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Foreword


In the world of bilingual education research and practice, Jim Cummins stands out as the leading theorist and major influencer on educational policy, assessment and classroom practice. This book is both a critical analysis of current takes on various theoretical constructs that have come from or are relevant to Cummins’ work, and an intellectual history of the evolution of his major theories and their transformation into frameworks for action: on the nature of language proficiency and how judgments of proficiency can affect educational treatment of students, on cognitive consequences of bilingual development, and on power relations between groups and how they can affect student academic performance and the development of identity. Grounded in research, tempered by criticism (constructive and otherwise), Cummins’ theories have stood the test of time and influenced instruction in ways that the work of few others in the field have. Bilingual education, despite its obvious suitability for schools in a linguistically diverse society, is an educational approach that has been politicised, polarised, and freighted with controversy from its inception. The pushback to this instructional approach lays bare the long-standing underlying problem of power relations and allocation that exists between groups in American society, and the distrust of groups that are perceived as outsiders.

The overarching framework in this book is that the poor educational outcomes for minoritised students in a society like the US are directly related to power relations that operate in schools and the society, and evidence of that relationship can be seen in the disparities in school facilities and educational opportunities provided students depending on where they live, and student characteristics such race, ethnicity, language background, and parental economic status. What Cummins offers us is a cogent framework for understanding how that happens, and consequently for how that relationship can be altered or ameliorated. The fraught relations between groups were magnified in the 1980s when sizeable influxes of immigrants and refugees from Central America and Southeast Asia entered the US, which aroused a resurgence of long- standing nativist and anti-immigrant sentiments in states and communities where they settled. The hostility towards immigrants and minoritised groups in the society would eventually expand into restrictive legislation aimed at banning the use of languages other than English in schools and in public life and designating English as the official language in many states. US schools have become increasingly segregated in recent decades, with English learners concentrated in schools with high proportions of racial minorities and high poverty background students, and English is the only language of instruction in most schools beyond the early elementary years.

When Cummins’ work began in the late 1970s, bilingual instruction was being adopted in schools across the US in response to the Office of Civil Rights’ enforcement of the Supreme Court’s decision in the Lau v. Nichols case, and opposition to the approach was becoming vocal. Why, it was asked, if the goal of bilingual education is to help children learn English and to succeed in school, are they being taught in Spanish, or whatever language it is they already speak? How is teaching children to read in Spanish helping them learn to read in English? Among mainstream educators especially, there was a suspicion that instructing students in their primary language any longer than necessary would impede their educational progress. Would the use of students’ L1s in school any longer than necessary delay their learning of English? How long should students remain in bilingual programmes? Schools were required to assess students’ developing proficiency in English – how proficient must students be in English and how long does that take before they can be ‘exited’ from bilingual instruction, and placed in the mainstream school programme?

For educators and supporters of bilingual programmes, Cummins’ research and theories of linguistic and educational development in bilingual children were lifelines – foundational works, not only for understanding the complexities of bilingual development and to counter the arguments being made against the approach, but also as guides for improving instructional practice. How a second language develops in relation to a first language, and how that process might affect children’s performance in school were issues for which bilingual educators needed clarity. Among the most important findings from his early research was evidence that language proficiency was markedly more complex than recognised at the time. For schools, the assessment of language proficiency was a key to determining which students required bilingual instructional support and for how long, but the few instruments then available for making such important decisions were mostly assessments of oral language. Children were asked to respond to questions, provide simple descriptions of pictures, distinguish between words that were read to them, and the like. Such assessments had the advantage of being easy to administer and to score, but they revealed little about how children might perform in literacy or the learning of school subjects.

Bilingual educators took notice when Cummins argued that the assessments in use at that time were based on an inadequate understanding of language proficiency and how it figures in academic development. His argument that language proficiency comprised two more or less specialised components – what he initially characterised as basic interpersonal communication skills (BICS) and cognitive academic language proficiency (CALP), which required different types of experiences and time to develop – may have been controversial for armchair bilingual theorists who subjected it to acerbic criticism, but practitioners who were working most directly with learners recognised the usefulness of this distinction for understanding children’s language learning behavior, which they could observe in school. Children were indeed able to learn enough English in a year or two to communicate with peers and to function socially in the classroom but were nevertheless unable to participate with much understanding in literacy or subject matter learning. Equally persuasive and relevant for policy was Cummins’ research finding that it could take from five to seven years for children to attain the level of proficiency in a second language equivalent to that of native speakers and would no longer require special linguistic consideration. Cummins’ research and framework on bilingual proficiency helped bilingual educators build the case for additive bilingual programmes which provide children time enough to develop their academic and linguistic capabilities in both languages. There has been a near universal acceptance of the finding that it takes from five to seven years for children to achieve proficiency in a second language, although that depends on the instructional support they are provided in school.

Over the past couple of decades, however, there have been numerous reports of students who do not achieve the level of English proficiency required for reclassification well beyond the five to seven years that have been established as the norm. In some places, students are reported as taking as long as eight to ten years to pass an English proficiency test. Indeed, a review of the research on the time it takes for children to achieve proficiency in a second language that was included in the 2017 consensus study on Promoting the Educational Success of Children and Youth Learning English by the National Academies of Sciences, Engineering and Mathematics (NASEM, 215-257), concluded that although 5 to 7 years is the standard, the time it actually takes for ELs to be reclassified as fluent English speakers may vary by group, it depends on the quality of instruction students are provided in school, and it can also vary, depending on teachers’ beliefs about ELs’ ability to meet high educational standards, and on their attitudes about the role they should play in supporting students’ language and learning efforts in school.

Students who have difficulty passing English proficiency tests that ELs are required to take each year are eventually categorized by their schools as ‘long-term English learners’ (LTELs) which includes any student who has been classified as an English learner longer than 6 years.1 In a statewide study of the phenomenon, 59% of English learners in California high schools were identified as LTELs, with some having been classified as ELs since they first entered elementary school.2 For many such students, difficulty in school can be traced to early problems with literacy development, which in turn can be traced to their initial lack of proficiency in the language of literacy.3 By high school, the programmes of studies in which they find themselves tend to be low-tracked classes designed for underachieving students that do not prepare them for college or the world of work beyond high school. This often comes as surprise to the students themselves, who aspire to attend college and believe they have done well enough in school; they report being puzzled that they are regarded as English learners since English is what they speak at school, and at home as well by the time they are in high school. According to the California study, many such students are unaware that they are stuck at the ‘intermediate level’ on the test of English proficiency used by the state and believe that they are doing fine academically. So, what accounts for this discrepancy in perceptions in what counts as language and learning?

Again, Cummins’ framework points us to places to look at what has gone awry in the education of these students. Many if not most such students have had difficulty attaining the English literacy skills required for academic progress. Had they received literacy development in their primary languages, or had they received the attention to developing the academic register of English, they might have had a quite different experience. How indeed is the aspect of language Cummins long ago characterised as ‘academic language proficiency’ acquired, in contrast to socially supported spoken language? What role does instruction play in its development?

For researchers like me, Cummins’ distinction was a revelation. As a researcher studying second language acquisition among young school age children in the 1970s and 80s, I was concerned with the process and progress of their efforts to learn the language for interactional and communicative purposes at school, but had not paid much attention to the language demands of the materials they were working on. The texts used in school did not seem particularly difficult or interesting at the time. Textbook publishers had been gradually simplifying the language and informational load of texts in response to pressure by educators for materials that were easier to read and understand by all students, not just for English learners. This process of text and content simplification resulted in many students unprepared to meet the literacy demands of college and careers at the end of high school, a situation that eventually led to major reforms of educational standards across the United States.

It took me a while to take a deep dive into the relationship between the materials used in school and language development, but the distinction drawn by Cummins was what caused me to take a look initially. Were there notable grammatical and lexical differences between the language used in social discourse and the language of cognitively demanding discourse? How is the language Cummins subsequently described as ‘context reduced, cognitively demanding language’ learned – is it just a matter of additional time and engagement in the use of such language in school? I pored through grammars and studies of language learning in school age students.4 If the language of social discourse and functioning is learned in the context of face-to-face interactions with speakers of that language, what is the context in which learners might encounter the grammatical structures, devices and forms that are characteristic of CALP? The power of any theoretical framework is in its ability to highlight critical connections. For the most part, language development is considered in terms of the role it plays in literacy development, while the role literacy plays in language development except perhaps in the learning of vocabulary, is given less attention.

