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bilingualism will benefit them in a global job market. There is a difference, therefore, between the 

acquisition of English for minority children and the acquisition for majority children in the dual 

language classroom. “For minority children, the acquisition of English is expected. For majority 

children, the acquisition of a non-English language is enthusiastically applauded” (García, 2005). 

While the definition of bilingual education is simple, it is clear that the concept of dual 

language programs in this country is far more complex. As Cummins (2009) puts it, bilingual 

education is not “a politically neutral instructional phenomenon, but rather is implicated in national 

and international competition between groups for material and symbolic resources” (p. 19). He goes 

on to explain that the sociopolitical dimensions of bilingual education “derive from the fact that use 

of a language as a medium of instruction in state-funded school systems confers recognition and 

status on that language and its speakers” (Cummins, p. 19, 2009). Dual language instruction, 

therefore, becomes a way of legitimizing minority language and culture within the dominant society. 

It is through bilingual education that the need for children from minority groups to be understood 

and express themselves in their own first language is met.  

Kjolseth argues that while this may be so, the American view of bilingualism, “which places 

higher value on school-acquired foreign languages but devalues and discourages vernacular 

languages, is designed to reaffirm the status quo and maintain social stratification by helping the 

society explain away social injustices” (Casanova & Arias, p. 3, 1993). García (2009b) argues that the 

American educational system’s “denial of the potentials of bilingual children” (p. 141) is a 

manifestation of Foucalt’s concept of governmentality. Under governmentality, schools regulate the 

way students use language and establish language hierarchies that value certain languages over others 

(Foucalt, 1991). Interpreted within the framework of Antonio Gramsci’s hegemony  (García, 2009b), 
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governmentality is an example of how people comply with an invisible cultural power. Along this 

vein, by maintaining a strict separation of languages, a space for linguistic freedom and use of the 

vernacular is repressed. Separation of languages in bilingual education therefore becomes a way to 

perpetuate the social stratification and marginalization of language minority students, under the guise 

of culturally and linguistically responsive dual language program models. Lemke’s (2002) argument 

accentuates this point: 

“It is not at all obvious that if they were not politically prevented from doing so, “languages” 
would not mix and dissolve into one another, but we understand almost nothing of such 
processes. ...Could it be that all our current pedagogical methods in fact make multilingual 
development more difficult than it need be, simply because we bow to dominant political 
and ideological pressures to keep “languages” pure and separate?” (as cited in Creese & 
Blackledge, p. 106, 2010) 
 
 

Pedagogical and theoretical factors 

There is a substantial lack of data on second language teaching and learning. Two National 

Research Council (NRC) reports discuss this absence of research on how best to teach English to 

bilinguals: “Researchers and educators possess scant empirical guidance [on] how best to design 

literacy instruction” (Snow, Burns, & Griffin, p. 15, 1998) for limited English-proficient students in 

both English and Spanish. NRC found a number of problems were identified with the current 

research on English-language development based on their studies, such as a failure of theories to 

take into account the complexity of language learning and teaching and a lack of explicit objectives 

in dual language programs that make it challenges to design evaluation studies (García, 2005). There 

is also  a lack of substantial evidence that separation of languages best supports language acquisition. 

The absence of such research proves that the argument that languages should be kept separate in the 

learning and teaching of languages is motivated by political and ideological factors rather than 
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pedagogical theory. An early text on language distribution in bilingual education supports this point, 

explaining that “the inappropriateness of the concurrent use of [language mixing] was so self-evident 

that no research had to be conducted to prove this” (Jacobson & Faltis, p. 4, 1990). 

Dual language programs that adopt language separation as bilingual pedagogy are supported 

by the current prevalence of monolingual instructional approaches in American schools. 

Lindholm-Leary (2006) describes American two-way bilingual immersion programs, one type of dual 

language program model, as “periods of instruction during which only one language is used (that is, 

there is no translation or language mixing)” (p. 89). The rationale behind this kind of monolingual 

instruction and continued separateness is based on what Cummins (2008) refers to as the “two 

solitudes” assumption (p. 65). The “two solitudes” assumptions are listed as follows: 

“1. Instruction should be carried out exclusively in the target language without recourse to 
the students’ L1 [first language]. 
2. Translation between L1 and L2 [second language] has no place in the teaching of language 
or literacy. Encouragement of translation in L2 teaching is viewed as a reversion to the 
discredited grammar/translation method ... or concurrent translation method. 
3. Within L2 immersion and bilingual/dual language programs, the two languages should be 
kept rigidly separate: They constitute “two solitudes.” (p. 588) 
 

Cummins (2005) theorizes that the “two solitudes” assumptions drive bilingual educators to insist 

on the separation of two languages, one being English and the other being the child’s vernacular. In 

this way, the goal of dual language instruction becomes producing bilingual students whose language 

development is equated to that of two monolinguals speaking separate languages. By strictly 

separating the languages, it is argued that the teacher avoids “cross-contamination” (Creese & 

