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LAUNCHING LITERACY

Bilingualism and Biliteracy for All
Celebrating Our Linguistic Strengths 

By Chan Lü

About one-third of children under age 8 in the United 
States have at least one parent who speaks a language 
other than English at home.1 And as of 2016, 9.6 percent 
of all U.S. public school students were identified as Eng-

lish language learners.2 It is obvious that the American student 
population is becoming increasingly multilingual.

This trend is often widely celebrated in other countries. But as 
scholars who have focused on an array of issues related to borders 
and democracy have noted, the United States has a complex history 
with bilingualism:

In many countries, the ability of children to speak more than 
one language is seen as important. Such is generally not the 
case in the United States. As sociolinguist Joshua Fishman 
and his coauthors have claimed, “Many Americans have long 

been of the opinion that bilingualism is ‘a good thing’ if it was 
acquired via travel (preferably to Paris) or via formal educa-
tion (preferably at Harvard) but that it is a ‘bad thing’ if it was 
acquired from one’s immigrant parents or grandparents.”3

Fishman made that claim more than five decades ago, but it 
still rings true—if not quite as loudly—today. For instance, Rich-
ard Ruíz and other scholars contend that in the United States, 
speaking a language other than English continues to be per-
ceived as a problem, which they term a “language-as-problem 
orientation.”4 Perhaps because of this perception, the burgeon-
ing multilingualism of our nation’s children is challenging our 
current instructional practices and even more so our educa-
tional systems. Across the country, we lack the preparation, 
materials, supports, or infrastructure to handle our children’s 
linguistic diversity. Given the multiple benefits of speaking more 
than one language fluently,* we should actually celebrate this 
diversity—and we can.

Chan Lü is an assistant professor in the Department of Asian Languages 
and Literature and the Chinese language program coordinator at the 
University of Washington, and the author of Chinese Literacy Learning in 
an Immersion Program (Palgrave Macmillan, 2019).

*For more on the benefits of second language learning, see “Beyond a Bridge to 
Understanding” in the Summer 2018 issue of American Educator, available at www.
aft.org/ae/summer2018/abbott.IL
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Our systems and practices are geared mostly toward monolin-
gual English speakers. The language-as-problem perception has 
contributed to the spread of several counterproductive and inac-
curate beliefs,5 such as:

•	 the two languages a bilingual person speaks are separate and 
distinct systems, as if bilingual students were two monolin-
guals in one; 

•	 languages can be simply added or subtracted from the minds 
of bilingual speakers;

•	 restricting the use of the home language or only using it tem-
porarily will transition students as quickly as possible to the 
dominant school language; and

•	 students’ languages in school, if used at all, should be strictly 
separated by time, day, or subject.

Decades of research have shown that these beliefs are miscon-
strued; there are in fact cognitive, social, and economic benefits 
to being bilingual and biliterate.6

In this article, I will address the following questions that relate 
to our school policies and teaching practices: Do bilingual† chil-
dren suffer from cognitive and linguistic disadvantages, or do 
they enjoy advantages unavailable to monolingual speakers? Is 
it detrimental to learning English at school if a child speaks, 
reads, and writes in a different language at home? What are some 
of the strategies teachers can use to help bilingual students and 
families? While across-the-board answers are impossible, I will 
briefly summarize relevant studies and connect them with the 
U.S. school context. In the end, I offer a few suggestions for class-
room teachers.

Bilingualism and Cognitive Development
Is there a bilingual advantage in cognitive development? The simple 
answer is yes, no, and it depends. To date, researchers have found 
executive functioning to be one of the areas in which bilingual 
children are significantly stronger than monolingual children. 
Executive functioning refers to a variety of cognitive processes; the 
core includes inhibitory control of attention, updating working 
memory, and shifting between tasks.7 Inhibitory control of attention 
enables a child to selectively attend to the most relevant informa-
tion and suppress attention to other stimuli (e.g., focusing on the 
teacher who is reading aloud, not the classmate who is fidgeting). 
Working memory refers to the brain’s temporary storage and 
manipulation of the information necessary for such complex cogni-
tive tasks as language comprehension, learning, and reasoning;8 
updating working memory means constant monitoring and rapid 
addition or deletion of working-memory contents. Shifting between 
tasks is switching flexibly between tasks focusing on different prop-
erties (e.g., colors, shapes, etc.).

