levels. These studies consistently found that students 
scored very low in English reading in the early grade levels and progressed toward 
grade-level performance by later elementary or high school. They also showed that 
students who had developed high levels of proficiency in both languages were more 
successful at closing the achievement gap in reading 
with the norming group by grade four than students 
with lower levels of bilingual proficiency (Kirk Senesac 
2002; Lambert and Cazabon 1994; Lindholm-Leary 
2001; Lindholm and Aclan 1991; Lindholm-Leary and 
Howard 2008). 

As to achievement in math, all studies showed that, 
although the students under evaluation had begun 
elementary school with low to below-average achieve-
ment in math, they scored average to above average in 
math when assessed in English by grades four to six, 
depending on the study (Block 2007; de Jong 2002; 
Kirk Senesac 2002; Lindholm and Aclan 1991; Lindholm-Leary and Block in press). 
The participating students also typically met district or state proficiency standards 
(de Jong 2002; Gomez et al. 2005; Kirk Senesac 2002) and scored above district and 
state averages for English learners (de Jong 2002; Lindholm-Leary 2001).

Some studies have also been conducted with relatively small numbers of students in  
one or two schools in a single geographic location (e.g., Cazabon, Nicoladis, and 
Lambert 1998; de Jong 2002; Kirk Senesac 2002; Stipek, Ryan, and Alarcón 2001). 
On aggregate, these studies found that English learners in two-way immersion 
programs performed as well as or better than their peers educated in other types of 
programs, both on English-medium standardized achievement tests and Spanish- 
medium standardized achievement tests. 

Summary. In summary, this body of research is consistent in demonstrating that 
English learners who participate in dual language programs demonstrate proficiency 
and achievement in English at comparable or higher levels than their peers in  
English mainstream programs. In addition, receiving more English in their instruc-
tional day does not promote higher levels of English proficiency or achievement in 
reading/language arts. Rather, English learners in dual language programs appear 
more likely to close the achievement gap by late elementary or middle school than 
their English learner peers in English mainstream programs. This higher level of 
achievement for dual language English learners may be due to their ability to benefit 
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from cross-language influences; that is, English learners who can use their first 
language to “bootstrap” into literacy in English are able to fill gaps in their reading 
skills in English until they have developed the array of relevant English literacy skills 
to become competent readers.

Identity and Attitudes

Several studies have examined students’ attitudes toward bilingualism, other  
languages, the dual language program and school in general, and people who are 
different from themselves (Block 2007; Lambert and Cazabon 1994; Lindholm-Leary  
2001; Lindholm-Leary and Borsato 2001; Lindholm-Leary and Ferrante 2005; Lopez  
and Tashakkori 2006; Potowski 2005). These studies found that English learners had 
positive perceptions of their academic competence, bilingualism, and two-way pro-
grams (Block 2007; Lambert and Cazabon 1994; Lindholm-Leary 2001; Lindholm-
Leary and Borsato 2001; Lindholm-Leary and Ferrante 2005). Lindholm-Leary and 
Borsato (2001), for example, found that most English learners believed that they 
would not drop out of school; they wanted to go to college; they would go to college 
after high school; and they thought that getting good grades was important. Almost 
half of the students believed that the two-way program kept them from dropping out 
of school and that they were academically outperforming their peers who had also 
started school as English learners. Enrollment in two-way programs, compared with 
mainstream English-only classrooms, was also associated with greater participation 
in intergenerational family relationships, more positive attitudes toward bilingualism,  
and more acceptance toward students who differed in language background or 
physical appearance (Block 2007; Lopez and Tashakkori 2006).

Characteristics of Effective Dual Language Programs 
In Chapter 1, the characteristics of effective English language development  
programs were presented according to research with English learners. In this  
section, we briefly present research on the characteristics of effective dual language 
programs. Not surprisingly, high-quality dual language programs share many of the 
same characteristics as high-quality mainstream programs (Lindholm-Leary and 
Borsato 2006).3 However, there are other characteristics in dual language programs 
that need to be considered, and it is those characteristics that we discuss now. 