Blackledge, p. 105, 2010) while acquiring a new linguistic system. While this argument asserts that 

keeping language separate helps students, defining when  and how  students can utilize their 

bilingualism actually limits “student opportunities to produce language and develop more complex 
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language and thinking skills” (García, p. 37, 2005). The “two solitudes” assumptions, therefore, place 

boundaries on language use. They also perpetuate traditional additive notions of bilingualism and 

multilingualism, suggesting that speakers “add up” whole autonomous languages (García & Wei, 

2015). This viewpoint, which assumes the bilingual speaker to be composed of two separate 

monolinguals, is referred to as the fractional perspective of bilingualism (Grosjean, 1982). García 

(2009) associates this view with bilingualism seen through a Western scholarly lens as “double 

monolingualism” (p. 141). Under the fractional view, bilinguals are expected to develop parallel 

linguistic competence in both languages simultaneously. This viewpoint is therefore quite 

detrimental to the unique bilingual identity in that it undermines the idea that “each bilingual is a 

unique individual who integrates knowledge...from both languages to create something more than 

two languages that function independently of each other” (Reyes, p. 1, 2008). Nonetheless, the 

fractional view of bilingualism has been consistent in dual language pedagogy. Bilingual educators in 

this country believe that separating languages aids in developing fully bilingual and biliterate 

individuals (or two monolinguals in one body), while the mixing of languages may result in those 

who are haphazardly or only partially bilingual (Reyes, 2008). Additionally, experimental designers in 

psycholinguistics and neurolinguistics tend to focus on the ability to separate languages “as a telltale 

performance indicator of a bilingual’s linguistic proficiency, even competence” (García & Wei, 

2014). 

There has been a long history of separation in education programs. A separation of students 

by language level to maintain comprehensible input, and a separation of languages to keep focus on 

the dominant language. From this perspective, code-switching between the dominant language and 

native language is often seen as a sign of “linguistic and cognitive deficiency” (García & Wei, p. 53, 
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2014). Interestingly, we see emotional implications for those who advocate for this separation of 

languages in a pedagogical context. In 1981, Zentella conducted a study on the use of 

code-switching in two bilingual classrooms in New York City. The teachers and students were of 

Puerto Rican origin. Zentella recorded one of these teachers saying, “When they don’t understand 

something in one language, they’ll go to the other, which is easier for them... and like, then 

sometimes I have to be bouncing from one language to the other, which is wrong” (Creese & 

Blackledge, p. 105, 2010). This teacher clearly expressed moral disapproving of the use of language 

mixing in her classroom. Another study on code-switching (Shin, 2005) determined a wealth of 

negative attitudes toward language mixing, indicating that bilinguals “may feel embarrassed about 

their codeswitching and attribute it to careless language habits” (p. 18). A description of 

code-switching in Malaysia (Martin, 2005) underscores this sentiment: 

“...the use of a local language alongside the “official” language of the lesson is a well-known 
phenomenon and yet, for a variety of reasons, it is often lambasted as “bad practice,” blamed 
on teachers’ lack of English language competence ... or put to one side and/or swept under 
the carpet.” (p. 88) 
 

These studies demonstrate how language mixing in an educational context is traditionally frowned 

upon pedagogically. There is an overall unfavorable or guilt-laden attitude toward language mixing 

among bilingual teachers and learners. Additionally, research shows that moving between languages 

in the act of code-switching is “rarely institutionally endorsed or pedagogically underpinned” (Creese 

& Blackledge, p. 105, 2010). This research, along with a negative association of language mixing 

among bilingual educators, acts as a strong contributing factor to the belief that languages should be 

taught and learned separately in dual language programs. 
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But how and why has such a strong sentiment developed? To determine the root of the 

negativism surrounding language mixing, we must focus our attention on language attitudes. 

Lessow-Hurley (2009) posits that it is hard to perceive our own attitudes about language because the 

“emotional bond we have to our native language is extremely strong” (p. 33). She proves this point 

by drawing an analogy between our attachment to our native language and Søren Kierkegaard’s 

homemade porridge. Nineteenth-century Danish writer and philosopher Kierkegaard, reflecting on 

the porridge his mother would make for him as a child, claimed that no other porridge could ever be 

as flavorful or delicious. Just as Kierkegaard believed that no porridge could compare to his 

mother’s own homemade porridge, we often believe that “no language ever seems quite as rich or 

evocative as our own” (Lessow-Hurley, p. 33, 2009). This leads to the prevalent attitude that some 

languages or dialects are better or more correct than others. By holding the opinion that one 

language or dialect is superior cultivates the idea that other languages are inferior, and that the 

mixture of the two would create “cross-contamination” of languages (Creese & Blackledge, p. 105, 

2010). As long as people feel close emotional and personal ties to the languages that they speak, 

these kinds of biased language attitudes in society will continue to persist (Lessow-Hurley, 2009). 