Studies comparing the linguistic characteristics of various forms of oral and written language5 suggest that the relationship may be more complex than assumed, however. There are grammatical structures, forms, and devices that are features of written academic and literary language which are rarely used in spoken language,6 for example. How are such aspects of language learned then, except through literacy? Considered from that perspective, language and literacy can be recognized as reciprocal developments. Where children are concerned, this relationship can also be a bottleneck in learning. In many US schools, children who are deemed to be lacking in language skills for literacy are provided texts that avoid the use of the forms and structures of academic language they need to acquire to make progress in literacy and learning in school. And this is where Cummins’ theoretical framework has led me and other researchers who have found his academic language distinction a compelling one to look into. This is but one way in which Cummins’ larger theoretical framework allows us to sleuth out the many ways in which power relations within the school and society affects student performance. How much more effectively can groups be held down than by denying them the means for advancement? The construct of academic language has been subjected to critique and discussion, with recent challenges focused on whether it is just another way to discriminate against racialized students, whose language is judged as ‘inherently non-academic’.7 And yet, when the great disparities in educational outcome between student groups are examined closely, literacy development is a key to school performance, and that depends on mastery of, or at least a familiarity with, the language of written language discourse. Educational and text linguists who have delved into the grammatical, lexical and pragmatic aspects of the language of academic discourse have documented qualitative and quantifiable differences between it and the language children might ordinarily expect to encounter in the communicative situations in which they are likely to find themselves. The challenge for educators has been what to do about this observation. Can or should its forms and structures be taught as a subject in school?

Aside from the pedagogical considerations, there are sociopolitical considerations raised by some scholars and theorists whose concerns and arguments Cummins addresses in some detail in Chapter 8 on the legitimacy of ‘academic language’ as a theoretical construct. As an educational linguist who has spent several decades looking at language in literacy development, academic language and more importantly academic language proficiency are more than theoretical constructs. They are realities that children and teachers confront as soon as they have dealt with the most basic levels of reading and writing instruction. To get meaning from the texts they are to learn from, to communicate their thoughts effectively in writing, students must work with a form of language which is learned primarily through the process of literacy itself. This is true whether the students are English learners or native speakers of English. Those who have had the most exposure to the language of written discourse, whether through prior literacy in another language or vicarious literacy through participation in read-alouds of storybooks by parents or caregivers, have an advantage over those who have not had such prior experiences. Their familiarity with the language of written texts allows them to assume that the words are meaningful and may convey information or ideas that may be interesting even if they do not make immediate sense. That expectation and belief, along with instructional support, is what it takes for young readers to figure out what the text is saying, and ultimately to learn how such language works. Children who have not had such prior experience with literacy will require extra instructional support to discover how the language of written discourse works, and how it is deployed for communicating ideas and information, and for communicative effect. Literacy is recognized as foundational to academic performance in all other aspects of the school’s curriculum, but literacy is dependent on language.

In the third part of this book, which one might be tempted to regard as its tail rather than its heart, coming as it does right at the end, Cummins discusses the implication for instructional practice of the prior discussions of theoretical concepts from his own research and from that of others. Since the theme of how transformative pedagogy can empower students and change schools runs throughout this work, it is hardly an afterthought. Cummins’ concern with improving educational outcomes for minoritised students has been a continuous motif in his work from early on. His work with educators in Canadian, European and US schools began when his research began. The practical implications of his work have been an integral part of his agenda, and never just an addendum as is sometimes the case with theoreticians and researchers. How schools have dealt with children from immigrant backgrounds who speak languages other than the one ordinarily used in school has given Cummins the opportunity both to influence practice and to learn from practitioners, which gives his work an applicability and practicality not ordinarily found in the writings of theoreticians.

Learning from practitioners – teachers who have developed and tested pedagogical solutions to the myriad problems that confront schools in educating multilingual and minoritized students in the sociopolitical context of societies that are sometimes indifferent to their needs and situation – can be done only at ground level, embedded as it were in schools where the work is going on. Cummins has been deeply invested in learning from practitioners, and in celebrating their efforts and successes. We recognise in the descriptions of instructional practices that are listed in this chapter, the many ways which teachers have found to give voice to students who may speak various languages in a classroom. Teachers have found creative solutions to communicating with students with whom they do not share a common language; they have found innovative ways to support the students’ efforts to learn, to share what they know with one another, and to build on what they already know and can do. And they have found strategies for engaging parents and communities in support of their efforts to provide students with a meaningful infusion of their language, culture and history into the school’s curricular offerings. In all this, it is clear that the secret to creating schools where linguistic, cultural and social differences are assets on which students can flourish and be successful learners is not a grand and innovative pedagogy, but is instead many interlocking activities and inclusive practices that begin by respecting the students and their experiences, assume that they are not only willing but are ready to learn, and which provide students the support they need to participate fully in the educational enterprise of the school.

This book draws together the multiple components of Cummins’ work on language and learning and responds not only to recent critiques and analyses of various constructs from his theoretical frameworks, but also provides a synthesis of, and his responses to, earlier critiques and commentary. As valuable as such an exposition is, I am tempted to suggest especially to educators who have more than a theoretical interest in what Cummins has to say about these weighty matters, to skip ahead to the final chapter if they want to know what works. They will find a trove of ideas there on how to deal with seemingly insuperable problems in schools, descriptions of practices that thoughtful and skillful teachers have devised for addressing problems in communicating with and making learning possible for students in situations like theirs. And then, because it is crucial that educators know what they are doing and why, they should circle back and read about the many critical components of the theoretical framework that will help them see how it all hangs together.

Lily Wong Fillmore
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Series Editor’s Preface


The first book in the Multilingual Matters series Linguistic Diversity and Language Rights was published in 2004. Jim Cummins’ book is the last and corresponds to a large extent to most of the wishes and goals that the series had from the very beginning. This is how the series was described in 2004: 


The series seeks to promote multilingualism as a resource, the maintenance of linguistic diversity, and development of and respect for linguistic human rights worldwide through the dissemination of theoretical and empirical research. The series encourages interdisciplinary approaches to language policy, drawing on sociolinguistics, education, sociology, economics, human rights law, political science, as well as anthropology, psychology, and applied language studies. Publications analysing successful attempts to promote linguistic diversity and theoretical analyses of alternative paradigms in conceptualising and implementing change in language policy are welcomed. (see (https://www.multilingual-matters.com/page/series-results/linguistic-diversity-and-language-rights/for the books in the series)



As the editor of the series I could not wish for a more magnificent book as the last book in ‘my’ series. What a book! Not only does it, just in one book, touch upon most of the areas that the description above sets as goals for the whole series. This book sums up a life-time of research and engagement by a giant in the area. Having followed the literature about multilingualism and education worldwide for almost 60 years, I cannot think of many researchers, in fact hardly anybody else who has developed the research as consistently and as much as Jim has. Lily Wong Fillmore describes the content of the book in great detail in her fascinating and competent Foreword, so I will not repeat it here. Instead, I will add a few personal remarks.

Jim started writing the book you are about to read in 2017, but in a way he has been ‘writing’ it at least since 1976 when he was a young and promising scholar. (That was also the year when Jim (born in 1949), Pertti Toukomaa (born in 1934) and I (born in 1940) started a cooperation and friendship that Jim and I have continued for 45 years). There are few people in the world that I have learned so much from. Jim is one of the few who has always developed and anchored high-level theory with meticulous empirical work, with students, teachers, parents and classrooms in mind. He has really been listening, and worked WITH them, not ‘on’ them or even ‘for’ them. At the same time he has also always been available for presenting his and other researchers’ results to educational administrators and for discussing various alternative ways to improve schools for not only minority children but also linguistic majority children. Even if most of his empirical studies have been in the Western world, I have heard countless Asian and African colleagues telling me how reading Jim has made them see things in their own environments in a completely new way. Even when Jim emphasises the fact that situations and power relations are always context-dependent, many researchers in other parts of the world recognise the universality of much of Jim’s work and see its relevance for their own part of the world.

But being true and thorough (and beloved), has also evoked counter-forces (and even envy, as I see it). Jim has also taken criticism (even unfounded attacks) seriously, and in this book he also patiently shows in detail how untenable some of it is. His argumentation about the requirements for solid research (even if some of it requires the reader’s full attention – some of this book is hard-going for the reader) will unmask many of the currently fashionable critiques of Jim’s work as invalid, and thus also support all those people who are confronted with the now trendy attacks.

