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Overview

 Major focus is on how the mainstream school system either 
promotes or, more commonly, restricts students’ opportunities 
to develop bilingual and biliteracy skills;

 A related question concerns how students’ multilingualism is 
related to their overall school achievement; specifically, does 
the retention and development of L1 (home language) benefit 
school achievement in L2 (German) or does it hurt L2 
achievement?

 In order to improve overall school achievement we need to 
understand (a) which groups of students experience difficulty, 
(b) what are the potential causes of underachievement, and (c) 
what instructional strategies are supported by the research 
evidence to reverse underachievement?



Outline

 Segment 1. What assumptions are made in the society and in schools 
about (a) the achievement of students from minority communities, and 

(b) the relationship of students’ L1 to their overall achievement?

 Segment 2. What does research say about the achievement of immigrant-
background students in different countries?

 Segment 3. What explanations have been proposed by PISA researchers 
and others regarding immigrant-background students’ low achievement? 

 Segment 4. Does research support the claim that L1 maintenance exerts 
a negative effect on students’ achievement?

 Segment 5. What does the research actually say about potential causes 
of underachievement and the most effective instructional responses to 
promote achievement among immigrant-background students?



Segment 1

What assumptions are made in the society and in many 
schools about 

(a) the achievement of minority communities, and 

(b) the relationship of students’ L1 to their overall 
achievement?



European Discourse on ‘Multiculturalism’

 Angela Merkel 

(October 17, 2010): ‘multikulti’ has utterly failed;

(December 12, 2015): Multiculturalism leads to parallel societies and 
therefore remains a sham or ‘living a lie’.

 David Cameron

(February 5, 2011): radicalization of Islamic youth caused by “the 
doctrine of state multiculturalism”, which has “encouraged different 
cultures to live separate lives, apart from each other and the mainstream.

 Nicolas Sarkozy

(February 10, 2011): Multiculturalism a failure: “Of course we must all 
respect differences, but we do not want a society where communities 
coexist side by side. If you come to France, you accept to melt into a single 
community, which is the national community, and if you do not want to 
accept that, you cannot be welcome in France.”



Critique

 This collective discourse uses the term ‘multiculturalism’ to refer to state 
policies that encouraged immigrant communities to remain by their own volition 
outside the mainstream society. This is not the way the term 
‘multiculturalism’ is used in countries such as Australia or Canada that 
have official state policies of multiculturalism.

 The assumption is that minority groups are solely responsible for their own 
failure to integrate. There is no acknowledgement of the role of housing 
segregation, job discrimination, and widespread school failure (particularly 
in Germany and France) as contributors to societal exclusion. 

 ‘Multiculturalism’ is code for ‘being soft on immigrants’ and the consequent 
solution is therefore to ‘get tough’ and force them to assimilate.

 This assimilationist orientation is unlikely to support attempts by schools to 
enable students to take pride in and maintain access to their home languages 
and cultures. Students’ languages are seen as part of the problem.



How Is this Societal Discourse Reflected in School Policies and 
Instructional Practices?

 Schools in many contexts continue to prohibit students from using their 
L1 within the school, thereby communicating to students the inferior 
status of their home languages and devaluing the identities of speakers 
of these languages. This pattern is illustrated in a study of Turkish-
background students in Flemish secondary schools carried out by 
Agirdag (2010). He concludes:

“Our data show that Dutch monolingualism is strongly imposed in 
three different ways: teachers and school staff strongly 
encourage the exclusive use of Dutch, bilingual students are 
formally punished for speaking their mother tongue, and their 
home languages are excluded from the cultural repertoire of the 
school. At the same time, prestigious languages such as English and 
French are highly valued” (p. 317).



Similar messages are conveyed in more subtle forms when the 
school’s language policy is one of ‘benign neglect’ of diverse 

languages



Segment 2

What does research say about the achievement of 
immigrant-background students in different countries?



Underachievement among Immigrant-Background Students



PISA 2003 

Gen 1

PISA 2003 

Gen 2

PISA 2006 

Gen 1

PISA 2006 

Gen 2

Australia

-12 -4 +1 +7

Belgium

-117 -84 -102 -81

Canada

-19 +10 -19 0

Denmark

-42 -57 -79 -64

France

-79 -48 -45 -36

Germany

-86 -96 -70 -83

Netherlands

-61 -50 -65 -61





Turkish Students in Germany’s Education System

“As education is the main prerequisite for the successful socioeconomic

integration of immigrants and their offspring, the results are worrying. 

Turkish children find themselves in unfavorable positions throughout the 
different stages of school education, and their academic competences, as 
tested in international studies like PISA, are clearly below average. 