To date, numerous studies have compared bilingual and 
monolingual children and have found that bilingual children 
generally outperform their monolingual counterparts on 
inhibitory control,9 have better working memory,10 and perform 
better in shifting tasks.11 Such advantages are thought to be 
results of bilinguals’ constant need to resolve linguistic con-
flicts, such as the word spring is female in Spanish (la primav-
era) but male in French (le printemps). This enhances their 
ability to handle nonlinguistic tasks too,12 like identifying 
shapes, recognizing patterns, and homing in on important 
features of a picture or diagram while ignoring distractors. This 
bilingual advantage in executive functioning is also confirmed 
by neuroimaging studies. For example, a recent study found 
that 11-month-old infants regularly exposed to two languages 
demonstrated significantly stronger responses in the brain 
areas known to be involved in executive functioning than 
infants in monolingual homes.13

However, it is also important to acknowledge that there have 
been studies documenting the lack of coherent evidence for a 
bilingual advantage in executive functioning;14 others have found 
that the magnitude (and therefore practical significance) of the 
differences varies depending on the tasks used, language pairs, 
and socioeconomic status.15 For instance, a study16 with bilingual 
and monolingual groups of children who were comparable ethni-
cally, socially, and economically found no difference between 
the two groups of children on executive functioning.

In sorting out why different studies reach different conclu-
sions, one key may be the fact that not all bilingual people are 
the same. It is extremely important to carefully define what we 
mean by bilingual and understand that there are quantitative 
(how much) and qualitative (how good) differences in chil-
dren’s exposure to the different languages.17 For instance, a 
study that did not find any difference between monolingual 
and bilingual groups of 24-month-olds on tasks of selective 
attention and inhibitory control also revealed that the bilingual 
toddlers’ degree of balanced language usage predicted parents’ 
rating of some measures of the toddlers’ executive functioning. 
The researchers suggest that enhanced executive functioning 
in young bilingual children has to do with children actively 
using two languages and switching between the languages.18 
Therefore, the bilingual advan-
tage in cognition appears to be 
tied to specific conditions of 
bilingualism.

Metalinguistic Awareness
The earliest findings demon-
strating a bilingual advantage 
came from studies on children’s 
metalinguistic awareness.19 
Me t al i ngui s t i c  m e a n s  t h e 

There are in fact cognitive, social, and economic benefits  
to being bilingual and biliterate. 

†For simplicity, I will use the term bilingual throughout the rest of text to refer to more 
than one language.
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required understanding is not about any specific language, but 
about language in general; it involves children’s conscious 
reflection on and manipulation of the properties of language.20 
For example, bilingual children are more likely to notice and 
correct sentences like “Steve and Robert is a brother” that are 
semantically plausible but contain errors.21 While early studies 
on bilingual children’s metalinguistic awareness focused pri-
marily on the domain of oral language, more recently research-
ers have examined the roles different aspects of metalinguistic 
awareness play in literacy learning and particularly in learning 
to read.22 In learning to read, a child must realize that print 
represents speech and then figure out what elements of the 
written language represent what linguistic element. A child 
learning to read in two languages must realize how the mapping 
works differently in the two writing systems. There are two 
major challenges for bilingual children.

The first is that they need to know what linguistic element is 
represented by printed symbols in each language. In alphabetic 
languages such as English and Spanish, a letter is the smallest 
unit of the written language that represents a phoneme (pho-
nemes are the smallest units of spoken language); therefore, 
children need to figure out the letter-sound correspondence at 
the phonemic level. Phonemic awareness is crucial in learning 
to read alphabetic languages. (For a detailed look at the English 
language and teaching children to read in English, see the article 
on page 4.) In non-alphabetic languages such as Chinese, chil-
dren need to figure out how characters, the basic units of the 
writing system, are matched with syllables and morphemes 
(morphemes are the smallest meaningful units of language). For 
instance, the printed symbol 目, pronounced as mù, represents 
the idea of “eye.” In this case, children need to understand that 

a holistic character represents a syllable; syllable awareness, 
rather than phonemic awareness, underscores early character 
acquisition among native Chinese-speaking children.23

