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PATTERNS OF ACHIEVEMENT AND LANGUAGE IDENTITY 

Jose Elias Garcia 

Under the Supervision of Dr. Richard Rogers 

Statement of the Problem 

Researches show that there are no sufficient measures to determine the academic 

efficiency of bilingual students in relation with their language of choice. In terms of language 

usage, there are several factors that interact in a (bilingual) individual‟s choice of language. 

“Bilingual” adolescent students are not confident about their own bilingual identities, they are 

constantly making choices about their peer groups, and adjusting theirs stance towards 

institutions in their environment. While reports can be made that indicate bilingual education 

programs have a positive impact on bilingual students educational and personal development, 

there is no specific evidence to determine how and what actions specifically contributed to this 

result.  

Methods and Procedures 

A review of literature related to history, research, studies, and experiments of a second 

language acquisition and use in different environments and the language identities student 

choose during their educational process was conducted. Also, research on different studies was 

explored to get ideas on how bilingual students identify themselves with each language in 

different contexts. 

Summary of Results 

This research has found that variables such as media input, integrative motivation, 

instrumental motivation, number of individuals speaking English in the home setting, higher 
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incidence of speaking English in the home, and higher English proficiency of family members 

corresponds to oral language proficiency.  It was also noticed that when less language use there 

is of one language, the better the comprehension is in the secondary language. 

As a result of this research, it is recommended that bilingual teachers use more specific 

methods to evaluate spontaneous student language use and incorporate this type of student 

performance into their overall grading of the student. Researchers must think beyond the 

acquisition of a language, the process through which we teach language knowledge and language 

structure and focus instead on the participation of the language. How learners use new language 

structure in context, how they begin to affiliate and integrate themselves into an activity is a 

critical factor in language choice. 
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Chapter I 

Introduction 

During the three years this researcher has worked as a bilingual teacher at Escuela Vieau 

School in Milwaukee, it has been  noticed that some students frustrations in school are 

undoubtedly due to a lack of academic language development.   Last year, one student stood out  

in particular as being tragically unsuccessful in his monolingual classroom, while through 

conversation the researcher could tell that his Spanish came far more naturally to him than the 

English he was expected to produce for his teachers. When asked about the way most people 

around him pronounced his name, he admitted that his teachers and peers had not really been 

pronouncing it correctly, and this was late into the third quarter. How alienated this student must 

have felt, and how fewer frustrations he might have had were he in a proper bilingual classroom. 

Over time, it became more evident that many of this researcher‟s students are products of such 

negative bilingual design as early exit bilingual programs or sink-or-swim submersion in 

classrooms that have no other mother tongue or first language (L1) support.  

Aside from the cognitive benefits of bilingualism, language and culture are so intimately 

linked that it is not surprising that students who are denied access to their heritage language and 

culture might find themselves estranged from their communities, families and their schools. 

Other students may have experienced better support for their L1 in the form of schooling, family 

cohesion and community involvement. Bilingual Education studies seemed to confirm that 

students who have experienced additive bilingualism in school and in their home lives tend to be 

higher achievers than students who find themselves estranged from their own linguistic and 

cultural heritage. This research studied this hypothesis in more systematic and objective fashion. 
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In the meantime, it is hoped to be able to see  students more completely, as they forget their own 

identities and attitudes in response to the conditions that have shaped their lives.  

Statement of the Problem 

In terms of language usage, there are several factors that interact in a (bilingual) 

individual‟s choice of language. “Bilingual” adolescent students are not confident about their 

own bilingual identities, they are constantly making choices about their peer groups, and 

adjusting theirs stance towards institutions in their environment.  

Delimitations of the Research 

 The research was focused on real facts of the importance and distinction between the 

basic interpersonal communicative skills and cognitive academic language proficiency originally 

introduced by Jim Cummins major researcher in Cognitive academic language proficiency. 

