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1. What guidelines should we be following when we teach reading in English 

to bilingual students who are still in the process of developing English language proficiency?
There are so many misconceptions surrounding both the teaching of reading in general, and the teaching of bilingual students, that when we put the two issues together it’s hard to know where to start. Let’s take a look at reading first. All of the media warriors in the so-called “reading wars” claim to endorse a “balanced approach” but the emphasis in practice varies considerably depending upon whether one is coming from a phonics orientation as opposed to a whole-language orientation. At the risk of oversimplifying a complex issue, research findings cited by the phonics-oriented advocates have highlighted the importance for decoding of ensuring that children develop an awareness of the structure of language, particularly the relationship of sounds to letters. This research tends not to say much about reading comprehension, particularly as it develops in the later grades of elementary school. For example, students who have developed fluent decoding skills can still experience what has been termed the fourth-grade slump. This refers to students who appear to have been making good progress in the early grades but who suddenly experience difficulty with the increasing language demands of the curriculum when the focus shifts from decoding written texts to understanding them and writing about them.

The evidence of long-term benefits for reading comprehension of direct systematic phonics instruction, by itself, is relatively weak. However, when we add extensive and varied exposure to meaningful print to the equation, which is what whole-language advocates emphasize, then we do see significant effects on both decoding and comprehension. The research is clear that a combination of explicit development of language awareness (in this case phonemic awareness and the alphabetic principle), together with socialization or immersion of students into the world of books, works better for most students than an emphasis on either phonics alone or reading meaningful text alone.

Obviously, much more could be said here and I analyse this debate in some depth in the revised edition of my book Negotiating Identities: Education for Empowerment in a Diverse Society (Cummins, 2001). What is important to highlight are the implications for teaching reading to English learners (EL) who are learning to read through their second language. Some of what we know can be expressed in the following three statements: 

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

2. Just as children who are immersed in a literate environment in the home are capable of acquiring initial reading skills with minimal explicit phonics instruction, immersion in a literate environment in school is a crucial supplement to phonics instruction for strong literacy (and ideally, biliteracy) skills to develop. 

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

Clearly, the conflicts regarding early reading instruction have reached a profoundly unproductive stage. There is room in the inn both for an explicit focus on ensuring that all children are developing word analysis skills (some may require more systematic instruction than others) together with a focus on providing ample opportunities for children to engage with meaningful print and relate the wonder of books to their own lives. Researchers and theorists on both sides of the reading debate agree with this basic position. However, both sides have set up straw horses in an attempt to prove the other side wrong: phonics advocates have characterized whole-language classrooms as focusing on reading only with minimal attempt to demystify how sounds and symbols relate; whole language advocates have characterized phonics-oriented classrooms as focusing on isolated drill-and-skill instruction with no attention to applying these skills to authentic texts. The research appears clear that neither of these extremes is as effective as instruction that focuses both on immersion of students in a literate environment and demystification of how the language works. 

Unfortunately, the combination of high stakes standardized testing (e.g. the SAT-9 in California) together with the demonisation of whole-language has resulted in precisely the wrong type of phonics instruction being implemented in many schools. The research is very clear that drill-and-skill phonics instruction that teaches complex subskills in a rigid sequential manner and in isolation from engagement with real text is not effective in developing reading comprehension. Yet, this is precisely what appears to be happening in many California schools as a result of that state’s three-pronged “quick-fix” for 

underachievement: Proposition 227 which attempted to banish children’s first language (L1) from the classroom;· the elimination of heretical whole-language approaches in favour of phonics instruction; the policing of schools and teachers by means of the SAT-9. 

According to recent research conducted by Patricia Gándara and her colleagues, California teachers felt compelled to teach to the test, placing much greater emphasis on “English word recognition or phonics, bereft of meaning or context” (2000, p. 19). I believe it is highly unfortunate that whole-language permitted itself to be characterized as an “anti-phonics” program, and to become discredited in the minds of many as a result. The reality is that there is extremely strong research support for everything that whole-language theorists have emphasized about reading comprehension, and also, to a considerable extent, writing. And yet, we risk losing or ignoring these insights in our rush to endorse the new dogma of “phonics-as-panacea.” The consequences of focusing primarily on narrowly conceived reading drills will become evident particularly among EL students as they progress to the later grades of elementary school.

2. How can we continue to validate children’s home language when we are not allowed to teach them in that language? What is the message we are giving children and how do we make sure we respect their home language and culture?