 

Historical and legal factors 

To determine the historical factors that shaped the foundation of bilingual education in this 

country, we return to the 17th century. Scores of people entered North America in the early 1600’s, 

as Dutch, French, British, and Swedish colonists carved out settlements on the new American 

continent. The New World was considered a “safe haven” (Brown, p. 1, 1992) for those who wished 

to escape religious intolerance and cultural and ethnic oppression. These settlers created 
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exclusionary communities in order to maintain their own culture and language. The tradition of 

linguistic diversity was continued by settlers for more than two centuries, who maintained their 

native tongue through the educational systems they established within their communities. Schools 

were set up by various ethnic groups to “serve their own” (p. 1). It was the accepted norm during 

this time, therefore, for a variety of academic subjects to be taught solely in the native language of 

each settlement. 

Throughout the early migration period and early years of nationhood, there was an 

enthusiasm for linguistic diversity. Intellectual leaders like Thomas Jefferson encouraged the study 

and maintenance of foreign languages, as well newspapers, social and religious organizations, and 

schools (Casanova & Arias, 1993). John Adams was one proponent of repressing linguistic diversity 

and making English the nation’s official language, but his push for English was rejected by the new 

government in that it was “deemed incompatible with the spirit of freedom in the United States” 

(Hakuta, p. 165, 1986). While the Colonial Period remains to be the only time in our history during 

which the objective of language education programs was bilingualism (Brown, 1992), America 

continued to embrace its polyglotism throughout the 1800s. Any immigrant group with adequate 

political power during this time was able to integrate its native language instruction into the schools. 

This part of our nation’s history is ignored, however: 

“...by most citizens who tend to see current programs of bilingual education as an aberration 
and blame them on recently arrived immigrants from Latin America. The perception that the 
United States is, and always has been, a monolithic English-speaking nation is a persistent 
myth belied by the nation’s history” (Casanova & Arias, p. 6, 1993). 
 

By the late 19th and early 20th centuries, a number of legal, social and political factors led to the 

development of an oppositional public opinion against the maintenance of foreign languages. A rise 
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in immigration gave way to this movement in two ways. Firstly, as immigration increased and the 

student population of public schools rose, the need to make accommodations for immigrant 

children waned in importance. Secondly, a growing number of immigrant populations led to fear of 

“the foreign element, and the lack of English language and literacy were proposed as reasons for 

restricting entry into the country” (Casanova & Arias, p. 7, 1993). A rise of nativism marked the end 

of the nineteenth century and the start of the decline of dual language instruction. The 

“Americanization” campaign was launched in 1900, which equated English competency and fluency 

to national loyalty. The United States’ involvement in World War I in 1917 gave rise to strong 

anti-German feelings and German language restrictions, bringing bilingual education to a complete 

halt. Any possibility of the use of dual language instruction in the United States would not emerge 

again until the early 1960s (Casanova & Arias, 1993). 

The arrival of Cuban political exiles in Florida and a consequent rise in Cuban populations 

led to the establishment of a dual language Spanish/English program in 1963. The success of such 

an innovative program can be attributed to the Cuban immigrant group’s “middle- and upper-class 

backgrounds...their condition as victims of a communist state…[and] their unquestioned loyalty to 

U.S. policies” (Casanova & Arias, p. 8, 1993). There was also the national expectation that the 

Cuban immigrant group was only here temporarily, and so creating a dual language school was 

justified in that it helped to maintain their native language. Subsequent national sympathy and 

political support for the Cubans, along with a generous grant from the Ford Foundation, gave power 

to a new effort towards dual language instruction in America. 

This momentum continued throughout the 1960s and 70s, as the rights of language minority 

students in schools began to gain establishment. Great strides were taken in appreciation of minority 
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language use in schools, and state education laws which had previously prohibited the use of foreign 

languages in schools were progressively repealed. The Elementary and Secondary Education Act 

(ESEA) was approved and funded by Congress in 1965 in an attempt to equalize educational 

opportunities. Spring (as cited in Brown, 1992) posits that what this act also did, however, was make 

“categorical funding a method for shaping local educational actions according to a particular political 

and social society” (p. 9). A few years later, in 1968, bilingual education was authorized under the 

Bilingual Education Act as a discretionary federal program as part of the ESEA (now reapproved as 

No Child Left Behind). This meant that languages other than English were finally allowed in 

schools, ending linguistic and cultural exclusion in an educational context. The program was not 

seen as an innovative action toward language minority advocacy, however, but as a “‘poverty 

program targeted at students who were poor and ‘educationally disadvantaged,’ presumably because 

of their inability to speak English” (Casanova & Arias, p. 9, 1993).  

