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My guiding assumption

Teachers want to know what to 
do in their classrooms, and they 
want to know what is likely to 

happen when they do it.



“Successful schools…use 
home languages in 
teaching to support 

understanding.”
Bourne (2002)



What do we know 
about the relationship 

between L1 and L2 
learning?



Associations 
between L1 and L2 

proficiency



Chuang, Josi and Dixon (2011)

Good L1 Literacy is associated with good L2 literacy



The ‘bilingual 
advantage’



The bilingual advantage

Work in this field argues 
that bilinguals have…

• improved executive 
function 

• improved cognitive 
control

• improved language 
processing

Bialystock (1988)



What do 
bilinguals do 

with their L1?



How do bilinguals use their L1 -
Independently

ReviewingFinding 
information

Planning

Meta-
comments

Van Weijen et al. (2009)



How do bilinguals use their L1 –
in groups

Focusing 
attention

Teaching each 
other

Co-constructing 
L2 output

Task 
management

Swain and Lapkin (1998, 2000)

Interpersonal



The effects of  
bilingual 
schooling



The effects of bilingual schooling

Krashen and McField (2005)



This research tells us what IS, but little 
about how IS came to be, or how this 
information can be capitalised on by 

teachers.

i.e. Which came first, the bilingualism 
or the advantage?

What ought teachers do with this 
information?



Issues
A relationship doesn’t tell
you what is responsible.
L1?
L2?
Something else?

Advantage is seen in 
people who are already
bilingual compared with 
people who are not.

Publication bias

Just because language is used 
in theses ways it doesn’t 
necessarily mean that it 
should be.

Most of these 
studies were of 
children who 
chose to go to 
bilingual 
schools.



How do we get 
from ‘Is’ to 
‘Ought’?



Intervention 
research



How can these findings be supported by 
intervention research?



Bilingual Schooling 

Portland, Oregon



Portland …

• Dual Language Immersion (DLI) since 1986
• In 2012, about 25% of public schools in Portland 

offered DLI
• About 8% of pupils were in DLI programmes in 2012
• DLI programmes offered in Spanish, Russian, 

Japanese, and Mandarin
• Programmes are oversubscribed, so lottery is used to 

determine who gets a place



1625 
applicants

English Only DLI



Outcome DLI English 
Only

English Reading + ⎯
Maths = =
Science = =
Reclassified as English 
Proficient by Grade 6

+ ⎯
L1 proficiency + ⎯

Steele et al. (2017) 



Bilingual Schooling is 
superior to English Only 

Schooling



My guiding assumption

Teachers want to know what to 
do in their classrooms, and they 
want to know what is likely to 

happen when they do it.



So, what are the 
implications of research 
on bilingual schools for 

teachers in the UK?





Using the principles of 
bilingual schooling in 

non-bilingual schooling



“If possible, use the students’ first language to
explain the key points of the text; in the case of a
narrative, tell the story in the students’ first
language prior to having them read it in English.”

Gibbons (2009)



“If you provide ways for students to do some of 
their speaking, reading and writing in their 
home language as well as English they can 
better understand and use the new academic 
language.”

Celic & Seltzer (2012)



What would 
convince you?



Systematic 
Review



Aim: to determine the nature 
and extent of empirical research 
into the effects of using primary-
and pre-primary-school bilingual 
learners’ first languages as a 
pedagogical tool in non-bilingual 
school contexts?



Records identified 

through database 

searching

5,947



Records excluded 

based on title and 

abstract

4,350



Full-text articles 

excluded

200



Studies included in 

synthesis

8



Favours L1 No Difference Favours no L1

Yiakoumetti
Speaking & 

Writing

Walters & 
Gunderson

Reading

Sanchez
Reading

Lugo-Neris et al.
Vocabulary

Chalmers
Writing

Tonzar et al.
Vocabulary

Huennekens
Reading

Lee and Macaro
Vocabulary

Summary Results





So, what are the 
implications of this 

research for teachers in 
the UK?



Bilingual Programmes/Systematic L1 Instruction



Stand Alone L1-mediated strategies

Vocabulary Teaching



Stand Alone L1-mediated strategies

Comparative analysis



Stand Alone L1-mediated strategies
Reading in L1



First Languages Policies

Images from ealjournal.org



What haven’t I 
mentioned yet?



Identity
“The language we use reflects 
who we are, where we come 
from, and the shared histories 
that we have as members of 
our communities.”

Chalmers (2018)



Takeaways
• Respect multilingual learners for who they are.

• Allow them to use their L1.

• Evaluate attitudes to L1 is in your school community.

• Encourage maintenance and development of L1 in students’ 
homes and communities.

• Open bilingual programmes.

• Think of ways to use L1 to support vocabulary understanding.

• Think of ways to allow for comparing and contrasting L1 and L2.

• Call for more research that answers question that are important 
to you.



Thank you
@hwc001

h.chalmers@naldic.org.uk



Walters and Gunderson (1985)
Effects of parent volunteers reading first language (L1) 
books to ESL students
Design Context Intervention(s) Number of 

Participants
Age of Participants

RCT Mainstream 
education 
with ESL 
programme

Parent volunteers read Cantonese 
or English stories (or “catch up”) 
for 40 mins twice a week to 
groups of children.