A first step is to demystify the rationale behind Proposition 227. There is not a shred of evidence that English-only instruction for bilingual/EL students is in any way superior to bilingual instruction. Bilingual programs exist for both majority and minority language students in countries around the world and in many contexts are in strong demand as a superior or even elite form of education. For example, a large majority of private schools in Latin American countries are bilingual. They use languages such as English, German, and Japanese in addition to Spanish as mediums of instruction. Thus, there is no educational rationale for Proposition 227. In fact, we risk returning to the days prior to the Civil Rights movement in the United States where bilingual children were routinely punished for speaking their L1 in the school and made to feel ashamed of their language, culture and identity. 

This is hardly a sound recipe for promoting academic engagement. Clearly, physical punishment would not be used today, as it was in the past. However, we have to ask ourselves what messages are conveyed to children when they are told to leave their language and culture at the schoolhouse door. The central message is that only students fluent in English really belong in the school community. In the past, this orientation has frequently become associated with a pattern of low expectations and cognitively-undemanding instruction.

A first step in validating bilingual students’ home language is to recognize that the attempt to eliminate their home language from the school is a blatant example of coercive relations of power, where power is exercised by a dominant individual, group or country to the detriment 

of a subordinated individual, group or country (Cummins, 2000, 2001). As I mentioned, there is absolutely no educational justification for eliminating the students’ first language from the school. 

In order to counteract the operation of coercive relations of power in the school environment, the school must develop and implement a coherent language policy that makes explicit the belief system of the school in relation to the development of strong academic language skills. My colleague, David Corson has written an important book on school language policy (Corson, 1999) that is well worth reading. However, for now, you can get a sense of what I mean by language policy development from a synopsis of the recommendations of a report entitled Languages for Life published a few years ago by the Scottish Consultative Council on the Curriculum (Landon et al., 1994). This report articulates many very worthwhile suggestions for validating bilingual students’ home languages across the curriculum and in all phases of instruction (despite the fact that instruction is usually conducted in English due to the diversity of learners’ language backgrounds). Among the questions they recommend considering in developing an enlightened school language policy are the following (as paraphrased in Cummins, 2001):

School Ethos

1. Is the ethos of the school communicated clearly enough for children to feel confident to identify with and use their home languages in class and other school contexts?

2. Are children’s diverse language accomplishments celebrated and acclaimed in different spheres of the school’s life?

Staff Development

1. Are all class teachers and support teachers/classroom assistants aware of the benefits of maintaining and developing children’s home languages?

2. Are all class teachers able to provide appropriate support to children developing as bilinguals at all stages of ESL development?

3. Are all class teachers prepared to explore with support staff (e.g. ESL and bilingual teachers) the most effective ways of cooperating in order to make the curriculum accessible to bilingual students?

Partnerships with the Home and Community

1. Are records kept of the home languages of children and made available to all school staff?

2. Are trained interpreters used, and translations of home communications made, to facilitate communication with parents whose English is limited?

3. Are parents encouraged to participate actively in school life and to contribute to class activities?

4. Are references to the development of the child as a bilingual made in reports on the child? 

5. Are parents actively encouraged and supported in developing their children’s home language outside the school? 

6. Are they made aware of how fragile, and subject to significant loss of fluency, the home language can be when it is not strongly supported in the home, school, and community?

Classroom Practice in relation to Home Language Development

1. Do children use their home languages in the classroom and school to communicate freely with other children from that background? If they do not, do you know what might be inhibiting them and how their inhibitions might be reduced?

2. Are instructional opportunities provided to explore language diversity across the curriculum and to affirm and support children’s fascination with different languages as tools for expression of identity and action/influence on the world?

School Policy

1. Does the school’s language policy: 

· articulate the benefit to all of recognizing and exploring language diversity?

· make a strong commitment to home language development?

· make a strong commitment to providing second language support for 

· students to access the mainstream curriculum within the mainstream 

· classroom?

· make clear the role and function of ESL and bilingual support 

· teachers (where available)? 

· provide guidance and specific procedures as to how these aspects of the school’s language policy can be achieved?

2. Are all school staff (including assessment specialists and special education personnel) made aware of the school’s language policy and invited to discuss its provisions and make contributions to its improvement?

3. Is the language policy made available to parents in a form and in a language that they can understand?

4. Does the school regularly monitor the policy and make modifications to procedures, provision, and practice as a result of this monitoring?