The second challenge is that writing systems vary in transpar-
ency—that is, in how consistent their spelling-sound correspon-
dences are. For instance, Italian and Spanish are highly 
consistent: one letter makes only one sound. English is a more 
opaque alphabetic language. Think about how many sounds the 
letter string ough represents: although, bought, cough, plough, 
tough, through. The Chinese writing system is considered one of 
the opaquest; Chinese cannot be decoded at the level of graph-
eme to phoneme,24 and there is a one-to-many relationship 
between syllables, characters, and meanings. For instance, the 
syllable shì can refer to more than 10 characters representing 
different meanings (morphemes), such as 市 city, 柿 persim-
mon, 事 issue, 式 style, 氏 surname, 饰 decoration, 势 power, 示 
to demonstrate, 士 scholar, 视 vision, 试 test, 是 to be, and 世 
world.25 A beginning Chinese reader must holistically learn and 
memorize the spoken syllable, the corresponding character, and 
its meaning.

For anyone learning to read, understanding how print maps 
onto spoken language is fundamental. For children developing 
biliteracy, the additional challenge is that they need to figure out 
how their second writing system functions differently from their 
first before they can fully grasp the second language system.26

This brings us to an essential question: Do bilingual children 
have stronger metalinguistic awareness that can assist them in 
learning to read? The answer is both yes and it depends. To date, 
many studies document that bilingualism boosts children’s 
metalinguistic awareness (phonological, morphological, syn-
tactic, etc.) with different aspects of reading (e.g., decoding, 
word reading, word knowledge, and comprehension). These 
benefits exist across different pairs of alphabetic languages (e.g., 
Spanish-English, Korean-English) and orthographically con-
trasting languages (such as Chinese-English).

For instance, a study examined whether children’s phonemic 
awareness in their native language influenced English word rec-
ognition skills.27 The children were first-grade Spanish speakers 
in a transitional bilingual education program who were identified 
by their teachers as nonfluent English readers. The researchers 
administered a battery of tasks in the two languages assessing the 
students’ phonological awareness and their word recognition and 
decoding skills. They found that Spanish phonological awareness 
predicted English word reading; Spanish word recognition also 
predicted performance on the English reading tasks. Such results 
suggest that children’s phonological awareness in their native 
language (Spanish) is beneficial in learning to read in English, and 
training in phonological awareness in their native language could 
facilitate their ability to read in English. 

One important factor is linguistic distance between the two 
languages. English and Spanish or English and French, as cases 

Research suggests that children’s phonological awareness in their 
native language (Spanish) is beneficial in learning to read in English.
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in point, share large numbers of cognates, like combustion vs. 
combustión and atmosphere vs. atomosphère. Therefore, it is 
logical to assume students’ lexical knowledge in their first lan-
guage could be transferred to reading in a second language. A 
test of this hypothesis with Spanish-speaking students in grades 
4 to 6 found that students’ ability to understand key concepts in 
English was related to their ability to recognize cognate relation-
ships.28 The connection between students’ Spanish vocabulary 
knowledge and English reading comprehension was also found 
to depend on students’ ability to recognize cognates. Such trans-
ferred skills have also been found to facilitate children’s reading 
comprehension as early as first grade; by second grade, cognate 
awareness appears to contribute significantly to reading com-
prehension.29 A newly published study documented that cognate 
instruction can be used to improve students’ spelling and writing 
in grades 3 and 4 in bilingual (Spanish-English), English-only, 
and English as a second language classrooms.30

However, not all aspects of metalinguistic awareness facilitate 
reading in a second language. It depends on (1) whether the 
students’ language skills are strong enough in their first language 
for them to develop a certain aspect of metalinguistic awareness, 
and (2) whether a particular aspect of metalinguistic awareness, 
developed in the first language, is useful in learning the second 
language.31 Let’s take morphological awareness—the ability to 
understand morpheme meaning and reflect on morphemic 
structure of words32—as an example. The English lexicon con-
tains inflected, derived, and compound words like teaches, 
teachable, and highlight. Understanding what -able indicates 
will greatly help students understand the meaning of teachable, 
but also enable them to infer the meanings of other words like 
drinkable, walkable, or doable. Knowledge of and sensitivity to 
morphemes have been consistently found to contribute to chil-
dren’s vocabulary33 and reading comprehension development 
in English.34