Sometimes I have been hoping that Jim would present (and start demanding) more radical solutions, such as complete mother-tongue medium education, K-12 (OF COURSE with a dominant language as a second language subject). But in most contexts this would be impossible in practice, whereas what Jim has suggested has been and is doable. Likewise, when I have been moving towards looking at the extent to which much of Indigenous and minority education today all over the world fits several of the definitions of genocide in the United Nations 1948 Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide (and it does), it has so far not helped much in practice to limit or eliminate linguistic and cultural genocide, even if many people now have to admit that such education IS genocidal. Claiming this makes many people defensive, or angry, and some also feel guilt. This is not a good starting point for achieving change.

But the assimilatory, genocidal principles in much of this education permeate today’s societies not only at the individual level but also at the structural, institutional level, covertly or overtly. That means that the discriminatory and often racist control has become so thoroughly institutionalised that the individual, for instance a teacher or a school administrator, generally does not have to exercise any conscious choice to operate in a racist/assimilationist manner. Individuals merely have to conform to the operating norms of the system, and the institution [e.g the school] will do the discrimination for them. Thus we can in our analysis move from ‘evil motive discrimination’ (actions intended to have a harmful effect on minority group members) to ‘effects discrimination’ (actions have a harmful effect whatever their motivation). Understanding this might save teachers from feeling angry, guilty and helpless (which many do when confronted with the genocide discourse).

But this is not enough for the needed thorough changes to be achieved. Here listening to and reading Jim can and often does make people real positive agents, optimistic and full of energy for starting to make necessary changes. I hope that the book you are about to read has this positive effect on you! THANK YOU, Jim!

Tove Skutnabb-Kangas
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Preface


This book is intended to follow up the synthesis of theory, research, policy, and instructional practice related to the education of bilingual and multilingual students that I outlined in two previous books: Language, Power and Pedagogy: Bilingual Children in the Crossfire (Multilingual Matters, 2000), and Negotiating Identities: Education for Empowerment in a Diverse Society (2nd edn) (California Association for Bilingual Education, 2001).1 Obviously, there have been major changes in this area during the past 20 years with respect to research findings, theoretical propositions, policy initiatives, and instructional practice in contexts around the globe. To illustrate, at this point virtually no serious researcher questions the legitimacy, in principle, of bilingual education for either ‘majority’ or ‘minority’ group students. Policymakers and media commentators who do question bilingual approaches for ‘minority’ group students are simply manifesting their ignorance of the research and their evidence-free ideological preconceptions (e.g. Haver, 2018). Theory has similarly shifted with the universal acceptance by researchers of dynamic models of bi/multilingualism and the elaboration of translanguaging as a key, albeit controversial, theoretical construct. Instructional practice is also evolving to acknowledge the feasibility and legitimacy of multilingual approaches that mobilise students’ entire linguistic repertoire for learning even in highly diverse classroom contexts where teachers do not speak the multiple languages of their students.



Orientation towards Theory and Instructional Practice


Teachers have played a major role in the evolution of instructional practice from monolingual (dominant language only) to multilingual approaches. Some of the most significant initiatives have emerged from teachers taking the lead as knowledge generators (e.g. DeFazio, 1997), or teachers and university researchers working collaboratively to design, implement, and document multilingual instructional initiatives (e.g. Carbonara & Scibetta, 2020a, 2020b; Chow & Cummins, 2003; García & Kleyn, 2016; Little & Kirwin, 2019). The intersection of practice and theory in these accounts illustrates a major theme of this book: theory and practice are infused within each other. Practice generates theory which, in turn, acts as a catalyst for new directions in practice, which then inform theory, and so on.

This perspective is reflected in the analytic focus of the book. My interest starts and ends with what happens between teachers and students in classrooms. The focus of the book on theoretical concepts is, at the same time, intensely practical. The purpose of pursuing theoretical ideas is to contribute to changing instructional practices so that they become evidence-based and more effective in promoting equitable outcomes across social groups. In other words, although pursuit of theoretical ideas for their own sake is certainly legitimate, it is not the focus of this book; clarification and validation of theory is of interest to me only insofar as these ideas have relevance to classroom instruction and school organisation.

An implication of this analytic orientation is that the evaluation of any theoretical construct relevant to education should take into account the implications of that construct for educational policy and instructional practice. In order to elaborate more formally the relationships between theory and practice, I propose in Part 2 to extend the notion of consequential validity from its original formulation in the area of assessment (Messick, 1987, 1994) to the evaluation of theoretical constructs and propositions. In other words, I argue that we should examine the instructional consequences of implementing specific theoretical ideas or propositions; specifically, we should ask, as one evaluative criterion, to what extent a particular construct or claim is useful in promoting effective pedagogy.




The Centrality of Teacher Agency


Related to the notion of ‘consequential validity’ is the centrality assigned throughout the book to the role of teachers as agents of social and educational transformation. Teachers’ instructional choices within the classroom play a significant role in determining the extent to which minoritised students will emerge from an identity cocoon defined by their assumed limitations (e.g. English language learner) to an interpersonal space defined by their talents and accomplishments, both linguistic and intellectual (Cummins, 2001a). I argue throughout the book, and especially in Chapter 11, that this process of pushing beyond normalised instructional boundaries positions teachers as knowledge generators and as co-creators of theory rather than as simply recipients of externally generated research-based instructional strategies, which they are expected to implement. Teacher agency, or what Ramanathan and Morgan (2007) call ‘practitioner agency’, is also at the heart of challenging the oppressive power structures that have subordinated minoritised students and communities over many generations.

This perspective has clear implications for the kinds of theoretical claims and discussions that I consider relevant to the issues discussed in this volume. A theoretical claim that has minimal short- or medium-term implications for the work of teachers may be intrinsically intriguing but is largely irrelevant to what this book is all about. Most of the theoretical constructs and claims discussed in these chapters derive predominantly from the work of teachers and are intended to act as a catalyst and resource for ongoing dialogue among educators, researchers, and policymakers.

Let me illustrate this point with reference to Makoni and Pennycook’s (2005) claim that languages are ‘invented’ and cannot be viewed as discrete enumerable items. This claim is not controversial if it is taken to reference the fact that all languages are socially constructed and boundaries between them are fluid, porous, and changeable across time and space. However, Makoni and Pennycook go beyond this perspective. They argue that concepts that are premised on a notion of discrete languages, such as language rights, mother tongues, additive bilingualism, multilingualism, and codeswitching become just as problematic as the notion of discrete languages itself. They suggest that ‘there is a disconcerting similarity between monolingualism and additive bilingualism in so far as both are founded on notions of language as “objects” … additive bilingualism and multilingualism are at best a pluralization of monolingualism’ (2005: 148). Thus, they claim that the educational promotion of multilingualism and additive bilingualism leaves intact the monolingual assumptions about language that these constructs aim to critique. These constructs remain caught in the same paradigm that takes monolingualism as the norm. Rather than pursuing strategies of disinventing languages, the pluralisation strategy implied by notions of multilingualism and additive bilingualism reproduces existing oppressive structures. As discussed in Part 2 of this book, Makoni and Pennycook’s position has been highly influential in shaping the unitary translanguaging theory proposed by Ofelia García and colleagues (e.g. García, 2009; Otheguy et al., 2019).

The theoretical claims advanced by Makoni and Pennycook are both provocative and challenging and will undoubtedly be discussed for many years to come. However, do these claims have any short-term or medium-term relevance to the work of teachers, language planners, curriculum developers, or social justice activists? What do these claims imply for teacher agency? Makoni and Pennycook (2005: 141) suggest a ‘situated’ response to language planning and teaching issues: ‘in some situations, the viable solution may lie in essentializing mother tongues, in other cases, in problematizing them’.

But isn’t this what teacher agency is all about – making situated choices individually and collaboratively to challenge coercive relations of power and promote minoritised students’ communicative and intellectual talents? How does the highly abstract notion of ‘disinventing languages’ contribute to teachers’ instructional choices? Does it imply that teachers should not encourage minoritised students to develop literacy in both their languages (= additive bilingualism), teach for crosslinguistic transfer, or enable students to compare and contrast their languages? If teachers make the situated choice to ‘essentialise’ students’ languages by pursuing these instructional strategies, isn’t it a bit arrogant for university scholars to characterise them as still stuck in a monolingual paradigm?