39 Grade 4
Ages 9-10

Participant 
Characteristics

Location Outcomes Duration Summary Result

Cantonese L1 in 
ESL programme

Vancouver, 
Canada

Reading: vocabulary and 
comprehension

Three 
months

No difference detected

Risk of Bias: Moderate



Sanchez (2004)
Effects of Parent Participation Using First Language 
Curriculum Materials on the English Reading Achievement 
and Second-Language Acquisition of Hispanic Students
Design Context Intervention(s) Number of 

Participants
Age of Participants

Multiple 
baseline 
interrupted 
time series

Mainstream 
education 
with ESOL 
programme

Parent ‘paired read’ Spanish 
language translations of English 
school texts at home with child.

8 Grades 4 and 5
Ages 9-11

Participant 
Characteristics

Location Outcomes Duration Summary Result

Spanish L1, 
Hispanic, “non-
English-
proficient”

“Inner-city”, 
USA

Reading: oral reading rate and 
comprehension of previewed 
texts and non-previewed texts.

Range from 
4 to 8 weeks

Favours counterfactual (slopes 
dipped)

Risk of Bias: High



Yiakoumetti (2006)
A Bidialectal Programme for the Learning of Standard Modern 
Greek in Cyprus 
Design Programme 

Type
Intervention(s) Number of 

Participants
Age of Participants

Non-random 
comparison

Mainstream 
primary 
schools.

Parents given guided reading 
prompts in either L1 or English to 
use with children to read a 
picture book.

182 Final year Primary School 
students

Participant 
Characteristics

Location Outcomes Duration Summary Result

Greek Cypriot 
Dialect at 
home. SMG 
medium of 
instruction

Cyprus Frequency of ‘interlingual errors’ 
in writing and speaking following 
intervention.

7 months Favoured L1 intervention



Tonzar et al. (2009) 
L2 Vocabulary Acquisition in Children: Effects of Learning 
Method and Cognate Status
Design Programme 

Type
Intervention(s) Number of 

Participants
Age of Participants

Non-
randomized 
comparison

MFL Classes of participants shown 
target L2 word next to either L1 
translation or picture. Repeated 
for 40 pairs.

123 Grade 4
Ages 9-10

Participant 
Characteristics

Location Outcomes Duration Summary Result

Italian L1. No 
prior formal 
MFL learning 

Treviso, Italy Expressive knowledge of target 
vocabulary items

2 weeks Favours counterfactual

Risk of Bias: High



Lugo-Neris et al. (2010) 
Facilitating Vocabulary Acquisition of Young English 
Language Learners
Design Programme Type Intervention(s) Number of 

Participants
Age of Participants

Randomized 
crossover trial

Supplementary 
summer education 
programme

Bilingual teacher read English 
language stories to groups of 2-3 
children. Defined preselected 
‘tricky’ vocabulary and defined in 
either Spanish or English.

22 Ages 4-6 

Participant 
Characteristics

Location Outcomes Duration Summary Result

Spanish L1 
Latino, LEP. 
Children of 
migrant 
workers

“Rural 
community”, 
Northern Florida, 
USA

Expressive and receptive (spoken) 
knowledge of target vocabulary.

3-4 weeks Favours L1 intervention

Risk of Bias: Low



Huennekens (2013) 
The Cross-Linguistic Effects of Dialogic Reading on Young 
English Language Learners
Design Programme 

Type
Intervention(s) Number of 

Participants
Age of Participants

Cohort (one 
group pre + 
post)

Mainstream 
preschool

Bilingual teacher read stories in 
Spanish to Spanish L1 children.
Use text to discuss phonics.

15 Pre-school
Ages 4-5

Participant 
Characteristics

Location Outcomes Duration Summary Result

Latino Spanish 
L1

“Urban 
school 
district”, 
Virginia, USA

English phonological awareness 
and alphabet knowledge.

6 weeks Favours L1 intervention

Risk of Bias: High



Lee and Macaro (2013) 
Investigating age in the use of L1 or English-only instruction: 
Vocabulary acquisition by Korean EFL learners
Design Programme 

Type
Intervention(s) Number of 

Participants
Age of Participants

Cohort analytic 
(two group pre 
+ post)

EFL Classes in 
mainstream 
school

Bilingual teacher read English 
language texts to classes Korean 
children. Defined preselected 
‘tricky’ vocabulary and defined in 
either Korean. Monolingual 
teachers defined in English.

443 Grade 6
Age 12

Participant 
Characteristics

Location Outcomes Duration Summary Result

Korean L1 Incheon, 
Korea

Expressive and receptive 
knowledge of target vocabulary.

6 weeks Favours L1 intervention

Risk of Bias: High



Chalmers (2014)
Harnessing linguistic diversity in polylingual British curriculum 
schools. Do L1 mediated home learning tasks improve learning 
outcomes for bilingual children? A randomised trial
Design Programme 

Type
Intervention(s) Number of 

Participants
Age of Participants

RCT Mainstream 
primary 
school. Some 
EAL support

Parents given guided reading 
prompts in either L1 or English to 
use with children to read a 
picture book.

36 Years 1 & 2
Ages 5 - 7

Participant 
Characteristics

Location Outcomes Duration Summary Result

Variety of L1s 
and ethnic 
backgrounds

Oxford, UK National Curriculum, level-based 
writing assessment (quality of a
written re-tell of focus story).

10 days No difference detected

Risk of Bias: Low