3. Effective features are described in greater detail in a document entitled Guiding Principles for Dual 
Language Education, which provides a comprehensive literature review (Lindholm-Leary 2007) and a 
set of key indicators of program quality in two-way immersion (Howard et al. 2007).
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Program and School Structure

In a high-quality program, there is a vision of 
bilingualism and multiculturalism based on 
the concept of additive bilingualism: all students 
are given the opportunity to acquire English 
as a second language at no cost to their home 
language. Additive bilingual programs are 
associated with grade-level achievement in the 
content domains, high levels of proficiency in 
the second language without loss of the home 
language (Lindholm-Leary 2001; Ramirez 
1992; Thomas and Collier 2002), and improved self-esteem and cross-cultural 
attitudes (Cazabon, Nicoladis, and Lambert 1998; Kirk Senesac 2002; Lindholm 
1994; Lindholm-Leary 2001; Lindholm-Leary and Borsato 2001, 2006). Conversely, 
subtractive bilingual school contexts in which learners’ second language replaces the 
native language have negative effects on the academic achievement of many English 
learners. In other words, loss of the native language is associated with lower levels of 
second-language attainment, scholastic underachievement, alienation from families 
and peers speaking the first language, and difficulties with identity (Hernandez-
Chavez 1984; Lambert 1984; Tse 1998; Valenzuela 1999; Wong Fillmore 1991).

An additive bilingual approach is critical if dual language education is to be success-
ful because it ensures the implementation of high-level language and academic in-
struction. An additive bilingual approach helps to guarantee that decisions are made 
at program, curricular, and instructional levels that enrich English learners’ and 
mainstream students’ education. Fears that dual language learning is an unnecessary 
or unreasonable burden on students result in educational decisions that diminish or 
dilute the educational experience of students. For example, such fears often prompt 
educators to use bilingual modes of instruction (e.g., concurrent translation) to teach 
new or complex academic material when research shows consistently that such an 
approach is not only unnecessary but, furthermore, deleterious to dual language 
development if overused. Promoting additive bilingualism requires that school 
principals, and teachers as well, have some familiarity with and understanding of 
research on dual language education and its outcomes. A solid grounding in these 
domains empowers school principals to promote an attitude of additive bilingual-
ism in the school, to encourage collegial and collaborative interaction among dual 
language and mainstream teachers in the school, and to advocate dual language 
programs. Knowledgeable and supportive school principals also ensure that teachers 
have access to the resources they need to implement an effective program, including 
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adequate support personnel, instructional and material resources, and time for plan-
ning and development. 

Successful dual language programs engage in exten-
sive and high-level planning and, in particular, plan 
for articulation across grade levels and programs 
(Met and Lorenz 1997; Montecel and Cortez 2002). 
Regular and substantial ongoing time for planning 
during the school week and across the school year is 
critical if dual language education is to be success-
ful. Collaborative planning that involves teachers 
across grade levels and programs within a school is essential because dual language 
programs aim to accomplish all that mainstream programs aim for and, in addition, 
they seek to invest children with additional language and cultural competencies. 
Dual language programs represent value-added education and, as such, they de-
mand careful planning. More specifically, schoolwide planning is critical to ensure: 

(a) adequate and equitable distribution of school resources; 

(b) collaboration among dual language and mainstream teachers in the creation 
of a coherent and integrated curriculum; 

(c) the development and implementation of a schoolwide curriculum that inte-
grates first- and second-language instruction with academic instruction at 
each grade level and across grade levels; 

(d) language-minority and language-majority students are taught equitably and 
to high standards; and 

(e) appropriate assessment protocols are developed and put in place to monitor 
program effectiveness (cf. Howard et al. 2007; Lindholm-Leary 2001). 

In short, planning time ensures developmentally effective and efficient programs. 