Method of Approach 

A review of literature related to history, research, studies, and experiments of a second 

language acquisition and use in different environments and the language identities student 

choose during their educational process was conducted in this research. Also, research on 

different studies was explored to get ideas on how bilingual students identify themselves with 

each language in different contexts. 
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Definition of Terms 

BICS :  Basic interpersonal communicative skills  

CALP: Cognitive academic language proficiency 

L1: Mother tongue or first language. 

L2: Second language or target language or it refers to any language learned after the native                           

language. 

Language Identification:  A process of determining which natural language given content is in. 

CUP:  A Common Underlying Proficiency. It is used to refer to the cognitive/academic      

proficiency that underlies academic performance in both languages (Cummins 2000). 

Code Switching:  It is the practice of switching between a primary and a secondary language or 

discourse. 
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Chapter II 

Literature Review 

Research and Theories 

In looking at complex issues surrounding languages, identity and education practices, it is 

necessary to first acknowledge the relevant research and theories that have been develop around 

the issues. First of all, the importance of the BICS/CALP distinction cannot be overlooked when 

talking about languages acquisition and education in practices (Cummins). Many of the 

struggling students that the researcher witnessed had no problem communicating informally with 

their classmates and teachers in English yet lacked the academic discourse necessary for success 

and advancement.  Cummins‟ research has focused on the crucial distinction between the 

academic and conversational registers of language, and the resulting misidentification and 

misplacement of students in programs that are inappropriate to their linguistics and academic 

needs. The exact numbers of years that it takes for a student to develop academic proficiency in 

his/her second language is still disputed, some experts agree that it takes at least five years, and 

maybe as many as ten years (Cummins). 

Cummins also has done extensive research on the cognitive advantages of bilingual, and 

describes a Common Underlying Proficiency (CUP) that seeks to explain why skills developed 

in one‟s primary language readily transfer to a second or third language.  Despite the cognitive 

advantages bilinguals may have, measuring and testing achievement  of bilingual often proves 

difficult, as those tests are often based on the ill-conceived notion that “ only those individuals 

able to function as native speakers of each of their two languages would be classified as 

bilingual” (Valdes, 7). A broader and more accurate conception of bilingualism recognizes that 
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individual ability and use varies, depends on environment and circumstance, and sees the 

bilingual as possessing “at least some knowledge in each language.”  Taken in conjunction, it 

can be concluded that students with some degree of knowledge, whether receptive/expressive, 

specialized or general, academic or social, in two languages are at a disadvantage if restricted in 

the use of one or the other language. In a political climate that is generally dismissive of 

bilingual education as anything other that a brief transition for most students, it is clear that many 

schools do not develop students in all of their linguistic and intellectual potential. In addition to 

hindering students academically, schools and classrooms that rigidly ignore or stereotype the 

students‟ home culture reinforce messages of the superiority of mainstream culture (Valdes, 

1996). 

Student Strategies and Attitudes  

In response to their circumstances, students develop strategies and attitudes to cope with 

their situations in school and in their community. In terms of language usage there are several 

factors that interact in a (bilingual) individual‟s choice of language:  

“A bilingual chooses his/her first language (L1) or second  language (L2), or mixes the two 

based on the (conscious  or unconscious) assessment of the relationship with the interlocutor 

within a context. Some important factors  come into play are: ethnicity, costs/rewards in the 

social exchange, assessed interlocutor‟s motivations/causes for a certain type of behavior (Beebe 

and Zuengler 1983), in-  group vs. out-group feelings toward interlocutor  (Gumperz‟s (1976) 

„we‟ code vs. „they‟ code), perceived  social distance from the interlocutor (power of or over the 

addressee), and perceived solidarity with the interlocutor  (presumed closeness, intimacy, or 

equality)” (Martinovic-Zic, p.4).  
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Due to the confluence of such factors, a functional bilingual scale (also called language 

background surveys) may help to interpret how an individual might respond to their 

environment. Language background surveys may not provide the whole picture of a bilingual, 

but should be useful in gaining some preliminary information on bilinguals (Baker, 2000). 

