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he history of the debate on bilingual education is 
characterized by inattention to relevant 

research. Both opponents and advocates of bilingual 
education have been influenced by popularly held 
opinions more than by expertise, and have invoked 
research, i f  at all, haphazardlv. unsystematically, and 
without thedesired thoroughness or rigor. Wetherefore 
welcome this opportunity to outline the conclusions to  
be drawn from research on bilingual education and 
bilingualism in children. 

Research refers to  a diverse collection of activities. 
Out of this diversity. evaluation research has dominated the 
spotlight in the current debate. This typeof research has 
typically com pared bi I i ngual education to alternative 
forms of education, usually some form of submersion 
education with an ESL [English as a Second Language) 
component. Critics of bilingual education have used the  
rather equivocal conclusions from evaluation research 
to support their point. 

Another  strain of research, which might be called 
basic research. has received less emphasis in the debate 
over bilingual education. Basic research focuses on the 
linguistic and psychological processes in the de- 
velopment of bilingual children. This  research attempts 
to  understand h o w  children learn a second language. 
how their two languages interact, how language is 
related to thinking, and how children lehrn at different 
rates and develop different styles in  their language and 
cognitive abilities. Basic researchers include psycho- 
logists, linguists, anthropologists, and sociologists. In 
general, they are not directly tied to the practice of 
bilingual education. although their research has often 
been conducted in the context of bilingual education 

The information produced by basic research is 
crucial to policy considerations The importance of 
basic research is heightened by the fact that there are 
severe technical and conceptual problems with the 
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evaluation studies; indeed. these problems are so 
severe that relying on the results of these evaluation 
studies to guide policy-making could be dangerous. 
Evaluation Research 

Attempts to evaluate the effectiveness of bilingual 
education programs, such as theoRen-cited large-scale 
study by the American lnstitutes.for Research and the 
Baker and de  Kanter synthesis of smaller evaluation 
studies, have been criticized by many researchers. These 
studies generally concluded that bilingual programs are 
no more effective in promoting English language and 
other school skills than alternative programs. The 
alternative programs most often included in the 
evaluation were "submersion" programs, in which non- 
English speaking children are placed in regular, 
mainstream classrooms, perhaps with a few hours a 
weekof ESL help.The lackof positiveevaluation results 
has led opponents of bilingual education to argue for 
alternative instructional methods. 

One problem with evaluation research has been the 
selection of the comparison group against which the 
bilingual education treatment group isassessed. As one 
researcher, A.C. Willig. has pointed out, very few studies 
use the ideal method of "random assignment." In some 
studies, the comparison group included students who 
had formerly been in  bilingual programs, which made 
the findings uninterpretable by biasing the results in 
the  direction of the comparison group (since students 
w h o  have exited from bilingual programs early tend to 
be the more academically gifted students). 

An even more serious problem is the extreme 
diversity of instructional methodology within programs 
that have been labeled as bilingual. Recent studies by 
Wong Fillmore (19851 show large variations in 
instructional practice across bilingual classrooms 
Some classrooms in "bilingual programs" looked very 
similar to some "submersion" classrooms. Many 
"bilingual" teachers were found to have limited 
proficiency in the children's native languages. Thus, 
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