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Modeled after the pioneering French immersion programs developed in
Canada In the 1960s, foreign language immersion programs in the United
States are designed to enrich the education of native-English-speaking stu-
dents by teaching them all of thelr academic subjects in a second language,
The goal is for students to become proficlent in the second language and
develop increased cultural awareness whiie reaching a high level of aca-
demic achievement, Students develop proficlency in the second language
by hearing and using it to learn ali of their school subjects rather than by
studying the language tself,

Parents who are considerlng an immerslon program for thelr child usu-
ally have many questions. This digest provides Introductory responses to
some of the questions most commonly posed by parents,

What is a forelgn language Immerston program
and how does it work?

In foreign language immerston programs, the regular school cutrlculum
1s taught in the immerslon language for at feast half of the school day, In
partial hnmersion programs, Instructional time 1s divided equally between
English and the immersion language throughout the elementary grades,
In fitt immerslon programs, teachers use no English at all In the early grades.
In Grade 2, 3, or 4, teachers Introduce English language arts and reading
for one perlod per day and gradually move toward an even distribution
of English and the immersicn language by Grade § or 6. In the secondary
school grades, Immersion students typically have access to at least two
course offerings In the Immerslon fanguage, most often in social studies
and language arts.

In US. progtams, the immerslon language Is most often a world language
spoken by large numbers of people, such as Spanish, French, or Cantonese.
In some cases, it 1s a heritage language belng revitalized, as in the Hawal-
jan and Yup'ik (an Alaska natlve language) immerston programs that serve
indigenous communitles. The goal of immersten is to provide educational
experlences, beginning in kindergarten and tdeally sustained through Grade
12, that support academic and linguistic development in two languages and
that develop students’ appreciation of thelr own and other cultures,

One of the key principles of Immersion education Is that linguistic
and cultural knowledge Is a resource—the more you know, the better off
you are. Immerston education adds knowledge about a new language and
cuilture while building on a child’s English language skiils and knowledge
of U.S, culture,

In order to make academic lessons comprehensible to leamners and to
support their second language learning, immeision teachers—who are highly
proficient in English and the immersion language—use a vast repertolre of
instructlonal strategles as they cover the school district’s curriculum (Cloud,
Genesee, & Hamayan, 2000; Snow, 1987). Many of these strategles appear
on the Immersion Teaching Strategies Observation Checklist (Fortune, 2000)
developed by immerstcn teachers and researchers at a summer institute at
the University of Minnesota,'

in the early years, Immersion teachers reallze that thelr students will
not understand everything they say, They use body language, visuals,
manipuiatives, exaggerated faclal expressions, and expressive intonation
to communicate thelr meaning. In kindergarten it is common for students
to speak Engllsh with thelr peers and when respondlng to thelr teacher, As
the years progress, students naturaily use more of the immersion language.
To draw students inte using the language, teachers often use songs, useful
phrases, chants, and thymies and carefully structure the day with famiilar
routines,

Why should { consider enrolling my child In an
immersion program?

Immersion programs are the fastest growing? and most effective type
of forelgn language program currently avallable in U.S, schools, Most im-
mersion students can be expected to reach higher levels of second language
proficiency than students in other school-based language programs (Met,
1998}, Becoming bilingual opens the door to communtcation with more
people in more places, and many partents want to provide thelr children
with skills to interact competently in an increasingly interdependent world
community.

In addition to reaping the soclal and economic advantages of bilin-
guallsm, immersion leamners benefit cognitively, exhibiting greater non-
verbal problem-solving abiiities and more flexible thinking (see reviews in
Met, 1998). It has been suggested that the very processes learners need to
use to make sense of the teacher’s meaning make them pay closer attention
and think harder. These processes, in turn, appear to have a positive ef-
fect on cognitive development. However, a high tevel of second language
proficlency is needed In order to experience the positive cognitive benefits
that come with bilingualism (Cummins, 1981}, From the standpolnt of
academic achievement, over three decades of studies consistently show that
immetsion students achieve as well as or better than non-immersion peers
on standardized measures of verbal and mathematics skills administered in
English (Cloud, Genesee, & Hamayan, 2000; Genesee, 1987).

How wilil learning everything In a second language
affect my chlld’s English language and literacy
development?

