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The 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 m o r e  than by expertise, afid 

have invol:ed research, if at all, haphazardly, unsystematically, 

and without the desired throughness or rigor. W e  therefore 

w e l c o n ~ e  this opportunity to bring tu Congressional attention the 

conclusions that can be drawn from research on bilingual 

education and bilingualism in children for purposes of 

deter- mi ni rig natianal priori ties in bi 1 i ngual educat i on. 

E e f o r i s  starting, we need t o  point out that when ta1l:inG 

about r e ~ ~ a r c h ,  w e  are really referring to a diver5;e collection 

of activities. Out of this diversity, it appeai-s t o  u5 that one 

strain of research has dominated the spotlight in the currerit 

debate:  evaluation research. This type of research has typically 

compared bilingual education t o  alternative forms of education, 

usually some form of rubmersiorr education with an ESL (English a5 

a Second Language) component. Critics of bilingual education 

have used the rather equivocal conclusions from evaluation 

research t o  suppart their poin t .  
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Another strain of research, which might be called basic 

research, ha5 received leS5 emphasis in the debate over bilingual 

education. basic research focuses on the linguistic and 

psychological processes in the development of bilingual children. 

This research attempts to understand how children lear-n a second 

language, how their two languages interact, how language i5 

related t o  thinking, and how children learn at different rates 

and develop different styles in their language and cognitive 

abilities. Ea5ic researchers include psychologi5ts, linguists, 

anthropologi~.ts, and sociologist5. In general, they are not 

directly tied to the practice of bilingual education, although 

their resfarch has often been conducted in the context of 

bi 1 ingual education. 

Ne contend that the findings from basic, research have bees 

given insufficient consideration in the debate on bilingual 

education despite the fact that the information produced t ry  basic 

research is crucial to policy considerations. The importance of 

bas ic  research is heightened by the fact that there a r e  severe 

technical and conceptual problems with the evaluation studies 

that have been carried out; indeed, these problems are 50 L ~ V E ~ E  

tt.at relying on the results of these studies to guide policy-- 

making could be dangerous. In our commentary, w e  first summat-ize 

the problem5 with existing evaluation research studies and revier;  

their conclusions. W e  then describe the findings f r o m  basic 

research studies as an alternative source of information to 

p c l l i c y  m a k e r s  on bilingual education. Finally, w e  propose s o m e  

implication5 for bilingual education policy. 
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Evalu_at_ig~ Research 
Attempts to evaluate the effectiveness of bilingual 

education programs, such a5 the often-cited large-scale study t i y  

the American Institutes for  Research (Danoff e& gL., 1977a, b, 

1978) arid the baker and d e  Kanter (1981) synthesis of smaller 

evaluation studies, have been criticized by many researchers 

(McLaughl i n  1985 provides an even-handed and thorough review of 

the criticisms). These studies generally concluded that 

bi1inguG.l programs are no m o r e  effective in promoting English 

1 arrqc;age and other school 5 k i 1 1 5  than a1 ternati ve pr oqrama. The 

alternative programs most ofteri included in the evaluatior; were 

'submersion' programs, in which non-English speaking c h i l d r e n  ai-& 

placed in regular, mainstream classrooms, perhaps with a feci 

h o u r s  a week of ESL (English a5 a Second Language) help. The  

lack of. positive evGluatiorr results has led opponents of 

b i  1 ingual . Educaticln to argue for alternative instr-uctional 

method 5. 

However, the lack. of consistent findings in the evaluations, 

either for or against bilingual education, could resiilt from 

either of tho following states of affairs: 

(a) i n  reality, bilingual education programs are no better than 

alternative programs, and evaluation research accurately 

ref 1 e c t s  thi s real i ty; 

(b) in reality, bilingual education programs are better than 

alternative programs, but the evaluation studies are dclitig a 

p o o r  job of measuring t h i 5  reality; 

Policy makers in criticizing bilingual education have assumea 

circumstance (a) to be true, yet, as shown below, alternative (b) 