Language surveys are but instrument that are used to help contextualize the complexities of 

language, power and identity.  

Although most English Language Learners find themselves in schools that are indifferent 

to their home cultures, some programs have taken an active role in preserving students‟ heritage. 

Successful programs are due to “the creation of a learning environment where the bilingual and 

bicultural backgrounds of students are affirmed in every aspect of their learning. From Latino art 

in the classroom to constant references to cultural values and the advantages of being bilingual 

and bicultural, the teacher strengthens students identities as young Latinos during their 

adolescence, the most critical time of identity formation (Nieto, 2000).” Some students are 

fortunate enough to get this validation in their schools, but many are not, or receive the 

validation in mendacious amounts. In the presence of powerful institutions that impose standard 

language and a standardized ideology, students are forced to accept both the language and 

ideology of their school or the language and perspectives of their parents and communities. 

Particular interest to this study are those learners who may be described as long-term 

English learners or as Generation 1.5 students (Harklau, 2003). These students might go 

unidentified as needing language support because they “have been in schools in the United States 

for seven or more years and speak English quite well” (Freeman & Freeman, p.6). While the 

language needs of newcomers might be self-evident, these students can go unnoticed precisely 

because they appear at a glance to have full competence in their L2. Literally caught in-between 



11 

 

one culture and another, these students represent the nexus of language loss and school failure, as 

their linguistic and cultural capital goes unnourished.  

Implementing Bilingual Program 

With regard to the implementation of bilingual education programs, it may be that 

limiting these programs to “classroom level programs‟ has had a negative impact on the ability 

of the programs to meet their stated goals. That is, even for schools with well established 

bilingual programs, the larger school environment remains an English-speaking institution. In 

this context, the linguistic, academic and social goals of bilingual education are thought to be 

achievable in the bilingual classroom, without the need for additional support from the larger 

school environment. 

This assumption contradicts much of what is known about how two languages are 

learned, acquired, given status and maintained.    Among the factors which encourage childhood 

acquisition of two languages are: (a) that the languages involved have equal status in a 

community, (b) that both languages are spoken by individuals who are important to the child, (c) 

that the larger environment demands the use of two languages, and (d) that there are ample 

opportunities to speak and use the language in many social contexts (Cohen, 1975; Collier, 1992; 

Cooper, 1989).  Phillipson (1992) argues that wherever more than one language or language 

variety exist together, their status in relationship to one another is rarely equal, rather it is 

asymmetric.  One language will be perceived as superior, desirable and necessary, while the 

other will be seen as inferior, undesirable and extraneous.  

Reading Language and Proficiency  

The relationship among oral language proficiency, phonological awareness, and reading 

measures in Spanish and English suggests factors that are language specific to Spanish and 
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English. Gottardo (2002) found significant relationships between language capabilities and 

reading within and between languages. First language (L1) and second language (L2) vocabulary 

were the greatest predictors of word reading ability in both languages (Gottardo, 2002).  

Gottardo suggests that vocabulary knowledge might support the recoding of phonemes in 

beginning readers. Metsala (1997) also noted that familiarity with vocabulary is an essential 

component in the development of phonological awareness. 

Not unexpectedly, language proficiency has been used frequently as a predictor for 

reading skills, particularly as it is related to reading comprehension. Both L1 reading ability and 

L2 language proficiency have been shown to contribute to L2 reading comprehension, but the 

effect of L2 language proficiency was much stronger than that of L1 reading ability (Yamashita, 

2002). 

 First language (L1) reading and  second language (L2) proficiency differentially have an 

effect on L2 reading. This  was also noted in an early study by Taillefer (1996) that indicated that 

when developing from basic scanning of text to reading for meaning, an inverse relationship 

occurs; the weight of L1 reading decreases as L2 proficiency increases.  According to Bialystok 

(2002), although some evidence supports facilitation of oral competence via reading, most of the 

evidence indicates that reading is compromised if oral skills are inadequate, and the tendency is 

for many bilingual children to lack oral mastery in both of their languages. 