Many parents are tnitlaily fearful that immersion may have a negative
Impact on thelr child's English language development. But research con-
sistently finds that the immerslon expertence actually enhances English
fanguage development (Cloud, Genesee, & Hamayan, 2000). It should
be noted that full immersion students’ English development may lag
temporarily in reading, word knowledge, and spelling white instruction
is occurring exclusively In the immesston language, However, after a year
or two of Instruction in English language arts, this discrepancy disappears
{Genesee, 1987). It is important for parents to understand that this lag is
temporary and to be expected.

In full immersion programs, children develop inltial literacy in the im-
merslon language, Many cognitive processes that underlie the ability to read,
such as understanding the relationship between the spoken language and
the written word, transfer from one language to another (Cloud, Genesee,
& Hamayan, 2000). But when the immersion language differs significantly
from English (e.g., Janguages that don’t use our alphabet} literacy skills de-
veloped in one Janguage will not necessarily transfer to the other language.
Immerslon students who leam to read first in a language that is markedly
diffezent from English, such as Arablc or Japanese, will need to leam and
practice literacy skills that are specific to each language (Kanagy, 2001),

It Is assumed that immersion students will have consistent exposure
to and support for English at home and in the community. Parents need
to provide thelr children with experlences that will enhance thelr Eng-
lish language and literacy development. For example, they should read
to thelr children every day and involve them In games and actlvitles that
complement their classtoom learning. Research shows that the stronger
the development of the native language, the greater the proficiency in the
immerslon language, so children who enter an immersion program with a
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strong base In English will succeed more easily than those whose English
skiils are not as strong.

Will my child become proficient in the second
language? How long wiil that take?

After only 2 or 3 years in an immerslon program, students demonstrate
fluency and confidence when using the immerston language, and theit
listening and reading skills are comparable to those of natlve speakers of
the same age. While these skiils remain native-ltke, students’ speaking and
writing skills Iag behind those of natlve speakers (fohnson & Swaln, 1997),
Research finds that immerslon students’ second language lacks grammati-
cal accuracy and does not display the variety and complexity produced
by native speakers of the language, Achleving high levels of oral and writ-
ten proficlency in a second language s a long-term process. A long-term
commitment is essentlal, and parents need to understand that native-like
proficlency in every skill area 15 unlikely. Still, Inmerston students witl have
a strong second language base upon which to continue moving toward full
proficlency and to develop proficiency in subsequent languages.

Language learning Is influenced by many factors, including students’
personallty and motivation, teacher expectations, parental support, program
leadership, and support at both the school and district level. Student success
requires the active involvement of all of these stakeholders.

Is Immersion an appropriate cholce for all
children?

The vast majority of immersion programs are open to all students, There
1s no admisslon test or pre-screening process, Research findlngs on the ef-
fectiveness of immersion education hold true for a wide range of students,
Including those from diverse socloeconomic and ethnic backgrounds (Gen-
esee, 1992). As is sometimes purported, these programs are not Intended
exclustvely for middle- and upper-class Anglo families. In fact, some recent
research indicates that immersion may be an effective program model for
children who speak a language other than English or the immersion lan-
guage at home {deCourcy, Warren, & Burston, 2002). It is hypothesized
that these learners may benefit from a levellng-of-the-playing-field effect
that occuss when all of the students in the class are functioning in a second
language. Students who are not natlve speakers of English are able to be
on par with their natlve-English-speaking peers and enjoy the same kinds
of success with learning.

There are, however, many unanswered questions concerning the suit-
ability of language immersion for children with language-based learning
disabilltles, Research on this topie Is scant, Some researchers and immersion
practitioners argue that children whose first language acquisition Is serl-
ously delayed or who struggle with audltory discrimination skills may be
overtaxed in a language Immersion program (see review In Genesee, 1992),
Previously identified language-processing challenges should be considered
priortoenroiling 4 child in an immerston program. Still, many chlldren with
mild learning disabilitles, knowledgeable teachers, and supportive familles
can and do achieve well in Immersion programs and develop proficlency
in a second language. Parents and educators need not assume that learning
In two languages will overtax these children, In fact, mary Instructional
techniques used in immersion are similar to techniques recommended
for struggling leazrners, Understanding how to make language immersion
classtooms more inclusive for a broader spectnim of learners Is one of many
toplcs of interest to iImmerslon educators.