In 1974, the U.S. Supreme Court affirmed equal educational opportunities for language 

minority students in Lau v. Nichols (Casanova & Arias, 1993). The Court did not specifically mandate 

bilingual education, rather it made amendments to the Bilingual Education Act that urged 

appropriate action to be taken to guarantee equal educational opportunity for language minority 

students. By not specifying what constituted “appropriate action,” the exact approach to take on 

minority language instruction in schools became and continues to be an ambiguous and subjective 

issue. Out of the debate on how much of the students’ native language should be used in schools 

grew two diverging viewpoints: advocates of multiculturalism and maintenance programs that 

preserve the native language and those who believed that children should be assimilated into the 

dominant language and culture. A lack of federal assistance and difference of opinion among the 
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states concerning minority language instruction and a strong public reaction to the influx of 

immigration has weakened support for dual language instruction in this country among 

assimilationists (Lessow-Hurley, 2009). The focus of the debate between these two sides is on “how 

notions of need are defined and the best means for fulfilling them (Secada & Lightfoot, p. 44, 1993). 

This point of contention over language instruction can be recognized on the state level. In 

1983, bilingual education was allowed in all 50 states and 9 states created laws that required some 

form of dual language instruction for students limited English proficiency (Lessow-Hurley, 2009). 

Currently, 31 states have eliminated their mandate for bilingual education and now hold official 

English legislation (ProEnglish, 2015). Two of the states that do not require bilingual education, 

California and Arizona, are within the top ten states that have the highest minority language 

population (Lessow-Hurley, 2009). Under No Child Left Behind (2001): 

“every local school district must provide its English learners with instruction in English 
language development while simultaneously ensuring that students are held to the same 
educational standards and outcomes as their English fluent peers. It also means that schools 
may make use of a student’s native language for the purpose of learning English and 
content. As in the case of EL [English learner] identification, however, the guidelines for 
determining which instructional programs and assessments to use and the role of a student’s 
native language in instruction are left largely to state education agencies” (Zacarian, p. 11, 
2012). 
 

By establishing a historical context for bilingual education, we can better understand how and why 

our country’s current perception of dual language has developed over time. Dual language 

instruction has been available in this country since the 17th century (Lessow-Hurley, 2009), while 

the symbolism of language itself has evolved throughout the United States’ history: 

- In the 1600s as flows of immigrant groups entered and settled in North America, language 

was seen as a symbol of linguistic, cultural, and ethnic conservation. The native tongue of 
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groups with sufficient political power was maintained through education within their 

homogenous communities. At this time, the “majority group” was actually the 

conglomeration of a number of “minority groups.” 

- Throughout the 18th and 19th centuries, language acted as a symbol of freedom. Linguistic 

diversity was applauded by intellectuals, social organizations, newspapers, and other 

dominant groups of society. 

- At the turn of the 20th century, public opinion on linguistic diversity and dual language 

instruction became oppositional as immigration into the country increased. The majority 

language became a symbol of nativism and national loyalty, and the dominant group feared 

any other language that represented “the foreign element.” 

- In 1963, the first dual language Spanish/English school in Miami, Florida. The Cuban 

immigrant group that began the school was viewed sympathetically by U.S. citizens as 

victims of a communist state simply trying to maintain their native tongue while in their 

country temporarily. In this way, the minority language was seen by the majority group as 

symbol for strength and perseverance.  

- Throughout the 1960s and 70s, the symbol of language was multifaceted and controversial. 

The minority language symbolized advocacy (specifically for equal educational opportunity 

and linguistic and ethnic rights), while simultaneously symbolizing poverty and inferiority. 

The Supreme Court’s ambiguity in the specifics of appropriate language instruction in 

schools led caused much public debate. During this time, language became a symbol of 

contention and subjectivity. 
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- Currently, language still symbolizes diverging viewpoints. English is seen by the majority 

group as a way to perpetuate assimilation into the mainstream culture, and by the minority 

groups as the key to economic success. Spanish, on the other hand, is advertised to the 

majority group as an advantage in the global job market. 

History clearly repeats itself as we see cyclical patterns of language perception by the majority group 

in the United States. Language has evolved as a symbol throughout time, yet it has always been and 

will be subjective to public opinion, heavily influenced by legal and sociopolitical factors. Due to a 

history of change and ambiguity around the nature of language instruction in this country, there is a 

subsequent lack of research regarding best practice in dual language program models. There is also 

much debate over the needs of minority language children in this country, and how to best meet 

their needs. Within such a linguistically and culturally diverse country, the minority language can be 

seen as a symbol of threat to national unity, while the majority language can be seen as symbol of 

common American heritage and democratic values (Secada & Lightfoot, p. 44, 1993). Perhaps the 

majority group fears what symbol may arise if a separation of languages is removed in the dual 

language classroom, resulting in a mixture of two languages that are characterized by history, 

controversy, and caprice.  