Influence of Language Preference 

The fact that English language proficiency in reading is a significant factor of education 

in the United States, research has reported numerous aspects that influence a child‟s language 

proficiency. These include factors such as language of media input, motivation, number of 

individuals speaking English in the home setting, incidence of speaking English at home, and 
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higher English proficiency in family members (Flege, Yeni-Komshian, & Liu, 1999; Jia, 

Aaronson, & Wu, 2002). Additionally, when studying bilingual adults, Jia (2002) found that 

better performances on English listening and reading tasks were associated with younger age of 

arrival in the United States, younger age of learning English as second language, as well as years 

of education in the United States. Such findings suggest that the knowledge of the language 

environment, including environmental, social, and language use variables, is important. 

Additional data revealed that language environment influenced language proficiency, rather than 

vice versa. 

Many bilingual individuals report that language choice when interacting with parents was 

dependent on their parents‟ proficiency in English (Jia, 2002).  

Gutierrez-Clellen and Kreiter (2003) researched the magnitude to which years of 

exposure to a language and amount of language input at home and at school related to a child‟s 

observed bilingual performance in second grade. The researchers concluded that bilingual 

children who had no English input at home could still attain appropriate English grammatical 

aptitude in a bilingual instructional context (Gutierrez-Clellen & Kreiter, 2003). 

Relations among oral language, reading skills, and environmental variables have led 

researchers to become interested in what factors influence language preferences and choices in 

the bilingual population. 

The Environmental Factor 

Caldas and Caron-Caldas (2000) studied the inclination in language choice within 

spontaneous group conversations in a case study of bilingual English and French participants. 

The authors noted that language preference was not static; rather it was fluid and changed with 

the situation. In this study, the strongest factor influencing the vacillation in the children‟s 
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language preference was the primary language of the community. Other researchers have 

suggested that the major determinant of language choice is the individual with whom one is 

speaking (Fantini, 1985). In Caldas and Caron-Caldas‟s (2000) study, results supported that 

when both parties can speak two languages, the environmental setting appears to be a larger 

factor, but further research is needed to assess something more objective of this finding. 

Favored languages have been found to vary across environments.  In a study of Mexican 

American early adolescents conducted by Marsiglia and Waller (2002), there was a tendency to 

speak Spanish more at home than in any other place. Code switching has been noted to depend 

upon the characteristics of the audience (Losey, 1995). In a review of studies revolving around 

patterns of language use among bilinguals, Losey (1995) reported that the characteristics of the 

audience were the most critical factors involved in code switching and that topic was less 

significant. 

Researchers found that these individuals were able to talk about their experiences in both 

of their languages, although some topics were more likely to occur in one language than the 

other; for example, family, child care, and food preparation were usually discussed in Spanish. 

Social use and History of Acquisition 

There seems to be a lack of research investigating how language preferences expect 

reading skills. Gorostiaga and Balluerka (2002) investigated the influence of social use and the 

history of attainment of the Vasco language on comprehension and recollection of two language 

versions of content. Results indicated that both social use and history of acquisition had an effect 

on inferential reading tasks. Additionally, it was observed that the wider and more diverse the 

situations in which participants had learned Vasco, the greater their comprehension of the text in 
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that language. Conversely, the data made it apparent that as the minority language was used to a 

lesser extent, the better their comprehension of the text in the primary language, Castilian. 

Constantly with the idea that less language use there is of one language, the better the 

comprehension is in the secondary language, English language preference (in both social and 

media/formal situations) was positively related to better performance on English reading 

comprehension in a longitudinal study of bilingual boys conducted by Ledesma and Morris 

(2005).  

