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[image: image2.wmf]COMMON MYTHS ABOUT SECOND LANGUAGE (L2) 
ACQUISITION, LEARNING, & PERFORMANCE 


MYTH #1:  Children learn L2 quickly and easily.
TRUTH:  It is as difficult for children to learn a second language as it is for adults, with the exception of pronunciation.  Differences in the rate of second language acquisition may reflect psychological and social factors, rather than biological ones that favor child learners.  
MYTH #2:  The younger the child (age 3 vs. age 7), the more skill in acquiring L2.

TRUTH:  Preschoolers do not necessarily have an advantage because of their age.  For instance, because of their cognitive and experiential limitations compared to an older child, they are at a disadvantage in how quickly they learn a second language, other things being equal. Exposure in itself does not predict language acquisition.
MYTH #3: The more time children spend in their L2 environment(s)/context(s), the faster they learn the language.

TRUTH:  People that believe this myth are confusing “quantity” with “quality” and negating many variables that impact learning and performance.  There is no simple (or linear) relationship between amount of exposure to L2 and amount learned.  What matters, in addition to “time”, is degree of engagement in learning through “comprehensible” input (English language that children can understand at their L2 level). Children must be able to engage meaningfully and connect prior knowledge … which will impact when they learn something and in what sequence.

Children who have exposure to both their home language and to English acquire English language at an equivalent rate to those who have been in English only programs.
MYTH #4:  Children have acquired L2 once they can speak it.

TRUTH:  Children who are proficient in face-to-face communication have not necessarily achieved proficiency in the more abstract and imbedded academic language needed for many classroom activities (as well as screenings and assessments frequently administered to young children). 
MYTH #5:  All children learn their L2 in the same way. 
TRUTH:  Cultural and individual differences in learner styles, impacted by many variables, affect children’s language acquisition, cognitive development, and learning in general. 
MYTH #6:  If a child has Down Syndrome or autism they are not an English Language Learner.

TRUTH:  Culture manifests itself in all of us.  Just because children have disabilities does not mean they are not considered CLD-ELL.  While ELL is not “the” issue or reason for the disability, variables with being an ELL are “an” issue and such variables cannot be negated.  To do so marginalizes children.
MYTH #7:  Bilingualism is fine for typically developing children but not for children with mental retardation, autism, language impairments, etc.

TRUTH:  According to Kohnert and Glaze 2006-2007  this myth “presumes “bilingualism” is a choice and many children have a history of “input” in a language other than English, as well as a need for English to succeed in the larger community. 
This myth also presumes monolingual children with disorders do “better” than bilingual children with the same disorders (given equally efficacious intervention).  There is no evidence to support this claim.”

  According to Kohnert 2008, the traditional definition of bilingualism often focuses on “proficiency”.  Many educators and doctors mistakenly believe that a child is not “bilingual” because they are not “proficient” in any language.  
Kohnert 2008 describes a functional definition of “bilingualism”, which is based upon children’s experience(s) or need(s) for two or more languages, to varying degrees to meet their communicative needs. 
Unfortunately, educators including administrators, parent educators, teachers, speech-language pathologists, school psychologists, and Applied Behavioral Analyst staff to name a few frequently “insist” or “prescribe” that children with disabilities be exposed to only English.  However, this approach may actually harm children’s learning and social development (California Department of Education 2007 cited by Head Start’s 2008 Dual Language Report).  Researchers have shown that children with disabilities can learn a second language and function as well in both languages as their peers who do not have disabilities (Candelaria-Greene 1996 cited).

REGARDING MYTH #7 & Autism:
NOTE:  this evidence-based information has implications for all children with disabilities

Evolving research indicates when families are counseled to only speak English or choose to do so on their own, it situates the child outside of the routine, the child becomes mostly excluded or engaged in interactions or conversations that represent a more limited range and/or frequency of communicative functions than when L1 is used.  

Also, parents and other family or speech-cultural community members are constrained to speak (and the child exposed to) a language form and manner of communication that are neither consistent with the practices of mainstream American English nor of their own home language-culture.
Although it seems natural and logical,”to be or not to be bilingual” is NOT the question.  
Children, especially those who are high functioning, are brought up in a multilingual, multicultural society and in order to help them, in spite of their disorder, to become members of their speech-cultural communities they have to be given the opportunity to learn both their L1 and L2 within their social and communication environments.
MYTH #8:  Mixing or using two languages is “bad” and/or confusing
TRUTH:  Contrary to popular belief, even among bilingual paraprofessionals, etc., there is no evidence to support language “confusion”.  Children as young as 18 months to two years of age are able to pull from their existing and developing repertoires and “code-switch” naturally.  This is a sign that children are using their linguistic and cognitive resources.  NOTE:  Please keep in mind there is “typical” code-switching and “atypical” code-switching which can be an indicator for a “true” delay.
MYTH #9:  Exposing infants and toddlers to more than one language will cause “confusion” or delay
TRUTH: Overall, studies have shown that children who learn two languages simultaneously display language milestones comparable to those for monolingual children. Refer to chart below:
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(Tabors 2008; Head Start 2008 Dual Language Report cited Stechuk, Burns, & Yandian 2006 and Petito, et.al. 2001;  Kohnert & Glaze 2006-2007; & Genesee, et.al. 2004)
While vocabulary in each language will likely be smaller compared to monolingual peers of the same chornological age, research indicates the total number of words (distributed and duplicated) for both languages is comparable (not the same) to that of monolingual children. NOTE: with consideration of impact of socio-economics, etc.  