 

III. Cómo se adquiere el lenguaje 

While there is ambiguity surrounding evidence-based best practice in the context of a dual 

language classroom, much research has been done in the field of linguistics regarding how language 

is acquired. In 1967, linguist and neurologist Eric Lenneberg posited that second language is best 

acquired during the critical period , from age two to the beginning of puberty. His theory was based on 
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the notion that this occurs once the brain completes the lateralization process and both hemispheres 

have fully developed their respective functions (Lessow-Hurley, 2009). A recent study done by 

Bialystok and Hakuta (as cited in Lessow-Hurley, 2009) revealed that if there is a critical period, it is 

more likely before the age of five. Additional research suggests that this is due to the early 

development of “neural circuitry and overall architecture...in infancy to detect the phonetic and 

prosodic patterns of speech” (Kuhl, 2010). Once the neural architecture for a certain language is 

established, it “impedes learning of new patterns that do not conform” (Kuhl, 2010). The brain’s 

ability to distinguish between speech patterns among different languages was recently explored in an 

article on bilingual infants. “Babies in bilingual environments can learn to distinguish the 

grammatical structures of two different languages,” Lewis (2013) explains. “The research shows that 

bilingual tots use qualities like pitch and duration of sounds to keep two languages separate” (Lewis, 

p. 1, 2013). 

This evidence supports the fact that children in societies around the world can learn more 

than one linguistic form at a time. For example, Sorenson (as cited in García, 2005) had observed 

young children in the Northwest Brazil region to acquire three to four languages simultaneously. 

While children in the United States continue to be bilingual, bilingualism in this country “is largely 

transitional and results in shifts toward English within a few generations” (García, p. 24, 2005). This 

observation was noted in a 1983 study conducted by García, Maez, and Gonzalez in 

switched-language utterances of Spanish/English bilingual children in the United States. Their 

findings suggest that some children may pass through an intermediate developmental stage during 

which the two linguistic systems mix, then move on to the development of two separate languages 
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(García, 2005). This delay in language processing should not be viewed as a deficit, rather as 

evidence of cognitive development and the natural order of second language acquisition. 

This phenomenon of language errors that occur during second language acquisition can be 

explained by Jakobovits’ language transfer theory. According to Jakobovits (1968), language transfer 

theory “refers to the hypothesis that the learning of task A will affect the subsequent learning of task 

B” (p. 55). The transfer of language structure can be justified by the “underlying organizational 

principles of the languages and the learner’s metalinguistic awareness of that knowledge” (Lewis, 

2014). Errors that occur during second language acquisition can therefore be accounted for by the 

application of the same strategies children use when acquiring a first language (e.g., production 

simplification and overgeneralization) (García, 2005). Cummins’ theory of language interdependence 

is based on this idea. Cummins (1979) asserts that there is a common underlying proficiency of 

language that supports a transfer of academic skills and knowledge across languages. During the 

process of learning one language, a child acquires a set of skills and metalinguistic knowledge that 

can be tapped when acquiring another language. Figure 2 shows Cummins’ visual representation of 

this concept using the “Dual Iceberg Model” (Cummins, 2015): 

 

 
Figure 2. Cummins’ hypothesis on language interdependence. From Cummins, 2015. 
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The “Dual Iceberg Model” demonstrates how the common underlying proficiency of skills and 

knowledge acts as the base for the development of the first and second languages. On the surface, it 

appears that the first and second languages function independently. Under the surface, however, 

there are academic, intellectual, and metalinguistic processes that are shared by both languages 

(Cummins, 1979). Subsequently, development of skills and knowledge in one language is beneficial 

to all linguistic systems. 

 

IV. Los aspectos sociales del lenguaje 

Recent research on how children acquire a second language has broadened to include aspects 

of the form and function of language, such as purpose and use. Lessow-Hurley (2009) refers to 

children as sociolinguists, in that they alter their language use in response to “the setting, the 

function of the interaction, and the relative status of the individuals involved” (p. 53). This idea is 

linked to our current understanding that language is inextricably bound to and develops within its 

physical and social context. We can conceptualize language as a communicative experience, as well 

as the convergence of social, psychological, and linguistic domains (García, 2005). Russian 

philosopher Mikhail Bakhtin formulated the term heteroglossia  in the early 20th century. Heteroglossia 

posits that language is “incapable of neutrality because it emerges from the actions of speakers with 

certain perspective and ideological positioning” (García & Wei, 2014). Every act of speech, 

therefore, has been shaped by political, social, and historical forces (Creese & Blackledge, 2005). 

Bailey (2007) concurs with Bakhtin, arguing that heteroglossia explains that language is social and 

loaded with perspectives. It accounts for subjectivity and multiple meanings of the same language 
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content. Heteroglossia, according to Bailey (2007), “explicitly bridges the linguistic and the 

sociohistorical, enriching analysis of human interaction” (p. 269).  