This is mainly due to the low socio-economic status and German language 
deficiencies of the average Turkish student. 

The German education system fails to provide adequate language training 
for children who speak non-native mother languages and shows a strong 
tendency to reproduce social inequality” (p. 101).

Causal factors: 

socioeconomic background, segregated schooling, language difficulties



Segment 3

What explanations have been proposed by PISA 
researchers and others regarding immigrant-

background students’ low achievement? 



Interpretation of Negative Relationship between Home Use of 
L1 and School Achievement

 PISA (Stanat & Christensen, 2006): In both mathematics and reading, 
first and second generation immigrant students who spoke their L1 at home 
were significantly behind their peers who spoke the school language at 
home. 

 This suggested to the authors that insufficient opportunities to learn the 
school language may be a causal factor in students’ underachievement.

 “These large differences in performance suggest that students have 
insufficient opportunities to learn the language of instruction” (Christensen 
& Stanat, 2007, p. 3). 



From Research to Problematic Interpretation

 OECD PISA researchers interpret the negative correlation between L1 use 
at home and L2 achievement at school among immigrant-background students
in terms of the contamination of L2 by L1 and the need to maximize 
exposure to L2:

“Policy obviously cannot impose the use of the host-country language in the 
home environment, but it needs to ensure that the host-country language 
can better compete for the attention and interest of immigrant children. 
Parents clearly have a role to play in this and should be encouraged to 
expose their children to national-language publications and media at home” 
(OECD, 2012, Untapped skills: Realising the potential of immigrant 
students. p. 12).

“The objective needs to be more exposure to the host-country language, 
both in and out of school. This is especially the case in the Internet age 
when media in the language of the country of origin are more present in 
immigrant households than they ever used to be. Parents need to be 
sensitised to this so that the home environment contributes to improving 
outcomes” (OECD, 2012, p. 14).



Pathologizing immigrant students’ L1 as a result of inaccurate 
interpretations of research findings

From

Inaccurate research interpretation

 German sociologist Hartmut
Esser (2006) argued on the 
basis of PISA data that “the 
use of the native language in 
the family context has a 
(clearly) negative effect” (p. 
64). 

 He also argued that 
retention of the home 
language by immigrant 
children will reduce both 
motivation and success in 
learning the host country 
language (2006, p. 34).

To

Punitive school policies

Turkish L1 students in Flemish high 
schools

“Our data show that Dutch 
monolingualism is strongly imposed in 
three different ways: teachers and 
school staff strongly encourage the 
exclusive use of Dutch, bilingual 
students are formally punished for 
speaking their mother tongue, and their 
home languages are excluded from the 
cultural repertoire of the school. At the 
same time, prestigious languages such as 
English and French are highly valued” 
(Agirdag, 2010, p. 317).



Segment 4 

Does research support the claim that L1 maintenance 
exerts a negative effect on students’ achievement?



Critique: 
Home Use of a Language Other than the School Language is Not a Cause of 

Underachievement

There are some obvious problems with these interpretations including: 

(a) the crudeness of the home language index; 

(b) the claim that home use of L1 automatically translates into ‘insufficient exposure’ 
to the school language; 

(c) the attribution of a causal role to insufficient L2 exposure; 

(d) failure to consider alternative directions of possible causal relations; 

(e) failure to account for findings that contradict the proposition that L1 use at home 
causes underachievement; 

(f) failure to acknowledge PISA findings that show no relationship between home L1 
use and achievement in a majority of OECD countries when SES and other 
background variables were controlled; 

(g) the outcomes of bilingual education programs, which refute the  ‘time-on-task’ or 
‘maximum exposure’ hypothesis underlying the ‘insufficient exposure’ claim. 



Critique: 
Home Use of a Language Other than the School Language is Not

a Cause of Underachievement (2)

No relationship was found between home language use and 
achievement in the two countries where immigrant students 
were most successful (Australia and Canada);

Furthermore, the relationship disappeared for a large majority 
(10 out of 14) of OECD-member countries when socioeconomic 
status and other background variables were controlled (Stanat & 
Christensen, 2006, Table 3.5, pp. 200-202). 

The disappearance of the relationship in a large majority of 
countries suggests that language spoken at home does not exert 
any independent effect on achievement but is rather a proxy for 
variables such as socioeconomic status, length of residence in 
the host country, and parental push for educational success. 



Segment 5

What does the research actually say about potential 
causes of underachievement and the most effective 

instructional responses to promote achievement among 
immigrant-background students?



Crucial Questions to Ask

 Which groups of students underachieve?

 Why do they underachieve – what causal factors are 
operating?

 What high-impact evidence-based educational 
interventions are available?