Languages, however, do not always create words in the same 
ways. Chinese, for example, has a very productive compound 
morphology (i.e., it has lots of compound words, such as 黑板, 
heiban, black-board, blackboard) but, due to its small number 
of derivational morphemes, a somewhat improvised deriva-
tional morphology (e.g., 学者, xuézhe, study-person, scholar). 
Furthermore, Chinese has no inflected words. Studies have 
shown that morphological awareness in Chinese contributes to 
native Chinese-speaking children’s vocabulary acquisition35 as 
well as reading comprehension.36 For native Chinese-speaking 
children learning English, their morphological awareness in 
Chinese facilitated their understanding of morphology in Eng-
lish—but that facilitation was greater for compound words than 
for derived words, reflecting the fact that Chinese does not have 
a robust derivational morphology.37

Looking at the full body of evidence, it seems that metalin-
guistic awareness is powerful in language and literacy learning, 

and bilingual children enjoy the benefits of transferred metalin-
guistic awareness between the two languages. However, whether 
such transfer happens is influenced by many factors, including 
the linguistic distance between the languages, whether the sec-
ond language requires such awareness, and the degree to which 
children have developed such awareness.

Bilingualism and Biliteracy for All
In recent years, many teachers and school systems have dis-
pelled the language-as-problem perception and have 
embraced the many benefits of bilingualism and biliteracy.* 
Still, challenges regarding resources and capacity remain. 
One extremely pressing concern is that in diverse communi-
ties, it is impossible for teachers to understand all the lan-
guages spoken in their classrooms. What should we do to help 
our increasingly multilingual student body? I personally 
believe the dual language immersion approach should be 
adopted by all schools. Recent research has shown convinc-
ingly that when learning school subjects through two lan-
guages, students’ academic performance is superior (not 
merely unaffected) in reading and mathematics, even though 
the tests are only in English.38 On top of this, students in dual 
language programs are acquiring an additional language, 
along with a much more positive attitude toward multilin-
gualism and multiculturalism.39

Implementing nationwide dual language immersion pro-
grams may not be feasible at this point. However, teachers with 
a high percentage of English language learners in their class-
rooms may consider the following strategies and shifts in per-
spectives in order to best help their bilingual learners. 

First, we should consider students’ home languages and 
backgrounds an asset, not a liability, in learning English. Chil-
dren’s strong home language background can give them a boost 
for learning English, as the research evidence above shows. 

Second, basic language proficiency in the home language 
is not enough. Children should be encouraged to learn aca-
demic vocabular y in their 
home languages; by develop-
ing this stronger conceptual 
background, students will have 
a better foundation for build-
ing their academic learning 
in English. Research indicates 
that instead of bilingual people 
having two language systems in 
their minds, they actually have 
a shared semantic system and 

When learning school subjects through two languages, students’  
academic peformance is superior in reading and mathematics.

*For more on the history of bilingual education in the United States, see “Bilingual 
Education” in the Fall 2015 issue of American Educator, available at www.aft.org/ae/
fall2015/goldenberg_wagner.

www.aft.org/ae/fall2015/goldenberg_wagner
www.aft.org/ae/fall2015/goldenberg_wagner
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shared semantic/conceptual 
representation for transla-
tion equivalents.40 In the case 
of conceptual equivalence or 
near equivalence (e.g., frac-
tion vs. fracción), vocabulary 
learning in a second language 
involves linking a word form 
in the second language to an 
already established lexical con-
cept.41 Additionally, vocabulary 
knowledge itself is a manifesta-

tion of one’s background knowledge;42 by the same token, stron-
ger academic vocabulary indicates children’s stronger academic 
background knowledge, which has a significant impact on their 
academic performance.43 Therefore, encouraging students to 
learn as much academic vocabulary knowledge as they can in 
their home language will help—not hinder—their academic 
learning in English. 

Third, teachers and families should foster students’ under-
standing of and sensitivity to the languages they are learning 
analytically, rather than holistically. For example, for younger 
children, phoneme alliteration can be made into a game easily 
played at home in a non-English language; the goal would be 

to strengthen children’s phonemic awareness in the home 
language. For instance, parents and children can pick one 
speech sound and come up with silly sentences in their home 
languages, like smiling snakes sipping strawberry sodas (Faint 
Frogs Feeling Feverish: And Other Terrifically Tantalizing 
Tongue Twisters by Lilian Obligado is just one book with more 
such examples). 