By taking the perspective of heteroglossia, we can can begin to explore the concept of 

languaging. The first mention of languaging was not by linguists or philosophers, but by biologists. 

Humberto Maturana and Francisco Varela hypothesized that our knowledge, our actions, and our 

perceptions of the world are affected by our social and biological experiences (García & Wei, 2014). 

“It is by languaging,” Maturana and Varela (1998) argue, “that the act of knowing...brings forth a 

world” and that languaging is seen as a “continuous becoming that we bring forth with others” (pp. 

234-235). Languaging is therefore a social process affected by environmental factors that allows us 

to simultaneously make sense of the world and communicate within it. A.L. Becker (as cited in 

García & Wei, 2014), explains that languaging “shapes our experiences, stores them, retrieves them 

and communicates them in an open-ended process” (p. 8). 

 

V. Bilingüismo dinámico 

Language is no longer viewed as a structured linguistic system isolated from social 

experience. Cummins’ (1979) theory of common underlying proficiency supports this 

conceptualization of language, asserting that there is a cognitive interdependence of languages that 

enable linguistic transfer. This idea is also underpinned by Grosjean’s (1928) position that bilinguals 

are not two monolinguals in one body. Cummins and Grosjean’s theories lead us to the term dynamic 

bilingualism, formulated by Ofelia García in 2009: 

“Unlike the view of two separate systems that are added...a dynamic conceptualization of 
bilingualism goes beyond the notion of two autonomous languages...Instead, dynamic 
bilingualism suggests that the language practices of bilinguals are complex and interrelated; 
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they do not emerge in a linear way or function separately since there is only one linguistic 
system” (García & Wei, pp. 13-14, 2014). 
 

García’s theory of dynamic bilingualism not only breaks the mold of a linguistic system that is 

separate from social context; it also goes on to suggest that our traditional understanding of separate 

languages is erroneous. While the term bilingual has come to mean knowing and using two 

autonomous languages, this is based on a history of treating languages as “separate codes with 

different structures” (García & Wei, p. 12, 2014). It can be argued that every communicative 

experience we have in our interactions with others and with our environment is stored in our 

linguistic repertoire –– phonological, morphological, syntactic, semantic, and pragmatic –– which 

manifests as a single linguistic system. García & Wei (2014) created a visual representation of three 

different views of bilingualism: (1) traditional bilingualism/two autonomous linguistic systems, (2) 

Cummins’ linguistic interdependence, and (3) dynamic bilingualism. Figure 3 depicts the differences 

between these three notions of bilingualism (García & Wei, p. 14, 2014): 
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Figure 3. Difference between views of traditional bilingualism, linguistic interdependence, and dynamic 
bilingualism. From García and Wei, 2014. 
 
As we can see from the figure above, traditional bilingualism is depicted by two separate boxes. 

Each box represents an independent linguistic system with its respective linguistic features. 

Cummins’ linguistic interdependence is depicted by two separate boxes, as well, but the two 

linguistic systems are closer together. There is also an arrow between the two systems and a base of 

common underlying proficiency, suggesting that there is a transfer between linguistic systems. Unlike 

the first two views of bilingualism, the third view is not depicted by separate linguistic systems and 

linguistic features. In dynamic bilingualism, one box represents one linguistic system with features 

that are integrated throughout (García & Wei, 2014). These linguistic features “are most often 

practiced according to societally constructed and controlled ‘languages,’ but other times producing 

new practices” (García & Wei, p. 14, 2014). The “societally constructed and controlled languages” of 
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which García and Wei speak refer to the strict separation of languages, constructed by a variety of 

historical, legal, sociopolitical, and pedagogical factors.  

In a society based on separate linguistic systems, bilinguals must identify themselves as 

individuals who speak two separate languages. This is reinforced by a separation of languages in dual 

language programs, in that bilinguals “constrain their own bilingualism to two separate autonomous 

languages” (García & Wei, p. 15, 2014). The act of allotting time to two languages, whether the 

languages are divided temporally or assigned to certain content areas, constrains bilingual 

individuals. While bilingual speakers may act monolingually within a society that views languages as 

separate systems, this does not mean they have separate linguistic systems. Dynamic bilingual 

practices, then, involve using one’s entire semantic repertoire (as depicted by the linguistic features 

in the single box of dynamic bilingualism in Figure 3) to adapt the monolinguistic practices of 

society and institutions. By controlling two autonomous languages instead of honoring and 

capitalizing upon bilingual children’s language practices, dual language programs that insist on a 

separation of languages end up limiting bilinguals’ educational life and opportunities (García, 2009b). 

Dynamic bilingualism, therefore, is “both the foundation of languaging and the goal for 

communication in an increasingly multilingual world” (García & Wei, p. 16, 2014). 