Supportive and knowledgeable leadership is also essential to guide decision making 
about critical issues in dual language schools (cf. Howard et al. 2007; Lindholm-Leary  
2001). Chief among these is the allocation of time to each language and the sequenc-
ing of literacy instruction. The allocation of time entails decisions about how much 
time to devote to each language and when. As noted earlier, there are three prominent  
models of dual language education: developmental bilingual, two-way immersion, 
and transitional. Furthermore, developmental and two-way program models them-
selves can be differentiated by the allocation of time to each language−either 90/10 
(90 percent of the time devoted to the minority language, 10 percent to the majority 
language) or 50/50. Each has its advantages and potential disadvantages. Proactive 
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and informed leadership is essential to guide parents, teachers, and the public at 
large as to which model is optimal for their community. In the absence of effective 
leadership, decisions about program model and time allocation for each language 
are often made on the basis of hearsay, superstition, or simple ignorance, all of which 
risk jeopardizing the educational achievement of English learners. 

If schools choose a 50/50 two-way immersion model, then a decision must be made 
about the sequencing of literacy instruction. Several options exist: each group 
receives instruction in its own language first, followed by literacy instruction in the 
other language; all students receive instruction in the minority language first; or all 
students receive literacy instruction in both English and the other language from the 
beginning. In determining which sequence to use, one should consider the English-
language and literacy skills of the English learner population. Students with little or 
no oral language skills in English may be more academically successful if they are 
first provided with literacy skills in their native language; literacy in the first  
language can then be used to transfer to literacy skills in English. 

Curriculum

Research has demonstrated clearly that a high-
quality curriculum is critical for students’ aca-
demic success. There are many components to a 
high-quality curriculum for English learners. In 
effective schools, the curriculum is meaningful, 
enriched, and academically challenging. It incorporates higher-order thinking and 
is thematically integrated (Berman et al. 1995; Cloud, Genesee, and Hamayan 2000; 
Doherty et al. 2003; Montecel and Cortez 2002; Ramirez 1992). 

In addition, the curriculum is infused with language instruction at all times to meet 
the vision and goals associated with bilingualism and biliteracy (American Council 
on the Teaching of Foreign Languages 2006; Cloud, Genesee, and Hamayan 2000; 
Genesee 1987). Language objectives are considered in all aspects of curriculum 
planning (Lyster 2007), and language and literacy are developed across the curricu-
lum (Doherty et al. 2003) to ensure that students learn required content as well as 
the academic language associated with that content. 

Language objectives should be integrated with academic objectives. That is to say, 
language skills that are critical for the mastery of academic objectives should be 
identified and included along with relevant academic objectives. This also means 
that language objectives should be taught along with academic objectives so that 
students acquire the language skills needed to master academic subject matter. As 
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well, provision should be made in the curriculum to teach critical language objec-
tives explicitly since research shows that second-language learners acquire certain 
language skills more effectively if there is an explicit focus on those skills (Lyster 
2007). This principle is especially true for literacy skills and other language skills 
related to academic uses of language, such as text organization and use of language 
for explanation and argumentation. 

Consequently, it is necessary for a balance between implicit and explicit language 
teaching that is integrated with academic instruction (Lyster 2007). The language 
arts portion of the curriculum should focus on explicit instruction of those language 
skills that are essential to the mastery of prescribed literacy and academic objectives.  
Language objectives should include functions, grammar, and vocabulary in alignment  
with academic demands of the curriculum and social demands of school and extra-
curricular activities. (See the chapters by Snow and Katz and by Dutro and Kinsella, 
this publication, for more information about providing effective ELD instruction.)

Instruction

Of course, good instruction is associated with higher student outcomes regardless of 
the type of educational model that is used. In dual language programs, good instruc-
tion includes the following characteristics:

 It has diverse instructional techniques that  
respond to different language proficiency 
levels (Berman et al. 1995; Echevarria, Short, 
and Powers 2006; Echevarria, Vogt, and 
Short 2008; Montecel and Cortez 2002).

 Cooperative learning and other grouping strategies optimize student interac-
tions and shared work experiences, especially in two-way programs that include 
both English learners and English-only students in the same classrooms (e.g., 
Calderon and Carreon 2001; Cohen 1994). 

 Optimal language input in turn calls for careful planning to integrate language 
and subject matter instruction to ensure access to the core curriculum (Berman 
et al. 1995; Echevarria et al. 2006, 2008). Sheltered instruction is one particu-
larly useful way in which language teaching can be integrated with content 
instruction to ensure optimal language development at the same time as students 
master required content objectives (see Echevarria and Short, this publication). 