What can | do to support my child’s Immersion
experience If | don't speak the second language?
Like alt parents, patents of children In immerslon programs shoutd
maintaln an active 1ole In thelr children’s education by providing expe-
riences that help develop thelr English Janguage skills and enhance their
cognitive and affective development. They should zead to them dally and
engage them in activities where they need to apply what they are learning
in class. For example, third-grade students studylng measurement can do
activities at home that involve measuring, suchas hanglng a plcture of bak-

basis about their children’s academic, soctal, and language development.
They should become well informed about immerston education, make a
commitment to keep their child in the immersion program, and support
thelr children's use of the immersion lenguage outside the school context,
for example, by providing reading materials in the Immersion language
at home and encouraging a penfkeypal friendship,

While volunteering in classrooms Is often a good way for parents to be
Involved in their child's education, parents need to be careful that thelr
volunteering efforts don’t compzomise children’s use of the immersion
language. Some programs designate one afternoon per week for parent
volunteers, encourage volunteering during periods when English is used,
or have parents volunteer thelr time for activities that don't involve
classroom interaction,

Concluston

Immersion education offers an exclting opportunity for students to
reach high levels of academic achievement and to acquire strong prof-
clency In English and another language. Parents who are interested in
immerslon for thelr children should become as well informed as possible
about this program model, It Is hoped that this digest will serve as a use-
ful starting point.

Notes

L.This checklist can be found online at httpiffcarla.acad.umn.edu/
Immerslon/checklist.htmt,

2.7o access the directory of forelgn language immetston programs
maintained by the Center for Applied Lingulstics, see http://www.cal.org/

-ericellfimmigrston,
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Second Language Learn
Everyone Can Benefit'

Kathleen M. Marcos?

The 1990s have been a decade of renewed interest in language learning. As always, political and economic concerns play a
major role in the nation's perception of the value of learning a second language (Met and Galloway, 1992). In addition, there is
now a growing appreciation of the role that multilingual individuals can play in an increasingly diverse society, and there is
also a greater understanding of the academic and cognitive benefits that may accrue from learning other languages. During the
past five years in particular, researchers, policymakers, educaltors, entployers, parents, and the media have reexamined the ad-
vantages of foreign language learning.

In 1989, a presidential resolution declaring the 1990s the "decade of the brain” was announced. An increased level of research
on brain development has been under way throughout the 1990s. Some of this research has analyzed the effect of language
acquisition on the brain. The results of these studies have generated media interest in how early learning experiences—-including
first and second language acquisition--promote cognitive development. Newsweek magazine, for example, deveted a special
edition to the critical first three years of a child's life and indicated that there is a window of opportunity for second language
learning that begins when a child is one year of age (Lach, [997). A recent article in Time magazine suggested that foreign lan-
guages should be taught to children as early as possible (Nash, 1997). And the television newsmagazine Dateline NBC aired a
segment on first and second fanguage acquisition in November 1997, (See in this issue, “Brain Mechanisms for Language
Learning” by Souia Jurich)

This article swimmarizes findings from numerous sources on the benefits of studying second languages and offers suggestions
to parents and educators for encouraging language learning at home and at school.

Benefits of Second Language Learning
Is Earlier Always Better?

Personal Benefiis

An obvious advantage of knowing more than one language is

having expanded access to people and resources. Individuals
who speak and read more than one language have the ability

Aithough people can learn fanguages at any age, some
studies suggest that children who learn a language be-
fore adolescence are more likely than older learners to

fo communicate with more people, read niore literature, and atlain native-like pronunciation (Harley, 1986; Patkow-
benefit more fully from travel to other countries. Introducing ski, 1990). A number of researchers have found that
students to alternative ways of expressing themselves and to children have an innate ability to acquire the rules of
different cultures gives greater depth to their understanding any language, and that this ability diminishes by adult-
of human experience by fostering an appreciation for the hood (Curtiss, 1995; Johnson and Newport, 1989).
customs and achievements of people beyond their own

communities. Ultimately, knowing a second language can Older fanguage students should take heart, however, in

also give people a competitive advantage in the work force

by opening up additional job opportunities (Villano, 1996). the results of other studies that report that although

young children acquire pronunciation easily, they are
not particularly efficient learners of vocabulary or other