By contrast, in the context of the present analysis, the educators whose inspirational multilingual practice is profiled in Chapter 11 have transformed the normalised monolingual paradigm within which they were socialised. Most would be offended to be told that their promotion of additive bilingualism or their commitment to develop their students’ multilingualism is only marginally more enlightened than the monolingual orientation that continues to dominate most instructional practice.

In illustrating what a ‘language disinvention’ process might look like, Makoni and Pennycook ask, ‘what would English look like if we were to analyse it using metadiscursive regimes from languages such [as] Hausa’ (2005: 152-153). As documented in Chapter 11, many teachers across the globe are already enabling their students to compare and analyse their home languages in relation to the dominant school language. Theoretical constructs such as ‘language disinvention’ that deny the existence of languages and undermine the promotion of multilingualism, have nothing to contribute to teachers’ efforts to promote their students’ language abilities and awareness of similarities and differences between their languages. Theoretical constructs that are so far removed from classroom practice do not contribute to practitioner agency or act as a catalyst for further pedagogical innovation.

The point that I want to make here is that theoretical concepts that do not readily engage in two-way dialogue with instructional practice can safely be ignored by educators. Theoretical concepts that emerge from classroom practice and are jointly constructed by educators and university-based researchers are much more likely to fuel teacher agency and result in pedagogical transformation.2




Terminology


It is important to clarify some of the terminology in the book and the rationale for using a variety of terms or labels to refer to bilingual and multilingual students. First, I outline the meaning of the term theory and related terms as they are used in the present volume. Theory refers to a principle or set of principles proposed to explain or promote understanding of specific phenomena. To be considered valid, a theory must be capable of accounting for all the relevant phenomena that have been credibly established. A theoretical proposition or claim is a statement that purports to be evidence-based and valid. A theoretical hypothesis is a more tentative statement or prediction usually put forward so that its validity can be tested through research. A theoretical construct is an abstract explanatory variable or conceptual entity that is not directly observable, but which is used to account for observations, behaviour, or phenomena. Finally, a theoretical framework is a more elaborate grouping of interrelated theoretical propositions and constructs designed to account for phenomena, guide research, and/or legitimise particular instructional approaches.

It is important to note that theories are not true or false in any absolute sense. They are always partial, and subject to modification as new data emerge. Theories frame phenomena and enable interpretations of empirical data at a particular point in time and in a particular context. In other words, theoretical propositions and frameworks are in constant dialogue with empirical data. As noted previously, educational theories are also in constant dialogue with classroom realities. In short, the intersections between theories, empirical phenomena, and social realities are dynamic and constantly evolving.

The term multilingual education, as used in the present volume, refers to the use of two or more languages as mediums of instruction. It includes all forms of bilingual and L2 immersion programmes for both ‘minority’ and ‘majority’ background students in contexts around the world in which multiple languages are used to deliver academic content. The term bilingual education is used in a more specific sense as a subset of multilingual education to refer to formally established bilingual, dual language, content and language integrated learning (CLIL), and second language (L2) immersion programmes in which two languages are used for instructional purposes. I use the terms multilingual learning, multilingual instruction, translanguaging pedagogy, crosslinguistic pedagogy, plurilingual pedagogy, bilingual instructional strategies and teaching through a multilingual lens interchangeably to refer to classroom instruction that acknowledges, engages, and promotes the multilingual repertoires of students in linguistically diverse schools.

With respect to the terms employed to refer to students whose home language differs from the dominant language of the society, which is also typically the primary language of instruction in schools, I have chosen to follow the same approach elaborated in the book Identity Texts: The Collaborative Creation of Power in Multilingual Schools (Cummins & Early, 2011). In that book, we employed a variety of terms to refer to these students with the intention of highlighting the multiple identities that students adopt for themselves and the shifting identity positions that are projected upon them by societal institutions and educational practices and policies.

The generic term that I use to refer to these students is multilingual students or multilingual learners. The term multilingual language learners (MLLs) is currently used in some United States contexts (e.g. the state of Connecticut). I also use the term plurilingual, advocated by the Council of Europe, when I want to refer specifically to the dynamically integrated and intersecting nature of the linguistic repertoires of speakers of two or more languages. I use the term bilingual students when the context or research study focuses specifically on students with proficiency in two languages. At various places throughout the book, I use other terms to highlight the shifting perceptions and social realities of these students. For example, I use the term minoritised when it is appropriate to highlight the discriminatory power relations that operate in many societies to diminish the status and identities of students from diverse linguistic backgrounds. However, not all ‘minority group’ students are minoritised; for example, the English-speaking minority in Quebec is generally characterised as occupying a relatively privileged position economically and socially within the province. Similarly, French-speakers in Quebec, although a numerical minority within Canada, are not in any sense currently ‘minoritised’ within that province, although this was not always the case. Some scholars in the United States have objected to the term ‘minority group students’ because it appears to devalue the status of these students in comparison to ‘majority group students’. Other scholars (e.g. Skutnabb-Kangas, 2000) have defended the use of the term ‘minority’ because of the important legal rights that certain minority groups have gained within educational and other social spheres.

Terms commonly used in official policies to refer to students such as ‘English-as-a-second-language’ (ESL), ‘English-as-an-additional-language’ (EAL), ‘English-as-a-new-language’ (ENL), ‘English language learners’ (ELL), and ‘long-term English learners’ (LTEL), are often seen as problematic because they define students only in terms of what they lack, namely adequate proficiency in English to achieve academically without additional instructional support. To counter this connotation, some scholars (e.g. García, 2009) have used terms such as ‘emergent bilingual’ to highlight the linguistic accomplishments of students rather than their presumed linguistic limitations. The terms ‘bilingual’ and ‘multilingual’ embody the same intention.

None of these terms is completely accurate in all contexts. For example, ‘emergent bilingual’ does not account for the fact that in many contexts students who arrive at school largely monolingual in their home language lose much of their fluency in that language over the course of schooling and often leave school with much less fluency in their home language than in the dominant school language. Similarly, the terms ‘bilingual’ and ‘multilingual’ do not capture the reality of many language learners in the very early stages of learning the school language when they may be largely monolingual in their home language. It is also important to note that many children growing up in multilingual social contexts around the world come to school essentially as simultaneous bi/multilinguals with knowledge of two or more languages differentiated by their domains of acquisition (e.g. home, neighborhood/playground, daycare/preschool, etc.). Thus, no one term captures the complex reality of the diverse array of acquisition contexts experienced by multilingual children and students.

Terms that focus on students’ linguistic status intersect with terminology used to refer to students from social groups that have experienced long-term or more recent discrimination in the society. Terms such as ‘minoritised’, ‘subordinated’, ‘oppressed’, ‘marginalised’, ‘racialised’, ‘dominated’ have all been used to refer to the fact that students who experience academic underachievement frequently belong to social groups that have been subject to institutionalised racism or have been on the receiving end of coercive relations of power. Even within bilingual or dual language programmes designed to promote biliteracy, minoritised students sometimes experience discrimination because they speak nonstandard varieties of their home language, which the teacher views as ‘incorrect’ or inferior to the standard variety (García, 2020; McCollum, 1999).

In this volume, I use a variety of terms that reflect the shifting identity locations of students and their communities and the wide range of acquisition contexts that characterise the development of multilingualism. These terms carry different nuances of meaning and, like identities, these meanings are not static. The variety of terms reminds us that student identities shift in multiple ways according to the interactions they experience and the messages they receive in classrooms, schools, and other social contexts. As with the term minority, it is worth noting that not all multilingual students are marginalised or subordinated. Some have grown up and gone to school in highly privileged situations (e.g. those in private international schools).




Outline and Structure


The book is divided into three parts. Part 1 provides a personal account of how the theoretical ideas I have proposed since the 1970s were formulated and how they have evolved since that time into the early 2000s This process is described in broad detail in these chapters and the specifics can be pursued in considerably more depth in Cummins (2000) and Cummins (2001a).

Part 2 focuses on the evolution of research, theory, policy and instructional practice related to the education of multilingual learners over the past 20 years from the early 2000s to 2021. The initial chapter identifies three criteria for judging the legitimacy of any theoretical construct, claim or framework: (a) empirical adequacy, (b) logical coherence and (c) consequential validity. In subsequent chapters, these criteria are used to analyse:


	critiques of the construct of academic language and the distinction between conversational and academic language;


	the legitimacy of theoretical constructs that address the relationships between bilingual students’ home and school languages (L1/L2) such as the interdependence hypothesis, the common underlying proficiency, and teaching for crosslinguistic transfer;


	controversies surrounding the construct of translanguaging (García, 2009; Williams, 1996) and theoretical propositions that have become associated with that construct such as the claim that the notion of ‘a language’ is not legitimate; this claim implicates constructs such as additive bilingualism, the common underlying proficiency, and codeswitching as ‘monoglossic’ (and hence illegitimate) because they recognise ‘language’ as a credible sociolinguistic and psycholinguistic construct.


	the argument advanced by Flores and Rosa (2015) that additive approaches to minoritised students’ bilingualism are permeated by discourses of appropriateness rooted in raciolinguistic ideologies.