In short, this example illustrates the fact that, despite Proposition 227, the entire school can organize itself to communicate a strong positive message to bilingual students about the value of their L1 and their significant accomplishment in maintaining fluency and literacy in two or more languages.

How can we teach critically in order to prevent the oppositional behaviour that John Ogbu and other theorists have cited, which is partially the result of being marginalized as a result of the lack of recognition of the home language and culture in the school? When students feel accepted and respected in the school they identify with its goals and engage in the process of learning. On the other hand, oppositional behaviour is likely when students feel like they do not belong in the school and when their interactions with educators communicate a disinterest in, or ignorance of, students’ experience and prior knowledge.

Some basic principles of teaching and learning can go a long way to affirm students’ identities and support their learning in the school context. For example, when we activate students’ prior experience in teaching any content, we not only mobilize their cognitive schemata (i.e. their background knowledge) which makes the input more comprehensible but we also communicate to students that what they already know is relevant to their learning and that I, as the teacher, am interested in what they know.

Similarly, when we engage students in critical or cognitively challenging discussion about topics that are relevant to their lives and interests, we not only engage far more of their brain power than when we focus only on lower-level memory drills and skills, but we also communicate to students that we believe they are capable of higher-order thinking and problem-solving. Again, it’s an identity-affirming process that unfortunately students from inner-city and lower-income backgrounds experience far too infrequently.

I have suggested that to create contexts of empowerment, instruction needs to focus on meaning, language, and use, with a critical dimension built into all three phases. For example, it’s not enough to focus only on comprehensible input in a superficial sense where we promote simply a literal understanding of content; true comprehension requires that students engage in a process of critical literacy where they take account of multiple perspectives and analyse issues in a much more profound way than they are typically asked to do in school.

Similarly, there is an important role for developing both language awareness in the sense of knowledge of how language works (e.g. relationships between L1 and L2 such as cognates between Spanish and the Graeco-Latin based lexicon of English) but also critical language awareness that analyses the intersections between language and power: How is language used to manipulate and persuade (e.g. in advertisements, political rhetoric, etc.)? How is language used to position non-powerful groups in the society (e.g. women, minorities, etc.)? And finally, we can ask how can we, as students and teachers, use language to contest these coercive relations of power.

The kind of classroom that is implied by this approach to education is well expressed by two California high school students, Adriana and Rosalba Jasso who were in Bill Terrazas Jr.’s classroom in Oxnard California. They described their experience as follows: “Our classroom was full of human knowledge…We had a teacher who believed in us…he didn’t hide our power, he advertised it” (1995, p. 225). Oppositional behaviour occurs in schools only when students are denied access to their own power.

Dual language immersion programs seem to benefit all children and communities. What are some prerequisites for establishing a strong dual immersion language program? You are right that there are some outstanding examples of dual language programs in California and elsewhere across the country. These programs usually involve at least 50% instruction through a minority language (e.g. Spanish, Korean, Chinese, etc.) throughout elementary school and they include students from those language backgrounds together with students whose dominant language is English. 

Former Education Secretary Richard Riley was so impressed with the outcomes of these programs that he pledged to support a dramatic expansion in their availability: Proficiency in English and one other language is something that we need to encourage among all young people. That is why I am delighted to see and highlight the growth and promise of so many dual-language bilingual programs across the country. They are challenging young people with high standards, high expectations, and curriculum in two languages. ...

Our nation needs to encourage more of these kinds of learning opportunities, in many different languages. That is why I am challenging our nation to increase the number of dual-language schools to at least 1,000 over the next five years, and with strong federal, state and local support we can have many more. (2000: 3-4)

Effective implementation of dual language programs requires careful planning. Any educators contemplating implementing a dual language program should consult the comprehensive resource book written by Nancy Cloud, Fred Genesee and Else Hamayan (2000) entitled Dual Language Instruction: A Handbook for Enriched Education. They discuss a variety of issues to be considered in initiating and maintaining the program (e.g. teacher and student selection, curriculum, roles of parents and the wider community, relationship of program to the rest of the school, allocation of time to the two languages, student grouping, etc.).

To implement a dual language program is not a simple procedure but when it is planned and implemented well the results can be outstanding for both EL and fluent English students. You introduced the terms BICS (basic interpersonal communicative skills) and CALP (cognitive academic language proficiency) to the discussion of educating EL students. What is the rationale behind this distinction and how is it relevant to current debates in California about how to promote reading achievement more effectively?