Coguitive Honefiis aspects of language structure (Genesee, 1978; Swain

Some research suggests that students who receive second and Lapkin, 1989). Of course, the more years devoted
language instruction are more creative and better at solving to learning a language and the more opportunities
complex problems than those who do not (Bamford and available 1o use it in everyday situations, the greater the

Mizokawa, 1991). Other studies suggest that persons with
full proficiency in more than one language (bilinguals} out-
perform similar monolingual persons on both verbal and

proficiency achievedt (Curtain, 1997},
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nonverbal tests of intelligence, which raises the question of
whether ability in more than one language enables individu-
als to achieve greater intellectual flexibility (Bruck, Lambert,
and Tucker, 1974; Hakuta, 1986; Weatherford, 1986).

Academic Benefits

Parents and educators sometimes express concern that
learning a second language will have a detrimental effect on
students' reading and verbal abilities in English, However,
several studies suggest the opposite. For example, a recent
study of the reading ability of 134 four- and five-year-old
children found that bilingual children understood betfer than
monolingual children the general symbolic representation of
print (Bialystok, 1997). Another study analyzed achievement
test data of students in Fairfax County, Virginia, who had
participated for five years in immersion--the most intensive
type of foreign language program. The study concluded that
those students scored as well as or better than all comparison
groups on achievement tests and that they remained high
academic achievers throughout their schooling (Thomas,
Collier, and Abbott, 1993). Finally, a study conducted in
Louisiana in the 1980s showed that regardless of race, sex, or
academic level, students who received daily instruction in a
foreign language (taught as a separate subject rather than
through immersion) cut-performed those who did not receive
such instruction on the third-, fourth-, and fifth-grade lan-
guage arts sections of Louisiana's Basic Skills Tests (Raf-
ferty, 1986), Numerous other studies have also shown a
positive relationship between foreign language study and
English language arts achievement (Barik and Swain, 1975;
Genesee, 1987; Swain, 1981). All of these results suggest
that second language study helps enhance English and other
academic skills.

Some studies have found that students who learn foreign
languages score statistically higher on standardized college
entrance exams than those who do not. For example, the
College Entrance Examination Board reported that students
who had averaged four or more years of foreign language
study scored higher on the verbal section of the Scholastic
Aptitude Test (SAT) than those who had studied four or
more years of any other subject (College Entrance Examina-
tion Board, 1992; Cooper, 1987). These findings, which were
consistent with College Board profiles for previous years
(College Entrance Examination Board, 1982; Solomon,
1984) and with the work of Eddy (1981), suggest that study-
ing a second language for a number of years may contribute
to higher SAT scores.>

Cind el Wamadite
Societal Benefits
Bitingualism and multifingualism have many benefits to so-
ciety. Americans who are fluent in more than one language
can enhance America’s economic competitiveness abroad,
maintain its political and security interests, and work to pro-

mote an understanding of cultural diversity within the United
States. For example, international trade specialists, overseas
media correspondents, diplomats, airline employees, and
national securify personnel need to be familiar with other
languages and cultures to do their jobs well. Teachers,
healthcare providers, customer service representatives, and
law enforcement personnel also serve their constituencies
more effectively when they can reach across languages and
cultures, Developing the language abilities of the students
now in school will improve the effectiveness of the work
force later.

Benefits for Children with Disabilities

Generally speaking, students with learning disabilities can
learn a second language and enjoy the many personal bene-
fits of familiarity with a second language and culture (Baker,
1995), One important study of learning-disabled children
taking a foreign language reported that students of average
and below-average [Q performed as well as students of
above-average IQ on oral production and interpersonal
conumunication tasks {Genesee, 1976). Special multisensory
techniques that emphasize the direct and explicit teaching of
speech sounds through drill cards and reading, writing, and
speaking exercises can facilitate the language learning of
special student populations (Schneider, 1996; Sparks and
others, 1991),

Some speech pathologists and pediatricians may discourage
early foreign language learning, particularly when a child is
diagnosed with dyslexia, aphasia, or a hearing impairment or
scores low on tests of intelligence (Baker, 1995). A language
specialist should be consulted before a child with a severe
learning disability begins a second language program, but
many students with learning disabilities can and do benefit
from second language learning experiences.