In general, language preference and cognitive measures with high semantic content 

expect English reading comprehension, while phonological awareness skills predicted reading 

skills in both languages. 
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Chapter III 

Conclusion and Recommendations 

Though a few preliminary studies have investigated the impact of language use 

preference in different situations, there are few studies addressing the language preferences of 

the Spanish speaking population. This finding is important because the United States is currently 

experiencing an invasion of Spanish-speaking students in the public school system. Because of 

this increase and the need to identify which variables may predict English reading achievement 

of these students, this researcher attempts to address the question of whether language use 

preference is a useful predictor for basic reading skills, and if it is, in which context it is a 

predictor.  It is summarized that language use preferences predict performance on reading 

measures in both English and Spanish. 

Even though much research has been conducted regarding language-based predictors of 

reading, particularly in a monolingual population, this research has focused on the role of 

language preference and usage of language of bilingual populations in relation to reading skills.  

This researcher has found that variables such as media input, integrative motivation, instrumental 

motivation, number of individuals speaking English in the home setting, higher incidence of 

speaking English in the home, and higher English proficiency of family members corresponds to 

oral language proficiency (Flege et al., 1999; Jia et al., 2002).  

 Language preferences have been evaluated in terms of oral language proficiency 

(Caldas&Caron-Caldas, 2000; Fantini, 1985; Gorostiaga&Balluerka, 2002; Losey, 

1995; Marsiglia &Waller, 2002) but only investigated in relation to reading in two of the studies 

reviewed (Gorostiaga & Balluerka, 2002; Ledesma & Morris, 2005). While Ledesma and Morris 
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(2005) found impact of language preference only on reading comprehension, and Cummins 

makes a crucial distinction between the academic and conversational registers of language; the 

results of this study suggest that language preference can impact both basic reading and oral 

skills and reading comprehension skills in L2.  

Additional research must focused on the socioeconomic status of parents and patents 

educational achievement. Theses two factors may influenced the effects of the other variables. 

Furthermore, the use of samples from various parts of the United States, particularly those in 

which the population of immigrants from Spanish-speaking countries is plentiful, may be helpful 

in order to improve objectivity of the findings.  Moreover, evaluation of different types of 

reading, including reading fluency and phonemic decoding of nonsense words, in relation to 

language preferences, should be investigated with the possible inclusion of participants from 

higher grade levels to determine whether the relationship changes after a longer period of 

language exposure. 

This researcher has worked with bilingual students for about three years and based on this 

experience and observations, bilingual students as subjects are very much aware of their 

language use and language preference and can provide reasons for choosing to use either 

English, Spanish or a mixture of both languages. Students and teachers have reported that there 

are many factors that influence the language choice of bilingual students in a bilingual program. 

Depending on the activity and on the context of the conversation and interaction, students were 

either influenced by internal or personal factors or by external factors that related to whom they 

were speaking, what they were doing at the time and the context in which they were interacting.  

The context of students conversation had a major impact on their language choice. The 

context of conversations as where the conversation occurred, which classroom or school related 
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activity, and what the activity was at the time are significant factors for the language chosen. 

What was surprising for the researcher was that ELLs in this bilingual program  use both English 

and Spanish in most classroom, school, and home contexts rather than exclusively or mostly 

Spanish. However, most of the ELLs in the bilingual program reported using English for 

academic activities and in the instances in which ELLs reported use only or mostly Spanish, 

occurred when they were in a Spanish classroom.  

This researcher also confirms that teacher expectations for language use in the classroom 

have an impact on student language choice. Although not surprising, this brings to the center the 

primacy of the teacher as the subject who determines the classroom rules, norms and values. 

These classroom rules are factors in language choice that are more influential than the individual 

sense of urgency that bilinguals would enact when choosing to use a language in a classroom. 

This researcher has seen that students as subjects use a variety of mediating tools to 

produce and consume language and content learning in classroom activity. Therefore, teachers 

are required to manage the delivery of content knowledge and all the tools required to support 

that learning (texts, vocabulary, questions for inquiry, and assessments, etc.) as well as the 

facilitation of opportunities of student interaction with peers as a means to use and practice 

language skills with new content knowledge. In addition to using the traditional mediating tools 

of an elementary classroom, a bilingual teacher is also required to facilitate language 

development for both first and second language learners. Not only does the bilingual teacher 

have to monitor their use of language and the students use of language by creating opportunities 

to use language but they must also assess and report on the progress of student content 

knowledge. 