The final chapter goes back to the classroom and draws on the work of inspirational educators to illustrate the kinds of classroom instruction that are implied by the research and theory considered in earlier chapters. As noted previously, theory and practice are infused within each other and much of the practice sketched in this chapter originated prior to the emergence of translanguaging as a theoretical construct. This practice has operated as a catalyst to generate theory. The chapter highlights the role of teachers as knowledge generators whose innovative practice, often in equal partnership with researchers, has opened up powerful directions to challenge coercive power structures and ideologies and to close opportunity gaps experienced by minoritised social groups.3




The Goal of the Book: Constructive and Critical Dialogue


A final point I want to make in framing the chapters that follow is that my overall goal in the book is to promote dialogue and respectful exchange in relation to issues that are central to the education of multilingual and minoritised students. The critique of theoretical claims and interpretations of research that are elaborated in Part 2 is intended to be constructive and in the spirit of critical dialogue. Much of the analysis in these chapters constitutes a response to critiques that have been made in relation to the theoretical constructs described in Part 1.

The alternative theoretical positions that are discussed in Part 2 can be seen as disputes within the family. All of the ‘protagonists’ are committed to social justice and antiracism in education; all have spent much of their academic lives to this point challenging societal and educational power structures that limit minoritised students’ educational opportunities. Some (e.g. Ofelia García and colleagues) have created an extraordinary infrastructure for collaborative work with educators to transform school-based language policies and practices, with the goal of enabling minoritised students to expand their multilingual repertoires and develop the critical multiliteracies that our societies so badly need.

Thus, in joining this constructive and critical dialogue in pursuit of social and educational justice, I believe it is imperative to specify in as much detail as possible the instructional directions that are implied by various theoretical constructs. This involves extending the dialogue beyond the walls of universities and scholarly journals, crossing disciplinary borders and epistemological convictions, and rooting our discussions in the lives of educators, students and communities. The people we, as researchers, need to listen to and engage with, care nothing about whether we identify as sociolinguists, psycholinguists, sociologists, psychologists, or whether our inspiration comes from critical pedagogy, cultural studies, critical race theory, sociocultural theory, or any of the other myriad fractures that divide the academic world. They also don’t care about whether our intellectual efforts are rooted in postmodernism, poststructuralism, positivism, or any other ‘-ism’.

Educators do care passionately, however, about their students and how to engage them in powerful learning. They are rightfully suspicious and often resistant to the ‘theories’ underlying the myriad instructional panaceas foisted on them every year by politicians and often ill-informed policymakers. Educators approach all theoretical ideas with the same overriding questions: What does this idea have to do with my teaching? How can this idea contribute to my students’ educational progress? Thus, in order for theoretical ideas to take root and make an impact, they have to be validated in situ by teachers, school leaders, and administrators who are partners in the generation of knowledge. The family disputes debated in the pages of this, and many other academic books, won’t be resolved in the pages of academic journals or in Twitter feeds or other forms of social media. But the credibility and usefulness of at least some of the theoretical ideas on all sides of these debates will slowly emerge from classroom practice and the insights of teachers and other educators who engage with and shape these ideas.



Notes


(1)Electronic copies of the Negotiating Identities book can be downloaded at no cost from https://www.gocabe.org/index.php/communications/cabe-store/

(2)I am grateful to Brian Morgan for insightful suggestions in relation to these issues.

(3)In Part 1 of this book, I have located myself in the narrative about how theoretical constructs I have proposed emerged and evolved. For readers who might want more background about how I position myself in relation to research and academic work, I have included a biographical statement at the end of the book. More detail can be found in two additional sources:


	A paper entitled ‘Echoes from the past: Stepping stones toward a personal critical literacy’ (Cummins, 1997a). This paper was part of a collection of autobiographical essays edited by Christine Pearson Casanave and Sandra R. Schecter (1997) entitled On Becoming a Language Educator: Personal Essays on Professional Development.


	The introductory chapter to a collection of my articles edited by Colin Baker and Nancy Hornberger (2001) entitled An Introductory Reader to the Writings of Jim Cummins.










Part 1




Evolution of a Theoretical Framework: A Personal Account







Introduction


My goal in this section of the book is to provide some background and insight into the origins of the theoretical constructs I have proposed over the past 45 years. In various publications (e.g. Cummins, 1981a, 2000, 2001), I described constructs such as the threshold hypothesis, the linguistic interdependence hypothesis, and the distinction between basic interpersonal communicative skills (BICS) and cognitive/academic language proficiency (CALP).1 As these ideas evolved (e.g. Cummins, 1986, 1989, 1996), the psycholinguistic constructs were integrated into a broader sociological framework that explored ways in which identities are negotiated in teacher-student interactions and how this process of identity negotiation is rooted in patterns of historical and current societal power relations.

Thus, the framework represents an integration of different disciplinary perspectives including applied linguistics, psychology, sociology and pedagogy. This reflects the fact that all the interactions that take place between educators and students in schools can be viewed and analysed within the context of multiple frames of reference. None of these disciplinary perspectives is inherently superior to any of the others, but a more complete understanding of the dynamics and consequences of teacher-student interactions is likely to be obtained through a synthesis of different perspectives.

Chapter 1 provides an overview of the central theoretical claims of the framework. It outlines the relationships between psycholinguistic dimensions that focus on linguistic and cognitive characteristics of bilingual individuals and sociopolitical dimensions that highlight how power relations in the wider society, ranging from coercive to collaborative, influence the learning opportunities experienced by minoritised students within the context of schooling. In this chapter, I also attempt to position myself within the narrative of how these ideas evolved by connecting some of the broader themes to my own schooling experiences.

Chapter 2 discusses my initial attempt during the 1970s to resolve apparent contradictions in the way research on the cognitive consequences of bilingualism was being interpreted. Research studies conducted during the 1960s and early 1970s suggested that, under certain conditions, bilingualism might benefit aspects of students’ cognitive and metalinguistic functioning. These findings were diametrically opposed to earlier claims, articulated since the 1920s, of negative cognitive consequences associated with bilingualism. Drawing on Vygotskian notions of linguistic mediation, I suggested that the consequences of bilingualism might depend on the extent to which students attained a threshold level of proficiency in their two languages as they progressed through schooling. Specifically, the levels of proficiency students acquired in their two languages might mediate their ability to understand instruction and attain an additive form of bilingualism that entailed cognitive, linguistic, and academic advantages (Cummins, 1976).

The developmental interdependence hypothesis, discussed in Chapter 3, was initially proposed in several papers in 1978 and 1979, with the goal of resolving an apparent contradiction in the outcomes of research on bilingual and second language immersion programmes. This contradiction was expressed as follows (Cummins, 1979a: 222): ‘Why does a home-school language switch result in high levels of functional bilingualism and academic achievement in middle-class majority language children … yet lead to inadequate command of both first (L1) and second (L2) languages and poor academic achievement in many minority language children?’ Drawing on research conducted in Sweden (Skutnabb-Kangas & Toukomaa, 1976), as well as a variety of other findings suggesting consistently significant relationships between L1 and L2 literacy-related abilities among students in bilingual and second language immersion programmes, the interdependence hypothesis suggested that ‘the level of L2 competence which a bilingual child attains is partially a function of the type of competence that child has developed in L1 at the time when intensive exposure to L2 begins’ (1979a: 233).

The initial threshold and interdependence hypotheses focused specifically on the language competencies involved in schooling but did not elaborate in any formal way the theoretical construct of language proficiency. In the late 1970s and early 1980s (Cummins, 1979b, 1980a), I drew on empirical data regarding developmental trajectories of different components of language proficiency (both L1 and L2) and theoretical analyses of the construct of language proficiency to propose a distinction between cognitive/academic language proficiency (CALP) and basic interpersonal communicative skills (BICS). The empirical and theoretical rationale underlying this conceptual distinction is outlined in Chapter 4.