 

VI. Una realidad multilingüe 

The majority of nations in the world today are at least bilingual, and most are multilingual. 

This is partially due to an increase in international immigration during the 21st century. Sollors 

(2009) estimated that in 2005, there were practically 200 million international migrants around the 

globe. In 2006, 56% of European citizens polled for a European Commission report were at least 
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bilingual, and 28% were trilingual (García & Wei, 2014). In 2007, 20% of the American population 

(around 55 million people) spoke a language other than English at home (US Census Bureau, 2007). 

Despite the multilingual reality of the world, schools in many of these countries continue to provide 

an education in the dominant or politically influential language of the state. Even when bilingual 

education programs are adopted in these countries, monolingual academic standard practices are still 

used. What is considered the “standard” form of a language is that which is spoken by the dominant 

group in society. Academic and economic success is therefore measured by the use and proficiency 

of this standard form of language, and any other language practices continue to be marginalized in 

society. This phenomenon can be explained by Bourdieu, (as cited in García & Wei, 2014) who 

posits that “schools are permeated with institutional norms and practices that are complicit with the 

power structures of dominant societies” (p. 49). The separation of languages, which can be seen as a 

mechanism that promotes standard Spanish and English, prohibits the use of vernacular language 

practices. García and Wei (2014) view strict language separation of dual language programs as a 

political reaction to an increasingly bilingual reality in an attempt to “erase the complex reality of US 

bilingual speakers” (p. 58). These programs separate children as speakers of one language or the 

other, thereby limiting them and defining their language identities. By turning a blind eye to linguistic 

diversity in this country, we deny the very real presence of a range of vernacular codes. 

The detriment of ignoring the reality of a multilingual world becomes more tangible when 

we consider the current and projected demographics of those who speak a language other than 

English in the U.S. Between 1980 and 2010, there was a 232.8% increase of people that speak 

Spanish at home in the United States, and only a 22.7% increase of people who speak English at 

home in the United States during that time period (Ennis, Ríos-Vargas & Albert, 2011). 
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Figure 4. Actual and projected numbers of Hispanic Spanish-speakers in the U.S. From 
Lopez and Gonzalez-Barrera, 2013, September 5. 

 
Figure 4 illustrates the actual and projected number of Hispanic Spanish-speakers in the U.S. 

between 1980 and 2020. According to U.S. Census Bureau Demographers Jennifer Ortman and 

Hyon B. Shin, the number of Hispanic Spanish speakers is projected to rise to between 37.5 million 

and 41 million by 2020 (Ortman & Shin, 2010). This data corroborates the need to adopt a 

linguistically and culturally responsive educational practice in order to support the growing number 

of Hispanic Spanish-speaking children in the U.S. By maintaining a strict separation of languages in 

dual language programs, we simply continue to marginalize and restrict a population that is growing 

rapidly in this country.  

It is clear that as linguistic heterogeneity continues to increase, so does the need to promote 

flexible language teaching. In a recent study on biliteracy development of bilingual Spanish/English 

students, Escamilla (2009) found that Latino children in the U.S. are entering school as simultaneous 

bilinguals because they live in homes in which a variety of language practices are used. It is argued, 
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therefore, that a traditional approach to biliteracy practices is not appropriate. They suggest a 

biliteracy approach that allows children to draw on their entire linguistic repertoires and that focuses 

on cross-language connections that acknowledge “children’s developing skills in Spanish and 

English as intertwined rather than belonging to separate linguistic systems” (as cited in García & 

Wei, p. 62, 2014). To fully appreciate and potentialize the growing population of bilingual students, 

dynamic language learning and flexible language teaching must be considered. 

 

VII. Translanguaging: Sin fronteras 

Now imagine an educational context in which the linguistic practices of bilinguals are not 

constrained by a separation of languages; in which speakers do not have to conform to traditional 

ways of making meaning. This kind of linguistic freedom is made possible by translanguaging. 

Translanguaging is defined by García (2009b) as “the act performed by bilinguals of accessing 

different linguistic features or various modes of what are described as autonomous languages, in 

order to maximize communicative potential” (p. 140). In an educational context, translanguaging is a 

teaching tool that potentializes emergent bilinguals’ language development and ability to make 

meaning of content. It is a way of valuing students’ identities, culture, and bilingualism (Hesson, 

2013). Translanguaging emerges from Chicana scholar Gloria Anzaldúa’s (1987) borderlands theory , 

which refers to an identity that straddles worlds, languages, and cultures within a space of 

transformation. “To survive the Borderlands/you must live sin fronteras/be a crossroads” 

(Anzaldúa, p. 77, 1987). Along this vein, translanguaging creates a space sin fronteras lingüísticas, 

nacionalistas y culturales (García & Wei, 2014). Emergent bilingual students can then draw on their 
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home language as a resource as they promote their academic success, as well as their own 

self-esteem (Freeman & Freeman, 2014).  