19 

 

This Researcher suggest that bilingual classroom should allow students as subjects to 

make choices as to which mediating tool they use to produce and consume knowledge with their 

peers. Bilingual classroom should have expectations for students to be working collaboratively 

on their projects.  There should not be an explicit set of rules or strict restrictions on how 

students will interact and use mediating tools such as language or materials. Therefore, students 

are choosing the language that they are most comfortable with, and more often than not students 

are choosing English or a mixture of English and Spanish 

Depending on the nature of the teacher, their own personal way of teaching and as 

members of a community, plays an important role on the impact of the bilingual education.  As 

this researcher states, each individual teacher„s own background experience with language use 

influenced the way in which they approached their role as the teacher in the activity system of 

their classroom. Many “bilingual” teachers have varied personal experiences with understanding 

how ELLs learn and use their second language as they also access their first language. 

The role of teachers and students  that use language to interact in classroom activity, and 

how these subjects follow rules, norms and values varies from one classroom to the next. In 

addition, the personal and cultural experiences of various groupings and contexts of ELLs also 

adds another web of variables for how they perceive the use of language in a dual language 

classroom, and how they use it as a mediational tool for producing, consuming and exchanging 

knowledge.  

In general the language use of students in a bilingual classroom is complex and multi-

layered. When students were asked to explain their language use and the factors that influenced 

their choice, many explanations emerged. Many of these explanations were  external and internal 

factors.   
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Students explained that they chose one language over another because of the classroom 

they were in, or because of the presence of a particular teacher. Therefore, the key role of 

bilingual class structure in promoting language use in these programs, though that structure must 

be coupled with the critical independent variable of classroom management and facilitation. It is 

therefore also logical to conclude that creating contexts, that is external factors for conversations, 

should be used as a means to influence a student to use the target language and achieve their 

academic goals 

At the same time, this researcher recognized the internal factors or personal reasons that 

students are choosing to use a particular language or even a combination of  two languages. If 

students are reporting that they use a language based on their personal preference, then those 

students are exhibiting a sense of choice. On the language prompts, students were asked to 

explain why they chose one language over another when interacting with others. In their 

responses, students attributed their choice of language to a variety of factors like depending on 

the people, place, or topic of conversation. Spanish is frequently spoken when they are with their 

families, or when they are in church or when they are talking about food. 

As the researcher has experienced, the factor that played the largest role in determining 

the language choice for conversations was the context of the conversation. This is made up of the 

external factors of where the student is and what they know they are supposed to be doing in that 

classroom. This was a factor even in social conversations, where students were free to talk as 

they chose. 

In general, this researcher experienced during his bilingual teaching that a teacher„s 

expectations for language use impacts the way students use language in their class regardless of 

their language choice use in other contexts. There are many explicit methods that teachers can 
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employ in order to deliver the content while at the same time helping students use the target 

language 

It is recommended by the researcher that bilingual teachers use more specific methods to 

evaluate spontaneous student language use and incorporate this type of student performance into 

their overall grading of the student. Researchers must think beyond the acquisition of a language, 

the process through which we teach language knowledge and language structure and focus 

instead on the participation of the language. How learners use new language structure in context, 

how they begin to affiliate and integrate themselves into an activity is a critical factor in 

language choice. 

Future studies should focus on the difference between the language use of recent 

immigrants and the language use of students who have maintained a bilingual experience all their 

lives. With this type of study the reader may learn more about how ELLs perceive their language 

use and what they see as the factors, influencing how they choose to use English or Spanish or a 

mix of the two languages. Future studies could further compare and contrast the internal and 

external factors that influence more recent arrivals to long term bilinguals to see if there are any 

more general patterns for language use and how these patterns change over time. 
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