In Chapter 5, the relationship between minoritised students’ academic achievement and societal power relations is discussed, drawing on both sociopolitical and psycholinguistic empirical and theoretical perspectives. Central to this analysis is the claim that patterns of teacher-student identity negotiation reflect the extent to which educators, individually and collectively, challenge the operation of coercive relations of power as they are manifested in educational structures, policies, practices and ideologies. The construct of identity texts is outlined as a core component of literacy instruction that affirms minoritised students’ identities in opposition to coercive power relations in the wider society.

Finally, Chapter 6 addresses the question of which groups of students experience disproportionate academic difficulties and examines what evidence-based instructional responses can credibly be invoked to reverse these academic difficulties. These instructional responses include engaging students’ multilingual repertoires, maximising literacy engagement, and implementing culturally empowering pedagogy that creates interactional spaces that affirm and expand student identities.

In discussing how these theoretical concepts were generated and how they evolved over time, I try to identify the specific issues or problems to which they were addressed, the empirical data from which they emerged and additional data that they helped explain, the logical connections that helped provide coherence to the ideas, and finally the implications of the research and theory for educational language policies and classroom instruction.



Note


(1)In discussing CALP, I initially used the term cognitive/academic language proficiency (Cummins, 1979b, 1984a) but later referred to the construct as cognitive academic language proficiency. I have reverted to the original term in this volume because it better reflects the fusion of cognitive and academic procedural and declarative knowledge (knowing how and knowing that) involved in school learning.






1Core Ideas and Background Influences




The Framework in a Nutshell


The central proposition of the theoretical framework is that underachievement among students from minoritised communities is caused by patterns of power relations operating both in schools and in the broader society. The corollary is that minoritised students will succeed educationally to the extent that the patterns of teacher-student interaction in school challenge the coercive relations of power that prevail in society at large. This perspective was expressed as follows:


Interactions between educators and culturally diverse students are never neutral with respect to societal power relations. In varying degrees, they either reinforce or challenge coercive relations of power in the wider society. Historically, subordinated group students have been disempowered educationally in the same way their communities have been disempowered in the wider society. (Cummins, 2000: 48–49)



This analysis explicitly highlighted the fact that power relations are not just abstract conceptual constructs – they are enacted by real people in specific institutional contexts. Teachers have agency and can act to challenge the operation of coercive power structures. They can also remain passive and become complicit, intentionally or unintentionally, with these power structures. Educators who enact coercive relations of power are often well-intentioned and totally unconscious that their actions and interactions are discriminatory. For example, in the past and unfortunately still today, some school psychologists who administer English-only cognitive ability tests to multilingual students may be unaware of how discriminatory these tests potentially are when administered to students who are still in the process of acquiring English and catching up to grade expectations in academic English (Cummins, 1984a). Their lack of awareness derives from the frequent absence of attention to issues related to bilingualism and language learning both in their professional training and in more general educational policies.

The fact that racism and other forms of coercive power relations may be embedded in institutional and organisational structures does not alter the fact that educators who remain unconscious of or ignore these realities are complicit with the operation of these power structures. Effective teaching in linguistically, culturally, and racially diverse contexts requires educators to reflect on, and where necessary, challenge discriminatory structures, policies and instructional practices. Even in oppressive educational contexts, educators always have individual and collective choices – degrees of freedom to implement instructional practices designed to promote students’ well-being and academic development:


As educators we are faced with a choice; we either construct interpersonal spaces between ourselves and our students such that their options for identity formation are expanded or, alternatively, we constrict the interpersonal space such that students’ voices are silenced and possibilities for self-expression are minimized. (Cummins, 1993: 30)



This analysis of societal power relations expanded and attempted to clarify psycholinguistic theoretical constructs I had advanced in the late 1970s and early 1980s. Specifically, I proposed a conceptual and empirical distinction between cognitive/academic language proficiency (CALP), reflected in the development of literacy and knowledge of academic subject matter, and basic interpersonal communicative skills (BICS) such as accent, oral fluency and sociolinguistic competence in both first and second languages (L1 and L2) (Cummins, 1979a, 1980a, 1981a). The BICS/CALP distinction emerged from an analysis of more than 400 psychological assessments administered to immigrant-background students in a western Canadian city (Cummins, 1980b, 1984a). It was reinforced by a reanalysis of data from the Toronto Board of Education showing that that at least five years’ length of residence (LOR) was required for immigrant students from non-English speaking home backgrounds to catch up to grade expectations in L2 CALP, despite the fact that most students developed L2 conversational fluency much more rapidly (typically 1–2 years LOR) (Cummins, 1981c).

CALP, or what I later termed ‘academic language proficiency,’ represents a fusion of conceptual, linguistic, and academic knowledge. For example, a student’s understanding of the word ‘democracy’ represents conceptual, linguistic, and academic knowledge associated with the subject matter of social studies. In the process of schooling, it is not possible to disaggregate these three dimensions, which are integrated in the student’s understanding of the term. Empirical support for this conceptualisation of CALP includes the fact that on widely used measures of cognitive ability such as the various editions of Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children (WISC), the vocabulary knowledge subtest represents the best index of overall cognitive ability, and also shows the highest correlation (0.74) of any of the WISC–V subtests with measures of overall academic achievement (Groth-Marnat, 2003; Kaufman et al., 2016; Weiss et al., 2016). This point is elaborated in Chapter 4.

The fusion of conceptual, linguistic, and academic knowledge is also evident in more extended examples of academic discourse (e.g. Uccelli et al., 2015b). Consider, for example, the report of a science experiment written by a fluent speaker of the school language. We could certainly view such a report through the specific individual lens of conceptual knowledge, linguistic competence, and academic learning by identifying the ideas or conceptual units that are in the report, as well as the vocabulary, grammar, and discourse structures that are represented, together with the scientific content knowledge reflected in the student’s writing. However, in the actual performance of writing the report, all of these dimensions are fused.1

In the late 1970s, I also argued that cognitive/academic proficiencies in both L1 and L2 are interdependent insofar as they are manifestations of a common underlying proficiency (Cummins, 1979b, 1981b). The ‘common underlying proficiency’ construct was used to explain why students in bilingual and second language immersion programmes experience no adverse effects in literacy and academic language development in the majority language despite spending much less instructional time through that language. In fact, students from minoritised communities tend to develop stronger majority language (L2) skills in bilingual programmes that divide the instructional time between L1 and L2 than in monolingual programmes that teach exclusively through L2. In other words, for students whose L1 is a minority language, the trend is towards an inverse relationship between achievement and instructional time through the majority language (e.g. Ferrón, 2012; Francis et al., 2006; Lindholm-Leary & Borsato, 2006; National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, & Medicine, 2017; Valentino & Reardon, 2015). This seemingly counter-intuitive finding derives from the fact that the common underlying proficiency makes possible transfer of concepts, skills, and learning strategies across languages.

These psycholinguistic distinctions (e.g. BICS/CALP) and principles (e.g. crosslinguistic interdependence) are viewed as links in the causal chain that relate societal power relations to student outcomes:


Both sets of constructs are essential components of the theoretical framework … The psycholinguistic constructs are focused more on knowledge generation (i.e. learning) while the sociopolitical constructs focus on identity negotiation and its rootedness in societal power relations. The point of the framework is that one dimension cannot be adequately considered without the other. They are two sides of the same coin. (Cummins, 2000: 50)



Unfortunately, the psycholinguistic dimensions of the framework have received far more attention from both proponents and critics than the fact that these constructs are nested within an analysis of the role of societal power relations in shaping student achievement. Specifically, little attention has been paid to the central proposition that minoritised students’ opportunities to expand their language and literacy abilities are directly determined by the extent to which educators, individually and collectively, challenge patterns of coercive power relations that continue to permeate the organisational structures and interactional spaces of schooling.

This brief sketch of the core theoretical constructs and propositions that have evolved over the past 45 years raises a number of crucial questions that go beyond the merits or otherwise of these particular ideas. For example, how should we judge the legitimacy or credibility of any specific theoretical proposition, construct, or framework? To what extent should theoretical constructs or propositions be consistent with credible empirical evidence? This latter question assumes relevance in light of the fact that numerous critiques of the distinction between conversational fluency (BICS) and academic language proficiency (CALP), considered in Chapters 4 and 8, have ignored the empirical data that have been invoked in support of this distinction.

The issue of what criteria should be invoked to assess the legitimacy of any theoretical construct, proposition, or framework is discussed in Chapter 7. In the remaining chapters of Part 1, I describe the research and analysis that contributed to the evolution of the theoretical framework in order to provide a foundation for considering the extent to which these constructs and claims can be considered legitimate.




