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In this article written for Colorín Colorado, Dr. Fred Genesee (/article/50323#author)
discusses the research supporting the importance of a child's home language. In addition,
Dr. Genesee explores the question of why an approach that is well-supported by research
has been largely ignored in the era of "research-based" policy.
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The education of English language learners (ELLs) is one of the most important issues facing
U.S. educators. ELLs are a large and growing proportion of the school-age population —
according to National Center for Educational Statistics, in 2007, about 10.8 million (or 20%)
school-aged children in the U.S. spoke a language other than English at home (Planty,
Hussar, Snyder, Kena, Kewal Ramani, Kemp, Bianco, & Dinkes, 2009). This situation is not
likely to change because ELLs are currently the fastest growing population in U.S. schools
(National Center for Education Statistics, 2004), with the number of ELLs expected to
increase another 50% by 2025 (Passel & Cohn, 2008).

The importance of the issues goes beyond the sheer number of ELLs, however. It has been
shown in numerous national studies and surveys that, on average, ELLs under achieve in
comparison to their English-speaking peers in academic domains and that the achievement
gap tends to increase the higher the grade level (e.g., Fry, 2007; Rumberger, 2007; McNeil
et al., 2008). As we consider ways to help ELLs increase their academic achievement, then,
it is clear that educators need all the resources at their disposal to meet these challenges.

Until recently, significant efforts were made to enhance the educational outcomes of ELLs by
offering alternative forms of education that incorporate use of ELLs' home language
(Genesee, 1999, for a review). These programs were justified on the grounds that educating
ELLs in English only posed a triple threat to their educational success since it would require
that they simultaneously:

• learn academic English to high levels,

• master challenging academic skills and content taught through English,

• adopt new social skills that would permit them to integrate with their English-speaking
classmates and teachers.

However, in recent years, recent political and legislative initiatives that disfavor bilingual
education have made these educational options difficult to access, despite evidence of their
success (Goldenberg, 2009). Along with these politically-motivated changes, it would appear
that educators and policy-makers no longer recognize the native language skills of ELLs as
an important educational resource and, indeed, it would even appear that they discredit it
having any role in the education of ELLs.

What does the research say?

Webcast: ELLs and Reading
Learn more about using the home language to support ELLs' reading instruction in our
Teaching ELLs to Read webcast (/webcasts/teaching/) featuring Dr. Genesee!
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At the same time that the role of the home language is diminishing in public education
policy, there have been growing political and legislative expectations that educational
policies and classroom practices be backed up by scientific, empirical evidence. With respect
to ELLs, there is undeniable and growing evidence that the home language of ELLs is of
considerable benefit to their overall academic success. There are multiple sources of such
evidence. First, recent meta-analyses have shown that educational programs that
systematically incorporate use of ELLs' home language result in levels of academic success,
including achievement in literacy and other academic subjects, that are as high as and often
better than that of ELLs in English-only programs (Genesee & Lindholm-Leary, in press). In a
review of these meta-analyses, Goldenberg (2008) notes "Readers should understand how
unusual it is to have five meta-analyses on the same issue conducted by five independent
researchers or groups of researchers with diverse perspectives. The fact that they all
reached essentially the same conclusion is worth noting. No other area in educational
research with which I am familiar can claim five independent meta-analyses based on
experimental studies — much less five that converge on the same basic finding." (p. 15).

Second, in a study of ELLs in two-way immersion programs, Lindholm and Aclan (1991)
found a significant positive relationship between individual student's level of bilingual
proficiency and their achievement in math and reading in English. Furthermore, the students
who were classified as "high bilinguals" were able to attain grade level results by fourth
grade in English reading and by third grade in English math.

Third, a growing body of evidence from researchers around the world has shown that
bilingual children exhibit significant cognitive advantages in comparison to monolingual
children (e.g., Bialystok 2006; Chin & Wigglesworth, 2007; Kovaacs & Mehler, 2009). These
advantages have been demonstrated in executive control processes related to selective
attention and inhibition and monitoring of attention when, for example, children are engaged
in problem solving.

Fourth, and finally, extensive research, again from around the world, has found that children
who are learning to read in a second language are able to transfer many skills and
knowledge from their first language to facilitate their acquisition of reading skills in the
second language. The best evidence of this comes from studies showing that students with
strong reading skills in the home language also have strong reading skills in their second
language. Much of this work has been done on ELLs in the U.S. (August & Shanahan, 2006;
Riches & Genesee, 2006).

What we see in the U.S., then, is a push for research-based policy but the creation of
policies that contradict the research. Debate concerning the value of using ELLs' home
language in specially-designed programs, such as two-way immersion, will undoubtedly
continue, and so it should since it makes little educational sense to diminish U.S. students'
opportunities to become bilingual in an increasingly globalized community.
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In the meantime, teachers and students can't wait for these policy debates to be settled
before deciding how or whether to draw upon ELLs' home language. The question arises how
can schools and teachers, even those who are monolingual, act on evidence that clearly
shows the personal, cognitive, linguistic and educational value of using the linguistic
resources that ELLs bring to school. There is no simple or single answer to this question, but
a number of options are worth exploring that, at the moment, are often overlooked and
discounted. Cloud, Genesee, and Hamayan (2009, Chapter 3) offer a number of suggestions:

• To encourage students to see connections between their languages and, thus, to better
understand how languages are structured and organized, talk to ELLs about their home
language — ask them:

• How is the home language the same and how it is different from English?

• Are there words in the home language that sound the same and mean the same
thing in both languages?

• Are there words in the home language and English that sound the same but mean
different things?

• As part of phonological and metalinguistic awareness exercises to facilitate reading
acquisition, ask students:

• to say words that start with the same sound(s) in English or the L1.

• how words are changed and formed in the home language — singular and plural forms,
present tense and past tense forms of verbs — to enhance their word knowledge

• who are new to your class, to read books in their home language to show you what they
know about reading.

By using the collective skills and knowledge of all students (both ELL and English-L1
students) in the classroom, even a monolingual teacher can tap into these valuable language
resources that ELLs have and do so with the confidence that these methods will promote
their language development — in English as well as the home language.

Back to top (/article/50323#top)

A hallmark of public education in the U.S. is respect for and appreciation of the individual
skills and backgrounds of students as a foundation for furthering their education. Taking
advantage of ELLs' home language resources is asking no more than the same respect and
appreciation for this group of learners. At the same time, parents, teachers, educational
leaders in local school districts, and politicians should discuss how best to provide all
students in the U.S. with high quality educational programs that promote competence in
additional languages. At stake is not only the competitiveness of individual students once

Home Language in the Classroom

Education for All
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