All Teachers Should Be Prepared to Support Academic Language 
Learning among Immigrant-Background Students

 Söhn & Özcan (2006, p. 116)

“Indeed, schools in Germany are ill-prepared for dealing with second 
language learners as “normal” students and a mainstream phenomenon. 
Training in teaching German as a second language is clearly insufficient. 
Yet without appropriate instruction in this field it is not surprising that 
migrant children have a hard time learning subjects at an equal pace with 
their native peers.”

 An increasing amount of research suggests that immigrant students’ L1 
can be a positive resource for learning rather than a problem to be 
overcome. 

 Therefore the instructional response should be to engage students’ 
multilingual repertoires rather than prohibiting L1 or treating L1 with 
“benign neglect”



For Low-SES Students Promoting Literacy Engagement Is 
Crucial

Logic:

Academic language is found primarily in printed text rather than in 
everyday conversation. Thus, students’ opportunities to broaden their 
vocabulary knowledge and develop strong reading comprehension skills are 
likely to be greatly enhanced when they have abundant access to printed 
texts and engage actively with these texts. Children growing up in 
economically difficult situations typically have much less access to printed 
texts in their homes and environments.

Research:

The empirical case derives from numerous research studies carried out 
over the past 30 years (reviewed by Krashen, 2004; Lindsay, 2010, and 
others) together with findings produced more recently by the Programme
for International Student Assessment (PISA) coordinated by the 
Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) (See 
Appendix 1)



OECD’s PISA Study

 Data on the reading attainment of 15-year olds in 27 countries showed that “the 
level of a student’s reading engagement is a better predictor of literacy 
performance than his or her socioeconomic background, indicating that 
cultivating a student’s interest in reading can help overcome home 
disadvantages” (OECD, 2004, p. 8).

 Guthrie (2004) cites the PISA data as showing that students

whose family background was characterized by low income and low 
education, but who were highly engaged readers, substantially outscored 
students who came from backgrounds with higher education and higher 
income, but who themselves were less engaged readers. Based on a massive 
sample, this finding suggests the stunning conclusion that engaged reading 
can overcome traditional barriers to reading achievement, including 
gender, parental education, and income. (p. 5)

 OECD (2010) – about one-third of the negative impact of SES is mediated 
through reading engagement (or lack thereof). In other words, schools can 
significantly reduce the negative effects of low-SES by strongly promoting 
literacy engagement



Marginalized Group Students: The Role of Identity Negotiation

 Devaluation of identity in the wider society and in school is a major cause of 
underachievement

Extensive evidence from both the sociological/anthropological and psychological 
research literature demonstrates the impact of societal power relations on 
minority group achievement.

Students who come from social groups whose identities (culture, language, 
religion, etc.) have been devalued and subordinated in the wider society 
experience disproportionate academic failure. 

Gloria Ladson-Billings: 

“The problem that African-American students face is the 
constant devaluation of their culture both in school and in the larger 
society” (1995, p. 485).

 A considerable amount of case study research suggests that identity devaluation 
in the wider society can be challenged effectively within schools by creating 
opportunities for students to use language (L1 and L2) in powerful (identity-
affirming) ways. 



Intercultural Education in Practice

High-impact instructional responses – what 
do they look like in actual classroom/school 

practice?



What Image of the Child Are We Sketching in Our 
Instruction?

Capable of becoming bilingual and biliterate?

Capable of higher-order thinking and intellectual 
accomplishments?

Capable of creative and imaginative thinking?

Capable of creating literature and art?

Capable of generating new knowledge?

Capable of thinking about and finding solutions to social 
issues? 



A. Simple everyday practices to make students’ languages visible and 
audible within the school

 Each day, one or two students bring a word from their languages into the 
classroom and explain why they chose that word and what it means. All students 
and the teacher learn that word. 

 All students including the teacher learn simple greetings (hello, thank you, etc.) 
in the languages of the classroom. Students who speak these languages are the 
“teachers”. The “teachers” can also show their peers and teacher how to write a 
few simple expressions in different scripts (e.g., Arabic, Chinese, Greek, etc.).

 Examples of students’ work in the school language and L1 are prominently 
displayed in school corridors and at the entrance to the school in order to 
reinforce the message to parents and students that students’ linguistic talents 
are seen as educational and personal assets within the school.



Creating an Identity-Affirming School Environment

Validating Home Language and Culture



Creating an Identity-Affirming School Environment

Validating Home Language and Culture



B. Encourage students to use their L1s for reading, research, note-
taking 

 Encourage students to use L1 for group planning of projects which will be 
presented to the wider class in the school language (L2). In these cases, L1 is 
used as a stepping stone to better performance in L2 where limited L2 skills do 
not impede students’ ability to engage with the project.