 Balanced use of both languages is required because there are two language pop- 
ulations, one of which is native speakers and one of which is language learners.  

 Of course, good instruction  
is associated with higher 
student outcomes regardless 
of the type of educational 
model that is used.

Lindholm-Leary and Genesee 

357



Both groups need support and enrichment. English learners need support to 
acquire academic language and intellectual stimulation to extend their native 
language skills. The risk in two-way immersion programs is that English learners 
are used as “props” to stimulate the language development of native speakers of 
English without getting sufficient language enrichment themselves (Kowal and 
Swain 1997; Valdés 1997). In addition, Gathercole (2002b) concludes that in the 
bilingual groups she studied (English learners in two-way, English learners in 
mainstream−both those with Spanish or English in the home) that performed 
the best had the greatest amount of input (considering both home and school), 
and those who performed the worst had the least. She argues that students need a 
“critical mass” of input that will enable them to understand the linguistic struc-
tures they are learning. Similarly, Tomasello (2000) points out that the frequency 
of input can be influential when overgeneralizations occur in children’s language; 
that is, linguistic items that are heard more frequently can become entrenched 
and may be less likely to elicit errors than items that are heard less frequently. 

 Students need explicit second-language instruction to promote second-language 
learning (Lyster 2007). It is important to base instruction on a curriculum that 
specifies which language skills (e.g., questioning, requesting information) and 
structures (e.g., conditional verb forms) should be mastered and how they should 
be integrated into academic content instruction (e.g., including preterit and im-
perfect forms of verbs in Spanish when teaching history; conditional, future, and 
subjunctive verb tenses when teaching mathematics and science).

 Monolingual lesson delivery (each language is used during different periods 
of time for instruction in specific domains) to ensure that students do not tune 
out when the nonnative language is being use (Dulay and Burt 1978; Legaretta 
1979,1981). 

Teachers also need to know how to use instructional strategies that draw on students’ 
existing oral and written language skills and cultural resources; for example, instruc-
tion that draws on learners’ background knowledge to preview new content and 
make links to the native language when teaching literacy (e.g., spelling, vocabulary, 
grammar). At the same time, dual language teachers should avoid using both lan-
guages simply to make teaching and learning easier (i.e., dual language instruction 
as a “crutch”). Language acquisition is facilitated when there is a focus on each lan-
guage during specific instructional periods; otherwise, students who have recourse to 
the other language may fail to show growth in acquiring new language skills in their 
weaker language. Use of the home language is appropriate if done strategically; for 
example, at the upper grade levels to explicate similarities or differences between the 
home language and English or to preview new material that is particularly complex. 
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Appropriate Assessment and Accountability

Most research on effective schools, including effective dual language programs, high-
lights the importance of assessment and accountability. Many studies have pointed 
out the benefits of using student achievement data to shape and/or monitor program 
effectiveness (August and Hakuta 1997; Berman et al. 1995; Slavin and Calderón 
2001). Effective use of assessment data to improve program outcomes is most likely 
when schools use assessment measures that are aligned with the school’s vision and 
goals, the curriculum, and district and state standards (Montecel and Cortez 2002). 
Dual language programs require the use of multiple measures in both languages 
to assess student progress toward meeting bilingual and biliteracy goals along with 
regular mandated curricular and content-related goals. 

In light of evidence from the reviews conducted by the National Literacy Panel 
(August and Shanahan 2006) and the Center for Research on Education, Diversity 
and Excellence (Genesee et al. 2006), it is also important that classroom assessment 
take cross-language influences into account. For example, in the case of English 
learners being assessed in English, transfer from the home language that results in 
native language-like forms or usage in English should not simply be marked incor-
rect, but should be noted as instances of students’ strategic use of the native language 
to acquire English. This kind of evidence can also be used for explicit instruction in 
how the native language and English differ (or are similar) so that students are better 
able to master the English forms. 