The BICS/CALP distinction was intended to draw attention to the very different time periods typically required by immigrant children to acquire conversational fluency in their second language as compared to grade-appropriate academic proficiency in that language. Conversational fluency is often acquired to a functional or peer-appropriate level within about two years of initial exposure to the second language whereas at least five years is typically required to catch up to native speakers in academic aspects of the second language. Failure to take account of the distinction has resulted in discriminatory psychological assessment of bilingual students and premature exit from language support programs (e.g. bilingual education) into mainstream classes. 

Proposition 227 confuses BICS and CALP. One year of English instruction is totally insufficient for students to pick up the kinds of English proficiency required to survive without support in a mainstream classroom. Obviously, mainstream classroom teachers are attempting to provide continued support for these students but the real crunch will come when students get to grades 4, 5 and 6 where the language demands of the curriculum increase dramatically and even standardised tests require students to demonstrate reading comprehension rather than just the word recognition skills emphasized in the early grades. We are all intuitively familiar with the BICS/CALP distinction. For example, in monolingual contexts, the distinction reflects the difference between the language proficiency acquired through interpersonal interaction by the vast majority of 6-year old children and the proficiency developed through schooling and literacy that continues to expand throughout our lifetimes.

One of the realities of academic language in English is that it draws on a very different lexicon than is the case for the language we use in everyday conversation. David Corson (1995) has highlighted the fact that about 60% of the different words we encounter in written texts derive from Greek and Latin roots whereas the words we use in everyday conversation derive predominantly from Anglo-Saxon roots. The former tend to be low-frequency multisyllabic words found primarily in books and curriculum materials whereas conversational language uses high-frequency words, usually monosyllabic. English has many synonyms where one word derives from Anglo-Saxon roots and its synonym has Greek and/or Latin origins. Words like meet/encounter or speed/velocity illustrate the pattern. It shouldn’t surprise anyone that the Spanish equivalents for both high-frequency and low-frequency synonyms are encontrar and velocidad. One of the reasons for the fourth-grade slump is that students at this stage are beginning to encounter the complex Graeco-Latin lexicon of academic English in their reading and curriculum materials. If they haven’t been reading a lot up to this stage, they may have very few resources or strategies to demystify and decipher this language. As whole-language theorists have emphasized, you get access to this language only by reading.

One way the BICS/CALP distinction is relevant in the current California context is that the English conversational and decoding skills that EL students may develop in the early grades (increasingly through test-oriented drill-based instruction) tell us very little about how they will fare in the later grades of elementary school. In fact, a bilingual student who arrives in the U.S. in grade 3 with a strong foundation in Spanish literacy may be in a much better position to succeed in acquiring academic English than a similar student educated in all-English programs from kindergarten. The strong Spanish (L1) skills of this recently-arrived student provide access to the academic vocabulary of English due to the large number of Spanish-English cognates deriving from Greek and Latin. However, it would certainly help bilingual students to realize this potential benefit if their teachers were to let them in on the secret. If teachers see students’ L1 abilities as an impediment to learning academic English (as Proposition 227 encourages them to do), then the learning environment is unlikely to be conducive to developing language awareness, let alone critical language awareness. Under these circumstances the incredibly rich database of Greek and Latin origin words that Spanish-L1 students carry around in their heads is likely to be seen as irrelevant and consigned to the pedagogical garbage heap along with the culture, experience, and identity that students have brought to school. 

This is no way to educate children and that’s why we need to see education in political as well as pedagogical terms. We need to realize that when we communicate to bilingual students a sense of belonging and affirmation of their identities we are challenging patterns of coercive relations of power. When we encourage students to make linkages between their first and second languages, we are repudiating the discourse that proclaims children’s home language an impediment rather than a resource. The development of school language policies by educators working collaboratively can be a powerful tool to clarify our own vision of what we are doing in the classroom. In this sense, a school language policy is a statement of collective identity. It expresses where we stand as educators in relation to the new socio-political mandate to reduce bilingual students to monolingual students. Essentially we are faced with a choice either to reinforce this coercive mandate or challenge it. We have ample opportunities to challenge the invasion of coercive relations of power into our schools and classrooms. In fact, if we are truly educating bilingual students in the sense of drawing out their potential, all of our interactions with them are challenging the coercive relations of power they and their communities are experiencing once again in the broader society in the wake of Proposition 227.
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