Early Influences


Many of the issues related to language learning and bilingual education considered in this book formed part of my personal learning experiences growing up in Ireland in the 1950s and 1960s. These issues include the acquisition of conversational and academic proficiency in a second language, the efficacy or otherwise of immersion and bilingual education, and the linguistic legacy of centuries of oppression at the hands of a more powerful nation. Social and educational policies enacted after the founding of the Irish Free State in 1922 were designed to revitalise the Irish language (Gaelic), which had declined rapidly during the 1800s. Policies such as the compulsory teaching of Irish throughout schooling, both as a subject and in some schools as a medium of instruction, were tolerated uneasily by much of the population. These issues were subjects of frequent media attention and at times acrimonious public discussion.

Although I was taught Irish as a subject at the equivalent of pre-kindergarten and kindergarten levels, my first intensive experience in learning the language came at the grade 1 level when I attended an ‘all-Irish school’ or Gaelscoil. Today in a North American context this would be labelled a dual language or two-way bilingual immersion programme insofar as some students spoke Irish as their home language, but the majority, including me, spoke only English at home. About 80% of the instruction was through the medium of Irish with only English language arts taught through English.

My parents’ decision to send me to the Gaelscoil was not motivated by any special commitment to the revival of Irish. My older brother attended a nearby school, and it was convenient to send me to the closest school to his so that we could travel by bus together. There was no space available in my brother’s school until the following year.

I recall no particular difficulty in picking up fairly fluent Irish during that school year. The process appeared largely automatic and I remember speaking it with friends later in the year going home in the bus in the afternoon. The following year, I left the Gaelscoil and went to the same school as my brother where I stayed for the next 11 years until graduation from secondary school. In this school as in most other Irish schools, Irish was taught as a subject for about 40 minutes a day. Despite the best efforts of teachers, the predominant focus was on the structure of the language itself; vocabulary and grammar were taught in isolation as autonomous structures; there was no authentic communicative context that would encourage spontaneous use of either oral or written language. As my peers and I grew older, we became increasingly conscious of the fact that there were very few communicative contexts anywhere in Ireland (or elsewhere in the world) where the language could be used in a functional way. The bulk of Irish cultural endeavor (music, literature, sports, etc.) was transacted in English, with the result that there were virtually no domains of language use unique to Irish. Students’ motivation to learn the language was primarily extrinsic (to pass examinations) rather than intrinsic. Not surprisingly, I lost much of my oral fluency in Irish during those 11 years, despite more than a decade of formal study of the language. However, I did perform well in examinations. I had acquired relatively strong academic proficiency in the language but my ability to use the language in face-to-face interpersonal communication was less than it had been when I was eight years old.

Students who experienced sustained bilingual instruction in Irish-medium schools developed a very different pattern of Irish language skills than I did. For them, the language was functional, and fluency and literacy in Irish developed together through both use and study. Research studies conducted by O’Duibhir (2018: 171) reported that primary school students in Irish-medium schools ‘attain very good communicative competence in Irish but lack grammatical accuracy’. This finding is consistent with the outcomes of second language immersion programmes in many other contexts where there is little exposure to the target language outside the school context.

My experience illustrates some principles that have been strongly supported in research conducted during the past 40 years:


	the centrality of communicative interaction in acquiring second languages;


	the limited utility of teaching languages only as school subjects when there is little opportunity for communicative interaction outside the school context;


	the efficacy of immersion in a second language environment for students from majority language backgrounds;


	the fact that bilingual education for students from either majority or minority language backgrounds results in no adverse effects on the development of academic proficiency in the majority language;


	and finally, the fact that conversational fluency and academic proficiency (in both first and second languages) can be distinguished and can develop in very different ways depending on the acquisition context.






Note


(1)The fusion of conceptual, linguistic, and academic knowledge in the performance of communicative tasks and in the learning process aligns with Swain’s (2006) concept of languaging. Swain and Lapkin define this concept as follows

Languaging is the use of language to mediate cognition and affect. When one languages, one uses language, among other purposes, to focus attention, solve problems and create affect. What is crucial to understand here is that language is not merely a means of communicating what is in one person’s head to another person. Rather, language serves to construct the very idea that one is hoping to convey. (Swain & Lapkin, 2013: 105)

Based on Vygotsky’s (2000) theoretical framework, Swain et al. (2011) identify two different forms of languaging – collaborative dialogue and private speech. Collaborative dialogue involves creating, negotiating, and solving problems with others while private speech involves communicating or ‘talking’ with ourselves for similar purposes, either out loud or internally.







2Resolving Contradictions: Cognitive Consequences of Bilingualism


In the early 1970s, I went to Canada to pursue graduate studies in Educational Psychology at the University of Alberta. My engagement with issues of bilingualism and bilingual education came about as a result of receiving a graduate assistantship to work with Professor Metro Gulutsan who had started teaching graduate and undergraduate courses on this topixsc. Metro’s interest in these issues derived not only from the fact that he was fluent in at least six languages but also from the recently enacted Canadian national policy of ‘multiculturalism within a bilingual framework’ that was proclaimed in 1971 as a result of deliberations in the late 1960s of the Royal Commission on Bilingualism and Biculturalism.

My dissertation research attempted to identify some of the cognitive effects of bilingualism in the context of a two-way French-English bilingual programme in Edmonton. The research built on the Peal and Lambert (1962) study that, in contrast to previous findings, had reported a general intellectual advantage in favour of bilinguals who had attained similar levels of fluency in both of their languages. Peal and Lambert suggested that the enriched linguistic environment experienced by bilinguals promoted greater cognitive flexibility, superiority in concept formation, and a more diversified set of mental abilities.

My research identified a similar pattern suggesting that ‘some types of bilingualism facilitate verbal information processing’ (Cummins, 1974: 74). A large number of studies conducted over the past 45 years have reported similar cognitive and metalinguistic advantages associated with bilingualism (see Adesope et al., 2010; Ardasheva et al., 2012; Bialystok, 2020a; Cummins, 2001a; Diaz, 1983; Mohanty, 2019; and Skutnabb-Kangas, 1975 for reviews). Barac and Bialystok (2011: 54) summarised their review of the research as follows: ‘the experience of speaking two languages yields cognitive benefits in the areas of attentional control, working memory, abstract and symbolic representation skills, and metalinguistic awareness’. The most consistent ﬁndings are that bilinguals show more developed awareness of the structure and functions of language itself (metalinguistic abilities) and that they have advantages in learning additional languages (Adesope et al., 2010;  Grey et al., 2018; Mohanty, 2019).



Initial Formulation of the Threshold Hypothesis


I returned to Ireland in 1974 and worked at the Educational Research Centre in St. Patrick’s College, Dublin (the largest teacher education institution in the country). During my time there (1974–1976), I had the opportunity to further explore the issues that were the focus of my dissertation. My paper entitled ‘The influence of bilingualism on cognitive growth: A synthesis of research findings and explanatory hypotheses’ appeared in Working Papers on Bilingualism in 1976. The goal of this paper was to ‘resolve inconsistencies between the results of recent studies which have reported that bilingualism is associated with positive cognitive consequences and earlier studies which suggested that bilingualism might adversely affect cognitive and scholastic progress’ (1976: 1).

A starting point for the analysis derived from the very different sociolinguistic and sociopolitical contexts within which more recent and earlier studies were conducted. The recent studies reporting positive cognitive consequences associated with bilingualism were conducted in ‘additive’ contexts where bilinguals were adding a second language to their cognitive and linguistic repertoire. By contrast, earlier studies reporting lower cognitive and academic performance among bilinguals compared to monolinguals were carried out predominantly in ‘subtractive’ contexts where students’ home languages were being actively suppressed within the school. The paper noted that ‘negative stereotyping and discrimination against minority language groups … are … likely to play an important role in explaining the negative effects’ (1976: 20). However, it also argued that ‘there are intervening variables in the causal chain whose influence needs to be specified’ (1976: 20). Specifically, drawing on the fact that language mediates much of our interaction with the world, and especially within the context of schooling, I suggested that the level of proficiency attained by bilingual students in their two languages might mediate the effects of bilingual learning experiences on cognitive and academic growth. In other words, there may be a threshold level of proficiency that bilingual students must attain both to avoid cognitive/academic difficulties and allow the potentially beneficial aspects of becoming bilingual to enhance cognitive/academic functioning.

