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The history of the debate on bilingual education ig
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 involed research, if at all, haphazardly, unsystematically,
and without the desired throughness or rigor. We therefore
welcome this opportunity to bring to Congressional attention the
coriclusions that can be drawn from research on bilingual
education and bilingualism in children for purposes of
determining nationsl priorities in bilingual education.

Refore stérting, we need to point out that when talking
about research, we are really referring to a diverse collection
of activities. 0Out of this diversity, it appears to us that one
strain of research has dominated the spotlight in the current
debate: evaluation research. This type of research has typically
compared bilingual education to alternative forms of educatian;
usually some form of submersion education with an ESL (Englisﬁ as
a Secpnd Language) component. Crifics of bilingual education

have used the rather equivocal conclusions from evaluation

research to support their point.
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education. Basic research focusez on thg linguistic and
psychological processes in the development of bilingual childiren.
This research attempts to understand how children learn a second
langquage, how their fwo languages interact, how language is
related to thinking, and how children learn at different rates
ard dévelop different styles in their language and cognitive
abilities. Basic researchers include psychologists, linguists,
anthrnpoldgists, and socioclogists. In general, they are not
directly tied to the practice of bilingual education, although
their research has often been conducted in the conte:xt of
bilingual education.

We contend that the findings from basic research have been
given insuffjcient'consideration in the debate on bilxngual
education desbite the fact that the information produced by basic
research is crucial to policy considerations. The importance of
bacic research is heightened by the fact that there are severe

technical and conceptual problems with the evaluation studies

that have been carried out; indeed, these problems are so severe

that ré]ying on the results of these studies to guide policy-
making could be dangerous. In ocur commentary, we first summa}ize
the problems with existing evaluation research studies and review
their conclusions. We then describe the findings from basic
research studies as an alternative source of information to
policy makers on bilingual education. Finally, we propose some

implications for bilingual education policy.
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Attempts to evaluate the effectiveness of bilingual
education programs, such as the often-cited large—-scale study by
the Aherican Institutes for Research (Danoff et gl., 1977a, b,
1978) and the Baker and de Kanter (1981) synthesis of smaller
evaluation studies, have been criticized by many researchers
{McLaughlin 1985 provides én even—handed and thorough review of
the criticisms). These studies generally concluded that
bilingual programs are noc 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—-Enqglish speaking children are
plgced in regqular, mainstream classrooms, perhaps with a few
hours a week of ESL (English as a Second Language) help. The
lack of positive evaluation results has led apponents of
bilingual education to argue for alternative instructional
methods.

However, the lack of consistent findings in the evaluations,
either for or against bilingual education, could result from
either of the following states of affairs:

{a) in reality, bilingual education programs are no better than
alternative programs, and gvaluatinn research accurately
reflects this reality;

{b) in reality, bilingual education programs are better than
alternative programs, but the evaluation studies are doing a
poor job of meacsuring this reality:

Folicy makers in criticizing bilingual education have assumed

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