Quality of Staff and Professional Development

The significance of highly qualified teachers has been demonstrated in many studies 
with English learners (e.g., August and Shanahan, this publication; Montecel and 
Cortez 2002). In dual language programs, research has identified several factors that 
are associated with effective teaching: 

 Appropriate teaching certificates or creden-
tials, good content knowledge, and good 
classroom management skills (Cloud et 
al. 2000; Lindholm-Leary 2001; Met and 
Lorenz 1997; Montecel and Cortez 2002). 

 Bilingual/BCLAD (Bilingual, Cross-cultural, Language, and Academic Devel-
opment) and ESL/ELD credentials help provide teachers with a solid under- 
standing of bilingual education theory, second-language development and 
theory, educational equity, appropriate instructional strategies for English 
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learners, and other strategies that establish positive classroom environments 
for English learners. When teachers do not have appropriate understanding of 
bilingual theory and bilingual education, they risk making poor choices regard-
ing program structure, curriculum, and instruction, which can lead, in turn, to 
lowered student performance and the perception that bilingual education does 
not work (Clark et al. 2002). However, one should not assume that all teachers 
who have a bilingual credential have current knowledge of or support for dual 
language education.

 Native or native-like ability in the language(s) in which they teach (e.g., Clark 
et al. 2002; Doherty et al. 2003; Lindholm-Leary 2001; Montecel and Cortez 
2002; Ramirez 1992). 

Issues in Learner Needs
Academic performance is often related to characteristics of students and their back-
grounds. In this section, we briefly review research evidence concerning the follow-
ing learner and background characteristics and their influence on academic achieve-
ment and other school-related outcomes: socioeconomic status, length of residence 
or prior schooling, disability, language status, and demographic characteristics of the 
school’s population.

Socioeconomic Status

There is an extensive body of research on the relationship between socioeconomic 
status (SES) and achievement among students from the mainstream population 
(Knapp and Woolverton 2003). In contrast, there are relatively few empirical studies 
of SES and its relationship to achievement in English learners. Moreover, most  
research on English learners includes Hispanic students from low-income families 
and, thus, there is insufficient variation in student SES to discern the true relationship  
between differences in SES and variations in achievement among English learners 
(Adams et al. 1994). Notwithstanding this limitation, the available evidence indicates  
that there is a positive relationship between SES and academic achievement in 
English learners, as has been found for mainstream students (Fernandez and Nielsen 
1986; Hampton, Ekboir, and Rochin 1995; Lindholm-Leary 2001; Lindholm-Leary 
and Howard 2008; Nielsen and Lerner 1986). One measure of SES that has been 
used in research on mainstream and English learner students is parental level of 
education (Knapp and Woolverton 2004). The few research studies that have used 
parental education as a measure of SES have reported either no effect for parental 
education (Adams et al. 1994) or an effect but only for English and not Spanish 
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achievement (Lindholm-Leary 2001; Gatherole 2002b). The failure to find a link 
between SES and achievement should be interpreted with caution because there was 
little variation in parental education in the predominantly Hispanic and low-SES 
families that were included in these studies.

Length of Residence in United States and Prior Schooling

Studies on length of residence in the United States and prior schooling have found 
that the longer families reside in the United States, measured in terms of number of 
generations since immigration, the lower students’ school 
achievement; in other words, recent immigrants tend to 
attain higher levels of achievement than do second- or 
third-generation Hispanic students (Adams et al. 1994; 
Fernandez and Nielsen 1986). Indeed, there is a growing 
evidence that recent immigrants in general, both Hispanic  
and Asian and not necessarily only English learners, have 
higher levels of achievement than second- and later- 
generation students (Kao and Tienda 1995; Olneck 2004; 
Rumbaut and Portes 2001). In one of the few studies to include  
English learners other than Spanish speakers, along with a wide range of SES levels, 
Collier (1987) examined 1,548 English learners with a variety of home languages 
who arrived in the United States at different ages to determine how long it took them 
to reach grade-level achievement in ESL classes. Collier reported that students  
who arrived between the ages of eight and eleven made the greatest achievement 
gains; those who arrived at ages five to six were projected to require at least two to 
three more years to reach the level of performance of the older students; and those 
who arrived between twelve and fifteen years of age were the lowest achievers and, 
in fact, had not reached the national average in any subject area, except math, even 
after four to five years of residence in the United States. 