The Welsh tradition of translanguaging, coined as trawsieithu by Cen Williams (1994, 1996), 

was a pedagogical practice in which students alternate between languages for receptive or expressive 

language purposes. Baker, who translated the Welsh trawsieithu as ‘translanguaging,’ defined the 

term as “the process of making meaning, shaping experiences, gaining understanding and knowledge 

through the use of two languages” (as cited in García and Wei, p. 20, 2014). Gutiérrez, 

Baquedano-López, and Álvarez (2001) interpret translanguaging as “hybrid language use,” or a 

“systematic, strategic, affiliative, and sense-making process” (as cited in García, p. 140, 2009b). As 

we can see, there is a slight variety among the definitions that scholars have given translanguaging; 

however, all acknowledge the process of “deep cognitive bilingual engagement” (García & Wei, p. 64, 

2014) involved with translanguaging. 

Baker (2001) describes the potential educational benefits of the cognitive bilingual 

engagement associated with translanguaging: 

 
“1. It may promote a deeper and full understanding of the subject matter. 
  2. It may help the development of the weaker language. 
  3. It may facilitate home-school links and cooperation. 
  4. It may help the integration of fluent speakers with early learners” (as cited in García & 
Wei, p. 64, 2014). 

 

Baker goes on to explain that these advantages truly help to maintain and develop a speaker’s 

bilingualism, as the two languages’ growth is intertwined. In order to read a text in one language and 

then discuss it in another language, one must have a deep understanding of the subject matter 

(García & Wei, p. 64, 2014). Freeman and Freeman (2014) explain that the use of emergent 
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bilinguals’ home languages helps them to make sense of what they are reading. “As they move back 

and forth across their languages, drawing on their entire linguistic repertoires, they are strategically 

constructing meaning” (Freeman & Freeman, 2014).  

An important layer of translanguaging must also be addressed, and that is the social justice 

principle of dynamic bilingualism. Through this lens, translanguaging according to Mignolo (2011), 

refers to: 

 
“…new language practices that make visible the complexity of language exchanges among 
people with different histories, and releases histories and understandings that had been 
buried within fixed language identities constrained by nation-states” (as cited in García & 
Wei, p. 21, 2014). 

 

This particular definition of translanguaging highlights the idea that utilizing the whole of one’s 

semantic and semiotic repertoire not only supports linguistic freedom, but also unshackles the 

constraints created by sociopolitical, pedagogical, and historical factors. By engaging in discursive 

practices that include all the language practices of all the students in the class, teachers “give voice to 

new sociopolitical realities” and interrogate “linguistic inequality” (García & Wei, p. 66, 2014). By 

removing the separation of linguistic systems, we take away the hierarchy, hegemony, and inequality 

that is linked to language-use in this country. We create a space that offers a wealth of 

communicative and educational possibilities (García, 2009b). García (2009) argues that this space 

should be preserved, “although not a rigid or static place, in which the minority language does not 

compete with the majority language” (as cited in García & Wei, p. 74, 2014). Without clear 

boundaries between languages, the community and identity of the bilingual student is strengthened 

and the speaker  is placed at the heart of the interaction (Creese & Blackledge, 2010). 



 
 
 

36 

VIII. Ejemplos de translanguaging 

People engage in translanguaging practices every day in America. One example is that of bilingual 

children. Bilingual or multilingual children may develop their bilingualism in many different ways 

(Garcia, 2009b). Primarily, these children grow up in a home in which they “language” in one way 

with their families, and “language” in another way when in another context such as school. As their 

bilingualism or multilingualism develop, these children translanguage depending upon the social 

conditions of their environment. 

Another example can be seen through public advertisements. An advertisement may be 

created with the intention of appealing to a specific linguistic group, or to ensure that the 

advertisement appeals to speakers of a variety of language practices. García and Wei (2014) give an 

example of a translanguaged advertisement produced by the beer industry. If the beer industry wants 

Latinos in the United States to drink a specific brand of beer, they make create the advertisement: 

“A Nuevo Twist on Refreshment.” This advertisement would also reflect certain ingredients of a 

Mexican recipe (e.g., lime and salt). A translanguaged advertisement would have a more favorable 

outcome than an advertisement written strictly in English or Spanish. This is because the message 

for Latinos in the U.S. is not only captured by translanguaging, but also their “cultural hybridity” 

(García & Wei, p. 23, 2014). By translanguaging, a social space is created for bilingual Latinos living 

in the U.S. in which they are brought together by common language and cultural practices. 

A third example, mentioned by García and Wei (2014), is the I ♥ NY sign. The linguistic 

construction of the symbol of a heart is traditionally classified as a noun. Yet in this sign, the heart 

takes the place the conjugation of the verb “to love.” When read aloud, people normally say “I love 

New York” instead of “I heart New York” because they know to change the grammatical structure 


