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The developmental process of acquiring two languages simultaneously has more advantages 
than disadvantages. Even though bilingual children may start out having smaller vocabular-
ies in both languages and a slight delay in development of syntax compared with monolin-
gual children, by age 8 there are few differences between bilingual and monolingual children 
(Gathercole, 2002). Research indicates no distinct disadvantage of bilingual children in pho-
nological awareness and even suggests an advantage in awareness of morphology (knowledge 
of word forms such as root words, prefixes, and suffixes) and syntax (Davidson, Raschke, & 
Pervez, 2010; Hirata-Edds, 2011; Loizou & Stuart, 2003). Elementary school children also are 
able to transfer their native-language competence in phonological awareness, vocabulary, and 
word recognition skills to their second language (Carlo & Royer, 1999; Cisero & Royer, 1995; 
Proctor, August, Carlo, & Snow, 2006). Therefore, bilingualism, itself, should not be consid-
ered a risk factor in language development, and it may facilitate growth of English vocabulary 
(Mancilla-Martinez & Lesaux, 2011).

The more important question is not whether bilingualism is advantageous but how best to 
facilitate development of English language skills in English language learners. Experts disagree 
about which instructional method is most effective for facilitating English language proficiency. 
Table 7.3 describes the aim of the major instructional methods.

Transitional bilingual education, which emphasizes the development of native language skills, 
was popular for almost 30 years. Because native language skills transfer to the second language, 
students experience greater academic success when they learn school subjects in their native 
languages in the early elementary grades along with English as a Second Language instruction  

TABLE 7.3      Bilingual Instructional Approaches

INSTRUCTIONAL 
METHOD AIM LANGUAGE OF INSTRUCTION
Transitional 
bilingual education

To ensure that English language 
learners do not fall behind 
academically by initially teaching 
school subjects in their native 
language.

Content instruction in native language; English as a Second 
Language instruction.

Once proficient, students transitioned to content instruction 
in English, usually around Grades 3 through 5.

English immersion To make English language learners 
fluent in English as soon as 
possible.

All instruction in English in classes with native English-
speaking peers.

Generally no modifications in instruction or materials.

Structured English 
immersion

To facilitate a rapid transition to 
English language instruction.

All instruction in English in classes separate from native 
English speakers typically for one year.

Curricula and teaching methods designed to accommodate 
students who are learning the language.

Minimal use of native language.

Once “reasonably proficient” in English, students 
transitioned into classes conducted in English with native 
English-speaking peers.

Two-way 
immersion

To facilitate acquisition of two 
languages in English language 
learners and native English-
speaking students.

Instruction in English and a non-English language for native 
English speakers and students who speak a non-English 
language (e.g., Spanish).

Instruction and classwork in both languages, with the non-
English language used at least 50% of the time.

Only one language used, without translation, during periods 
of instruction.

SOURCES: Kim, Hutchison, & Winsler, 2015; Kogan, 2001; Lessow-Hurley, 2000; Lindholm-Leary, 2004–2005.