These results are important in highlighting the complex role of second-language 
literacy skills in the academic success of English learners at different grade levels. 
Arguably, since all students had no or limited proficiency in oral English, differences 
among these groups are attributable to the role of literacy in English in the face of 
a curriculum that becomes increasingly difficulty across grade levels. In particular, 
the youngest learners were at a disadvantage because of low levels of literacy in both 
English and their home language, and the oldest learners, although literate in their 
home language, were at a disadvantage because of a demanding academic curricu-
lum that made it difficult for them to draw on native language literacy skills. In 
contrast, the eight- to eleven-year-olds were able to draw on native language literacy 
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skills to cope with a curriculum of intermediate difficulty. This research suggests 
that English learners who arrive during the high school years with limited English 
language skills are at most risk for academic difficulty and struggle to catch up to 
grade-level expectations because of the high academic and literacy demands of the 
curriculum. Many districts have developed newcomer programs to address the  
specific needs of such students (see August and Shanahan, this publication, for  
further information on literacy development and Echevarria and Short, this publica-
tion, for more information on newcomer programs).

Students with Disabilities

Only a few studies of dual language programs have examined issues concerning  
English learners with special education needs (Lindholm-Leary and Howard 2008). 
Even these studies did not focus specifically on students with special education 
needs. Nevertheless, this are instructive for what they 
reveal about the achievement of special education 
students in dual language programs. Howard (2003) 
and Lindholm-Leary (2001, 2005) found that students 
with special education needs who participated in dual 
language programs experienced significant positive 
outcomes by the upper elementary grade levels. Stu-
dents with special needs may be better served in dual 
language programs than in English-only programs 
because, although they may have less well-developed 
literacy skills in English than students without special 
needs, they are biliterate; in fact, some score average 
in Spanish reading achievement. Their peers in the English-only program who have 
special needs have low levels of literacy in the only language they know; they lack 
literacy skills in Spanish that they can draw on while learning English literacy skills. 
Dual language students with special needs who are bilingual and biliterate may have 
an advantage compared with English learner peers in English-only programs who 
are monolingual and have below-average literacy skills in their only language. 

In light of these findings, it would appear that English learners with special needs 
should be accepted into dual language programs and be kept in the program for its 
duration despite their special needs so that they acquire literacy skills in two lan-
guages to the level they are capable. Including such students in dual language pro-
grams confers advantages for English learners with special needs that would be lost 
if they were educated monolingually (e.g., Artiles and Ortiz 2002; Goldstein 2004; 
Kohnert and Derr 2004). Moreover, there is no evidence indicating that educating  
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English learners with special needs in English-only programs results in greater 
achievement in English. 

Research on English learners with learning disabilities is also scant, and yet there is 
sufficient evidence at this time to argue that English learners with language-learning 
impairments can become bilingual to the extent that their impairment allows. There 
is no empirical justification for excluding such students from dual language programs 
on the grounds that restricting their language learning, in and outside school, to one 
language facilitates their language development and helps resolve their underlying 
impairment. To the contrary, research on English learners with language-learning 
difficulties indicates that such learners can acquire competence in two languages  
(de Valenzuela and Niccolai 2004) and can benefit from participation in dual  
language programs (Artiles and Ortiz 2002; Kohnert and Derr 2004). 

In fact, it has been argued that English learners with language impairment are likely 
to attain higher educational outcomes in dual language programs than monolingual 
programs because the former take advantage of the considerable cross-linguistic 
transfer that has been observed to occur in the acquisition of literacy skills and the 
enhanced cognitive advantages that accompany bilingual proficiency (Bialystok 
2001, 2008). 