 Encourage parents (and/or students) to read and/or tell stories in L1 in the 
home both as a means of expanding L1 knowledge into literate spheres and also 
expanding knowledge of the world.

 Ensure that the school library has a good collection of L1 and dual language 
books for students to read and parents to check out for reading at home.

 Invite community members to come to class to read and/or tell stories in 
community languages (see Naqvi et al., 2012). 

 In social studies at intermediate or high school levels, encourage students to 
research issues and current affairs using Internet sources in their L1s. Parents 
can assist in this process.  Students then bring this information back to class 
and differences in perspectives across different languages, cultures, and 
ideologies can be discussed.





Using L1 to explore different perspectives on current events and social issues
(from a project carried out by a Grade 7 student at Ancaster Meadows school in the 

Hamilton Wentworth District School Board)



Creating an Identity-Affirming School Environment: Multilingual 
Books in the Library (Crescent Town School, Toronto)



C. Using technology in creative ways to build awareness of language, 
geography, and intercultural realities

 Google Translate can be used for a wide variety of purposes—for example, 
newcomer students write in L1 and then use Google translate to generate a rough 
version in English. The teacher and/or other students can then help the 
newcomer student edit this rough version into coherent English prose.

 Google Earth can be used to “zoom into” the towns and regions of students’ 
countries of origin. Students can adopt a comparative approach to compare 
aspects of their countries of origin to Canadian realities that are incorporated 
into the curriculum expectations of the social studies curriculum. Obviously, 
parents can participate in this process by describing aspects of the culture and 
landscape and supplying additional artifacts.

 Students’ languages can be integrated in creative ways into a variety of content 
instruction. For example, Grade 5 teacher, Tobin Zikmanis, in the Peel District 
School Board addressed the Ministry curriculum expectations in the Data 
Management Unit of the Math curriculum by having students carry out a 
language survey of the entire school and then using spreadsheet software to 
generate a variety of graphs (e.g., pie charts, bar graphs) to display and 
disseminate their findings.



Grade 5 
Data Management Unit:
Thornwood’s Diversity Project

Teacher: Tobin Zikmanis

School: Thornwood P.S.





D. Dual language project work
 Students can write and web-publish dual language stories or projects (see 

[http://www.thornwoodps.ca/dual/index.htm] and 
[http://www.multiliteracies.ca/index.php/folio/viewProject/8]). Where students 
are learning French, the book or project production can be trilingual (L1, English, 
French).

 Students can collaborate with partner classes in distant locations (across the 
world or across the city) to carry out a variety of projects involving dual or 
multiple languages. These projects could focus on social justice issues (e.g., 
environmental policies, income disparities, etc. in different countries) or other 
curriculum-relevant content.

 A wide variety of “translanguaging” resources, activities, and projects have been 
described in the publication Translanguaging written by Christina Celic and Kate 
Seltzer (2011) as part of a City University of New York and New York State 
project (available for free download at: 
http://www.nysieb.ws.gc.cuny.edu/publicationsresources/

 Dr. Roma Chumak-Horbatsch of Ryerson University has also documented a wide 
variety of multilingual instructional activities in her book Linguistically 
Appropriate Practice published by University of Toronto Press in 2012. Her 
website is: www.mylanguage.ca.



http://www.nysieb.ws.gc.cuny.edu/publicationsresources/
http://www.mylanguage.ca/


Created by Patricia Chow, ESL teacher in Thornwood PS c. 2002









Fundamental Principle

If you want students to emerge from schooling after 12 
years as intelligent, imaginative, and linguistically talented, 
then treat them as intelligent, imaginative, and linguistically 
talented from the first day they arrive in school.

Rationale:

The interactions we orchestrate with students in our schools involve a 
process of negotiating identities.

If students are given little opportunity to demonstrate their imagination 
and creativity in school, they will not come to see themselves as 
imaginative or creative. 

If students’ bi/multilingual accomplishments are seldom acknowledged or 
fostered in the school, students will not see themselves as linguistically 
talented and will devalue their linguistic accomplishments.



Common Themes in the Presentation

 Educators, individually and collectively, have the power to create 
learning spaces that promote student academic success and personal 
development;

 This orientation rejects a deficit view of immigrant-background 
children and their families that attributes educational difficulties 
either to inherent qualities of particular communities (e.g., low-SES, 
lack of parental literacy) or interactional practices within families (e.g., 
L1 use at home);

 Creation of engaging and effective learning spaces involves (a) 
instructional practices that affirm students’ identities, and (b) 
instructional practices that infuse expansion of language awareness and 
promotion of literacy engagement into all aspects of the curriculum;



Appendix 1

Research supporting the centrality of 
literacy engagement for literacy 

achievement
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