For older children, teachers and families can capitalize on 
the more comprehension-related aspects of metalinguistic 
awareness, such as morphological awareness, to boost chil-
dren’s vocabulary learning, including academic vocabulary 
and comprehension.44 Parents and teachers alike can engage 
students in such activities. Whether it is word play among fam-
ily members in the home language or more rigorous morphol-
ogy instruction* in English in the classroom, students are 
bound to benefit from deeper understanding of the languages 
they are learning. Examples of simple word games that family 
members can play include Mad Libs, which helps children 
understand parts of speech, and a verbal version of charades, 
in which children are asked to explain a word without using 
the word itself.

For younger children, phoneme alliteration can be made into a  
game easily played at home in a non-English language.

Colorín Colorado, www.colorincolorado.
org, is a comprehensive source for research- 
and practice-based guidance on cultivating 
bilingualism and biliteracy. Through a 
partnership with the American Federation 
of Teachers and other supporters, the site 
offers teachers and families numerous tips, 
articles, book lists, classroom videos, and 
more. Here, we highlight links to specific 
resources for supporting young children as 
they learn academic English while also 
continuing to develop vocabulary, fluency, 
and literacy in their home language. 

Cultivating Bilingualism at Home
Recent immigrants who do not speak 
English fluently and who may currently 
sense what Chan Lü’s article refers to as 
society’s “language-as-problem orientation” 
should nonetheless take pride in their home 

language and ensure they pass it on to their 
children. Being bilingual is a great gift that 
immigrant families and schools can give to 
students, since speaking two or more 
languages has many advantages when it 
comes to communicating with others and 
securing jobs in the future. To learn about 
second language acquisition, as well as 
writing poetry in two languages and the 
Seal of Biliteracy initiative, visit www.
colorincolorado.org/raising-bilingual-kids. 
Another way families can strengthen 
children’s bilingual language development is 
by reading aloud in their home language. To 
that end, reading tip sheets in 13 languages 
are available at www.colorincolorado.org/
reading-tip-sheets-parents. Organized by 
age groups ranging from babies to third-
graders, the tips offer practical ways (“play 
word games,” “take control of the televi-

sion,” “be patient”) for families to lay the 
foundation for literacy at home. 

Diving into Dual Language  
Learning at School
To support children in developing their 
native language while learning academic 
English, check out the resources at www.
colorincolorado.org/bilingual-dual-
language-education. These include articles 
on English language learners’ most 
valuable resource—their home language—
and teaching bilingual students with 
disabilities; a video on native language 
support; and research and reports on 
effective dual language programs.

Accelerating Learning with Cognates
For ways to use cognates to develop 
comprehension in English and also take 

Supporting Bilingualism:  
Resources for Teachers and Families

*For examples of morphology instruction in English, visit www.readingrockets.org/
blogs/shanahan-literacy/what-should-morphology-instruction-look.

www.readingrockets.org/blogs/shanahan-literacy/what-should-morphology-instruction-look
www.readingrockets.org/blogs/shanahan-literacy/what-should-morphology-instruction-look
www.colorincolorado.org
www.colorincolorado.org
www.colorincolorado.org/reading-tip-sheets-parents
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For older children, examples of simple word games that family  
members can play include Mad Libs and a verbal version of charades.

(Continued on page 40)

Last but not least, it is important for teachers and families 
to keep in mind that positive attitudes toward bilingualism, 
biliteracy, and biculturalism are essential. After all, more than 
half of the world’s population is bilingual to some degree; being 
bilingual should not be viewed negatively, but as a positive way 
of being. When we adopt a language-as-resource orientation, 
we celebrate children’s strengths, honor their identities, and 
are better prepared to support their integrated dual language 
development.

A s I have delineated here, there are innumerable ben-
efits bilingual children enjoy, yet the journey may not 
be as easy as nor similar to what we are used to with 
monolingual English-speaking children. Still, it is 

worth considering that valuing and working with the linguistic 
differences that children and families bring to our classrooms is 
an inherent part of forming a collaborative relationship with 
them. Such a relationship can empower these children and 
families and perhaps also inspire English-speaking children and 
families to learn more about other languages and cultures. This 
collaborative stance can also enrich our school curriculum.45 
The initial costs of these efforts are slight compared with the 
long-term personal, educational, and societal benefits.	 ☐
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