The research evidence that is available also indicates that the diagnosis of learning  
impairment involves assessment of both languages and that interventions for  
children with language-learning impairments be carried out using both languages. 
There is consensus among researchers who have studied bilingual students with 
special education needs that both languages should be considered in the planning 
and implementation of interventions for them (Artiles and Ortiz 2002; Baca and 
Cervantes 2004; Goldstein 2004; Kohnert 2004; Kohnert and Derr 2004; Restrepo 
and Gutierrez-Clellen 2004; see August and Shanahan, this publication). 

Language Status

Most research is consistent in showing that bilingual 
proficiency and biliteracy are positively related to aca-
demic achievement in both languages (Lindholm-Leary 
and Borsato 2006). More specifically, several studies 
have shown that bilingual Hispanic students have 
higher achievement scores (Fernandez and Nielsen 
1986; Lindholm-Leary 2001; Nielsen and Lerner 1986; 
Rumberger and Larson 1998), GPAs, and educational 
expectations (Fernandez and Nielsen 1986; Nielsen and 
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Lerner 1986) than their monolingual English-speaking Hispanic peers. Consistent 
with these findings are results of studies of English learners who acquire both com-
municative and academic proficiency in English and, thus, are bilingual, indicating 
that they tend to achieve at even higher levels than do monolingual native English-
speaking students in reading and math measured in English (Lindholm-Leary 2007).

Demographics of School Population

Lindholm-Leary and Block (Block 2007; Lindholm-Leary 2001; Lindholm-Leary 
and Block 2008) have examined the impact of school demographics on student 
achievement in dual language programs. Lindholm-Leary (2001) found higher levels 
of Spanish oral and reading proficiency in dual language schools with relatively 
high ethnic density and a high proportion of students from low SES backgrounds 
in comparison to schools with lower ethnic density and fewer low SES students. In 
contrast, students were more likely to attain higher levels of proficiency in English 
reading achievement when they attended schools with less ethnic density and with 
fewer low-SES students. In short, being schooled with a high proportion of Spanish 
speakers has a positive impact on Spanish achievement, while being schooled with 
a relatively high proportion of advantaged English speakers may confer a positive 
impact on English achievement. Block (2007) and Lindholm-Leary and Block (2008) 
reported that English learner and Hispanic English-speaking students in predomi-
nantly Hispanic, low-SES schools achieved similarly to or higher than their peers in 
mainstream English-only programs at the same or nearby schools. 

Conclusions
We began this chapter with a discussion of various reasons for promoting bilingual-
ism in English learners, including the cognitive and cultural advantages associated  
with high levels of bilingual proficiency and enhanced career opportunities that 
result from knowing two languages. Next we described various models of dual 
language education: transitional, developmental, and two-way immersion and 
explained that the only programs that could develop true bilingual, bilterate, and 
multicultural competencies are models that are additive in nature; namely, develop-
mental bilingual and two-way immersion programs.

We then turned to research on the oral language development of English learners. 
Overall, the empirical evidence concerning the oral English and home language 
development of English learners is limited and fragmented and, thus, we have a 
weak empirical foundation for developing programs that promote oral English skills. 
Notwithstanding these limitations, some trends are discernible in the available  
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evidence. First, contrary to much popular opinion, the acquisition of oral language 
skills in a second language is a complex process that takes time even for young 
second-language learners. More specifically, research on English learners in Cali-
fornia and elsewhere in the U.S. indicates that it can take two years, or more, for 
English learners to acquire proficient oral language skills for general communicative 
purposes and even longer when it comes to acquiring oral academic language skills. 
Second, the available evidence also indicates that, despite the fact that most English 
learners in California are educated in English mainstream classrooms, the majority 
lack the academic language skills needed to be reclassified as English proficient even 
after 10 years of English instruction. Third, studies that have looked at the oral language 
development of English learners in a dual language program indicate that they attain 
the same or higher levels of oral proficiency in English as English learners in all- 
English programs and, at the same time, they achieve higher levels of proficiency in 
their native language than similar English learners in all-English programs. 