Benefits for Gifted Children

Because linguistically gifted students are particularly good
candidates for attaining native or near-nafive proficiency in
other languages, some educators have advocated offering
foreign language instruction early in childhood to fully de-
velop that potential (Brickman, 1988). Typically highly ver-
bal and with advanced vocabularies, these students ideally
should be taught using curricula specially geared to their
innate strengths, such as strong language, conceplualization,
socialization, and productivity traits (Allen, 1992). Early
exposure to second languages and cultures will help parents
and teachers identify those children likely to exhibit strong
language aptitude,
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Wy bnnmersion®?
From ""Fhe ACIE Newsletter"” Volume 2, February 2001

The answer seems $0 obvious now, but 6 years ago the concept seemed too radical to seriously consider. Sending my baby
off in the care of strangers and trusting them to teach her reading, writing and arithmetic in English was difficult enough,
Surely asking her to learn from people who spoke in a language neither she nor her parents understood was an unnecessary
complication. Fortunately we decided to explore language immersion before rejecting it, and in doing so completely changed
our minds, and our children’s’ futures.

Now that we are in our fifth year (and second child) of immersion schooling, answering the Eluestion of “why immersion?”
has become easy. At an ACIE workshop with other immersion parents, as well as other conversations, I have learned that we
all had similar reasons. Perhaps sharing my top seven reasons will encourage other parents to fully explore immersion for
their children.

1. Children of today will need to he bilingual o be successful in the global society and cconomy of their adulthood.
Today two languages are useful - tomorrow they will be required, and a third language will be desired.

2. Childhood is the best time to develop an appreciation and understanding of diverse cultures, peoples and
perspectives in the world. Preschoolers are aware of differences, but the harmful prejudices develop during the elementary
school ages. Consistent positive exposure and interaction are the best prevention.

3. Humans Iearn language best prior to age 12, Research on brain development in recent decades have confirmed this fact,
with wide discussion in the popular media. Our brains are wired to produce all sounds, but if we don’t learn to make certain
sounds, we can lose that ability. (Some of us use this as a convenient excuse for our difficulty in leaming another language as
an adult, but it isn’t a barriet, just a reason to start young.)

4, Children learn language by listening and repeating, and don’t have any fear of a “forcign” language. This was one
of those clic! moments for me, when I realized that immersion teaching taught the immersion language in the very same
manner children already learn English - by speaking and repeating in context. It is very natural for children, My children
attended a university preschool, where many of the children spoke a different language at home, yet even the newest children
participated fully, understood, and quickly spoke in English. Again there is research to support this concept, and schools
recruiting students should make copiés available, but it is a commonsense explanation as well.

5. Academic skills are actually enhanced. Studies consistently show that immersion students do as well as or better
than comparable non-immersion students in English language skills, math, science, and social studies. If you’ve studied
another language, you know that those classes taught you much of what you know about English grammar. Increasingly
research has also demonstrated the connections between math, music and language skills,

6. Children are guarantced to be challenged. Immersion learning takes extra effort from children (and parents} in that
reading and writing skills need to be practiced in two languages. I was surprised to learn that nonetheless prograniming for
gifted children can be difficult in the early years, when their minds work faster than their developed vocabulary in the new
language. A successful immersion program provides both gifted and special education assistance to meet the needs of ali
students,

7. Parents will be involved. In most districts, parents have to choose {o send their child te an immersion school.
expected, and it is true, that the parent community would be supportive of the school, the children, and each other. Involved
parents are one of the most critical elements of a successful educational program,

So how did we learn these things, and how can you share them with others? I went to an open house, before our school even
existed. Copies of many research summaries were provided, and I read them all, I talked to parents in other immersion
programs, who reinforced the research by confirming that their children’s skill levels were age-appropriate in all subjects.
Most importantly, [ watched the teachers who would be opening our school demonstrate a lesson in Spanish with a group of
English-speaking kindergartners. The kids participated and responded, even with an audience. Those “strangers” to whom [
was going to entrust my child were no longer strangers, and were obviously skilled, Suddenly it was clear what our decision
would be. My heart followed where my head had led, and as Robert Frost first said in The Road Not Taken, “I took the road
less traveled by, and that has made all the difference.”