In proposing the threshold hypothesis, I was aware that it was ‘doubtless oversimplified’ (1976: 28), but saw it as having heuristic value in stimulating further research on the developmental consequences of different forms of bilingualism acquired under varying sociolinguistic conditions. I raised the possibility that there might be not one but two thresholds; attainment of the lower threshold would be sufficient to avoid any negative cognitive/academic effects, but attainment of a second, higher, level of proficiency in both languages might be required to experience cognitive, linguistic, or academic advantages.

The threshold hypothesis was rooted explicitly in a Vygotskyian conception of the mediating role of language and speech both in cognitive functioning and in children’s interactions with their environment. Vygotsky highlighted the possibility that bilingualism might be associated with positive or negative effects depending on a complex array of social and educational conditions:


We must not ask whether being bilingual is always and everywhere favorable or inhibiting under all circumstances regardless of the concrete conditions in which the child is developing and of the patterns of that development which change at each age level. (Vygotsky, 1935/1997: 257)



The notion of a lower threshold essentially highlighted the consequences of inappropriate instruction. As expressed in Cummins (2000: 175): ‘Simply put, students whose academic proficiency in the language of instruction is relatively weak will tend to fall further and further behind unless the instruction they receive enables them to comprehend the input (both written and oral) and participate academically in class’. When minoritised students are provided with minimal or no instructional support to learn the language of instruction, and when their home language is excluded from the school, they are unlikely to develop strong literacy skills in either language. This is precisely the rationale underlying the US Supreme Court’s decision in the 1974 Lau v. Nichols case that mandated schools to provide effective instructional support to enable students to learn the language of instruction and to succeed academically.




Recent Research on Bilingual Cognitive Advantages and the Threshold Hypothesis




Bilingual cognitive advantages


An extensive body of research suggests that bilingualism might enhance what psychologists call executive control (e.g. Bialystok, 2020a; Kroll & Bialystok, 2013). Because bilingual children must develop cognitive mechanisms for controlling which of their languages gets used in particular contexts, they develop increased capacity for attending to external stimuli and this may result in better performance on other cognitive tasks. Kroll and Bialystok (2013: 497) summarised these findings as follows: ‘In the realm of cognitive processing, studies of executive function have demonstrated a bilingual advantage, with bilinguals outperforming their monolingual counterparts on tasks that require ignoring irrelevant information, task switching, and resolving conflict’. Interpretation of these studies has been challenged by some researchers who claim that the evidence for bilingual advantages in cognitive control is weak or non-existent (e.g. Paap & Greenberg, 2013).1

The bilingual cognitive advantages suggested by numerous research studies may also protect bilinguals from cognitive decline associated with aging. Bialystok and Craik (2010) reported a comparison between 91 monolingual and 93 bilingual elderly patients who had been diagnosed with dementia. The age of dementia onset was four years later for the bilinguals than it was for the monolinguals. This finding has been replicated in subsequent large-scale studies (e.g. Alladi et al., 2013).

Antoniou’s (2019: 408) comprehensive review of the research evidence for and against bilingual advantages in executive functions, cognitive aging, and brain plasticity notes that some of the inconsistencies in the findings can be accounted for by the fact that ‘[b]ilingual advantages are unlikely to extend to all bilinguals under all circumstances’, an observation similar to Vygotsky’s (1935/1987) more than 80 years previously (see also Thordardottir, 2011). He pointed out that cognitively stimulating activities in general lead to cognitive benefits, brain changes, and improved cognitive aging outcomes. Thus, it is reasonable to expect lifetime use of two or more languages to promote similar benefits. According to Antoniou, this fact lends credibility to the following findings:


	The ‘evidence is in favor of bilingualism delaying dementia incidence, with inconsistencies between studies arising due to study design or definitions of bilingualism’ (Antoniou, 2019: 404).


	‘The emerging neuroscientific consensus is that bilingualism indeed alters the structure of the brain, as well as the networks that subserve numerous cognitive processes, including, but not restricted to, those involved in executive functions’ (Antoniou, 2019: 407). Among the effects observed is the fact that bilinguals show greater brain matter density than monolinguals in several brain structures.







The threshold hypothesis


Within the broader context of research on the cognitive effects of bilingualism, research support for the notion of thresholds has continued to accumulate (e.g. Ardasheva et al., 2012; Daller & Ongun, 2018; Lechner & Siemund, 2014; Ní Ríordáin & O’Donoghue, 2009) and useful insights about the effects of bilingualism on cognitive and linguistic functioning have been proposed on the basis of this research.

Daller and Ongun (2018) investigated the threshold hypothesis in the context of a study involving 100 Turkish–English successive bilingual children from middle-class backgrounds (mean age = 9 years, 4 months; range 7 years 1 month to 11 years, 9 months). Children’s scores on receptive and productive vocabulary tests and a non-verbal cognitive ability test (Raven’s Coloured Progressive Matrices) were compared to those of 25 Turkish monolingual children and 25 English monolingual children. Parents of the bilingual children completed questionnaires on their language dominance (Turkish L1 versus English L2) and their language use at home. Daller and Ongun reported that although there was no overall difference between the bilingual and monolingual groups, there was a significant bilingual advantage in non-verbal cognitive ability for children whose parents used more L1 at home and had higher dominance scores for L1. These children performed significantly better in non-verbal cognitive ability than both of the monolingual control groups and bilingual children more exposed to English (L2) at home. The findings support Daller and Ongun’s hypothesis that ‘parental support for L1 will be beneficial as it improves exposure to the minority language, and this might in turn have positive consequences for the cognitive development of the children’ (2018: 680). They draw the following conclusions in relation to the threshold hypothesis:


Cummins’ Threshold Hypothesis, which assumes a bilingual advantage for children with high proficiency in both languages, is also supported in our study but needs to be revised. High language proficiency, in our case, operationalised as vocabulary sizes in both languages, is related to general cognitive development, for example high nonverbal IQ scores. Parents who have a positive attitude towards L1 and use it at home support the lexical and cognitive development of their children. (2018: 690)



They also note the implications of their findings for school language policies and pedagogy: ‘Language policy that advocates the use of the dominant language in society (L2) at home may not be in the best interest of the bilingual children, and there is clear evidence that support for L1 is beneficial for the cognitive and linguistic development of the children’ (2018: 690).

In a very different context, Ardasheva and colleagues (2012) tested aspects of the threshold hypothesis using large-scale data from a large Midwestern school district in the United States. They compared the academic performance of current English language learners (ELLs), former ELLs who had been redesignated as ‘fluent English proficient’ and native English-speaking (NES) students and summarised their findings as follows:


Results of multilevel analyses indicated that after controlling for relevant student- and school-level characteristics, former ELLs significantly outperformed current ELL and NES students in reading (effect sizes: 1.07 and 0.52) and mathematics (effect sizes: 0.86 and 0.42) The results support Cummins’s (1979, 2000) lower level threshold hypothesis predicting that upon reaching adequate proficiency in the language of schooling and testing, ELLs would no longer experience academic disadvantages. (2012: 769)



On the basis of their findings and the broader literature on cognitive benefits of bilingualism, Ardasheva and colleagues hypothesised that cognitive processing advantages associated with bilingual experiences may arise from children developing speaking proficiency in two languages through exposure to them on a regular basis (e.g. in the home). However, these cognitive processing benefits would translate into higher academic performance only when students developed proficiency in the language of schooling, particularly its literacy domains. They suggest:


that the academic benefits associated with bilingualism may be available at both thresholds—in contrast to only at the higher threshold, as originally proposed by Cummins—by virtue of students gaining access to and being able to capitalize on aspects of bilingual advantages (i.e. cognitive processing benefits at the lower threshold and biliteracy advantage at the higher threshold). (2012: 798)



Bialystok’s (2020a: 11) review of the research affirms the increased neuroplasticity of bilingual cognitive functioning observed in many studies. Her overall conclusion is consistent with the general notion of threshold effects:


It is apparent that being more fluently bilingual or having been bilingual for a longer time confers larger benefits than do lesser bilingual experiences, but there is little understanding of the threshold for these effects. Similarly, suspending bilingualism and becoming more monolingual diminishes these effects…



In summary, more than 40 years after the threshold hypothesis was initially proposed, it continues to generate research, with much of it generally supportive of the claim that developing patterns of L1 and L2 proficiency mediate the cognitive, academic and metalinguistic consequences of bilingualism.
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