The importance of oral language skills in the education of English learners is 
highlighted in research on literacy development. This research shows that literacy 
development in English as a second language is influenced by English learners’ oral 
language skills, as it is in native English-speaking students. The relationship between 
English oral skills and English literacy is more complex in English learners than it 
is in native speakers of English because of cross-linguistic influences from English 
learners’ first language on their acquisition of English reading and writing skills. 
English learners often call upon oral native language skills to “bootstrap” into Eng-
lish literacy prior to having acquired the necessary skills in English. In other words, 
skills in the native language support their literacy development in English. Thus, the 
development of oral proficiency in the native language, as well as in English, and 
the development of skills related to reading in their first language can facilitate the 
development of literacy skills in English among English learners. 

Research that has looked at the relationship 
between literacy in the native language and 
English literacy development provides addition-
al evidence of cross-language influences, most 
of which facilitate the development of literacy 
skills in English (see also August and Shanahan, 
this publication). Specifically, English learners 
with preliteracy skills in the native language 
progress more quickly and successfully in Eng-
lish literacy than English learners without these 
skills and related literacy experiences. In fact, it 
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has been found that English learners who were identified as the best readers in  
their native language were able to transition to English reading instruction earlier 
than other students. Thus, contrary to claims that maintenance and continued  
development of English learners’ native language impedes literacy development in 
the second language because it diverts time that could be spent learning English, 
there is little empirical evidence that continued use or development of the native 
language detracts from English literacy development. To the contrary, the available 
evidence argues for additive cross-language effects in those domains that are related 
to reading/writing and higher order academic and cognitive tasks. 

We next examined research on the academic achievement of English learners in 
dual language programs. A common theme in this research is time on task−the 
assumption that the more time students spend in English in school, the higher will 
be their achievement in English. We have already seen that this is not true for the 
development of oral proficiency in English since the majority of English learners in 
English mainstream programs do not become proficient in English; nor do they 
necessarily outperform English learners in dual language programs in the long run. 
The time-on-task assumption does not hold up when it comes to academic achieve-
ment either. Research that has compared the achievement of English learners in dual 
language programs versus English mainstream programs has found that English 
learners in dual language programs attain the same or higher levels of achievement 
in academic domains as students in all-English programs. The same trend is evident 
in research that has examined alternative forms of dual language education. English 
learners who receive more instructional time in English (e.g., 50/50 two-way pro-
grams) do not achieve at higher levels than students who receive less instructional 
time in English (e.g., 90/10 two-way immersion programs). In contrast, spending 
more instructional time in Spanish improves English learners’ achievement in 
Spanish. Once again, those studies highlight important additive cross-language 
facilitation effects when students are educated in two languages. Those additive 
bilingual effects are perhaps most evident in findings that indicate that English  
learners who develop high levels of proficiency in both languages are more success-
ful at closing the achievement gap in reading with norming groups than students 
with lower levels of bilingual proficiency (e.g., students with higher levels of oral 
proficiency in English and lower levels of oral proficiency in Spanish). 

We also examined research concerned with quality indicators of effective dual 
language programs. It is important to recognize that while some programs may call 
themselves dual language or two-way immersion, they may not actually conform to 
the program specifications outlined at the beginning of this chapter. Therefore, the 
research findings reported here may not apply to those programs. Research findings 
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point to some characteristics of effective dual language programs, including an addi-
tive vision of bilingualism and multiculturalism; extensive planning time to ensure 
high-quality instruction and articulation and infusion of language instruction across 
all domains of the curriculum and across grade levels; professional development for 
all staff; and the use of assessment results to improve program delivery.

Finally, we noted that research has shown that certain learner or school characteris-
tics (SES or parent education, special education, demographics of school population) 
can influence student outcomes. In this chapter 
we provide specific details about each of these 
variables and conclude that, overall, there is no 
research to suggest that any of those variables or 
combinations of variables impede the ability of any 
particular group of students from benefiting from 
instruction in a dual language program. 

In conclusion, while we and other researchers have 
pointed out the need for further research on the 
education of English learners, there is sufficient 
research to demonstrate the positive impact of high-quality dual language programs 
to promote bilingual, biliterate, content-area, and multicultural competencies.

There is sufficient research 
to demonstrate the positive 
impact of high-quality dual 
language programs to 
promote bilingual, biliterate, 
content-area, and multicul-
tural competencies.
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