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primarily focus on—the problems posed by the disability or the lack of proficiency 
in English? These questions have no easy answers. One frequently mentioned solu-
tion is to place these pupils in classrooms with a special educator who is bilingual. In 
the majority of instances, however, this is not a feasible solution because of a severe 
shortage of qualified personnel (Council for Exceptional Children, 2011). What these 
students truly need is an instructional model known as bilingual special education. 
Baca, Baca, and de Valenzuela (2004) define this concept as

the use of the home language and the home culture along with English in an 
individually designed program of special instruction for the student in an inclu-
sive environment. Bilingual special education considers the child’s language and 
culture as foundations upon which an appropriate education may be built. (p. 18)

The main goal of these efforts is to assist the pupil in reaching his or her maximum 
potential. The student’s primary language and culture are the vehicles for accomplish-
ing this task.

One of the critical issues confronting professionals is how to merge two differ-
ent programs, bilingual education and special education, into one cogent paradigm. 
The integration of these two programs requires a focus not only on the acquisition of 
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INSTRUCTIONAL OPTIONS FOR STUDENTS WHO ARE BILINGUAL

Approach Strategies

1.	 Transitional programs Students are instructed in academic content areas via their native language only until they are 
sufficiently competent in English, then transition to all-English classes. Primary goal of this program 
is to move students as quickly as possible to English-only classes. Many students exit after two to 
three years of instruction. Most common instructional model; bilingual education legislation favors 
this approach.

2.	 Maintenance (developmental) 
programs

Strong native language emphasis. Pupils maintain proficiency in first language while 
receiving instruction in English. A long-term approach with less emphasis on leaving 
program. Solid academic foundation is stressed.

3.	 Enrichment programs Typically used with monolingual children, who are introduced to new language and culture.

4.	 Immersion programs English language is the exclusive medium of instruction; first language and culture are not 
incorporated. A “sink or swim” philosophy.

5.	 English as a second language 
(ESL) programs

Not a true form of bilingual education. Children typically receive instruction in English outside 
the regular classroom. Goal is to quickly develop English proficiency in bilingual students. 
Exclusive emphasis on English for teaching and learning; native language not used in 
instruction. An assimilationist model with multiple variations.

6. Sheltered English Students receive instruction in academic subjects exclusively in English; no effort is made to 
maintain or develop proficiency in first language. English instruction is continually monitored 
and modified to ensure pupil’s comprehension. Simultaneous exposure to English language 
and subject content matter. Pupils who are culturally and linguistically diverse and disabled 
present unique challenges for teachers.

bilingual special education: Strategy 
whereby a pupil’s home language and 
culture are used along with English in 
an individually designed program of 
special instruction.
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