MYTH #10:  “Stronger” L1 means “quicker” L2 acquisition
TRUTH:  Confusing quantity and quality again…not “quicker” L2 acquisition, but “better”
MYTH #11:  All ELLs are “sequential” learners (commonly referred to as English as a Second Language [“ESL”])

TRUTH:  A variety of language learner profiles exist and the distinction is becoming more important in the field of speech-language pathology which has implications for all fields of education.  These profiles include…
· Monolingual
· Simultaneous (Bilingual First Language Acquisition [BFLA])
· Second First Language Acquisition (SFLA)
· Early Sequential
· Sequential
· Combination (i.e., a simultaneous-sequential learner [trilingual] speaker)
MYTH #12:  All speech-language milestones for ELLs are delayed

TRUTH:  Kohnert and Glaze 2006-2007 indicated monolingual language learner’s and simultaneous bilingual language learner’s demonstrate the same onset and attainment of early speech-language milestones inherent to being human :



-Vegetative sounds 




-Onset of cooing, babbling, and advanced babbling




-Onset of first words




-Acquisition of first 50 words




-Onset of first 2 word combinations
Refer back to MYTH #9 and it’s TRUTH.  Recognize and remember children who began learning a second language were “monolingual” to begin with!!!
MYTH #13:  We have to wait a certain period of time to refer ELLs for special education evaluations because of the “ESL” issue.
TRUTH:  This approach marginalizes children and likely violates their civil rights.  It also negates the common causes of speech-language-learning difficulties and disorders inherent to being human.  
MYTH #14:  We shouldn’t identify ELLs for special education services because they won’t get services in their home language and/or they might be moving.

TRUTH:  There are a variety of reasons inherent to being human as to why we will legitimately need to provide special education services to ELLs.  This myth negates the many variables involved in learning and is focusing only on one aspect, the “code” of the language [another language besides English].  There are efficacious approaches to working with young ELLs with disabilities… one of which focuses on working on shared features between cultures and languages first before “English only” or “American”.
[image: image3.wmf]We are attempting to disseminate current evidence-based information for educators.  If there is a question or need to edit this information please do not edit and re-disseminate without notifying Jennifer Shackles at jennifershackles@missouristate.edu
Information Compiled for MO-CASE Presentation 09/22/2009 By:

· Joy Coulis, M.S., CCC-SLP

Speech-Language Pathologist-Special School District jlcoulis@ssdmo.org
· Joan Kosta, M.A., CCC-SLP

Speech-Language Pathologist-Special School District; jkosta@ssdmo.org
· Trisha Buenemann, M.S., CCC-SLP

Speech-Language Pathologist-Pattonville School District; tbuenemann@psdr3.org
· Jennifer Shackles, M.A.-TESOL

Migrant Education and English Language Learning (MELL) Instructional Specialist

jennifershackles@missouristate.edu
References

· Bleile, K. (April 2009).  Developmental Speech Disorders:  An International Perspective.  Presented at the Lynda R. Campbell Memorial Lecture Series:  Topics in Diversity.  St. Louis University, St. Louis, MO. 
· Espinosa, L.   (January 2008).  Challenging Common Myths About Young English Language Learners. FCD Policy Brief Advancing PK-3, 8, 1-11.
· Genesee, F., Paradis, J., & Crago, M.  (2004).   Dual Language Development & Disorders:  A Handbook for Bilingualism and Second Language Learning.  Baltimore, MD.  Paul Brookes Publishing Company.
· Kay-Raining Bird, E., Cleave, P., Trudeau, N., Thordardottir, E., Sutton, A., & Thorpe, A.  (August 2005).  The Language Abilities of Bilingual Children with Down Syndrome.  American Journal of Speech-Language Pathology, 14, 187-199.
· King, K. and Fogle, L.  (April 2006).  Raising Bilingual Children:  Common Parental Concerns and Current Research.  Center for Applied Linguistics Digest.  Retrieved from www.cal.org
· Kohnert, K., & Glaze, L. (2006-2007) Clinical Decision-Making with Linguistically Diverse Learners:  A National Web-based Training Program, Minneapolis, MN.  Initially accessed at www.clinicaldecision.umn.edu.  Now archived at www.slhs.umn.edu
· Kremer-Sadlik, T. (2005). To Be or Not To Be Bilingual: Autistic  

Children From Multilingual Families. Paper presented at the Fourth  

International Symposium on Bilingualism, Arizona State University,  

Tempe, AZ.
· Linquanti, R. (1999).  Fostering Academic Success for English Language Learners:  What Do We Know?-Misconceptions That Cloud The Discussion.  Retrieved on 02/24/2006 from file://C:\Documents%20and%20Settings\couli.j\Local%20Settings\Temp\fcctemp\Fosterin
· McLaughlin, B.  (1992).   Myths and Misconceptions About Second Language Learners:  What Every Teacher Needs To Unlearn.  Retrieved January 31, 2006 from http://ncela.gwu.edu/pubs/ncrcdsll/epr5.htm
· National Head Start Training and Technical Assistance Resource Center. (February 2008).  Dual Language Learning:  What Does It Take? Head Start Dual Language Report.  Arlington, VA.  Pal-Tech, Inc.

· Rodriguez, D. (Annual Theme 2009).  Culturally and Linguistically Diverse Students with Autism.  Childhood Education – Infancy Through Early Adolescence – Journal of the Association for Childhood Education International, 85, 5, 313-317.
· Tabors, P.O. (2008).  One Child, Two Languages-Second Edition.  Paul H. Brookes Publishing Co.  Cambridge, MA.
· Wharton, R. H., Levine, K., Miller, E., Breslau, J., & Greenspan, S. I.  (2000). Children with Special Needs in Bilingual Families: A  Developmental Approach to Language Recommendations. In S. I. Greenspan & S. Wieder (Eds.), The Interdisciplinary Council on Developmental and Learning Disorders Clinical Practice Guidelines  

(pp. 141-151). Bethesda: ICDL.

· Yoshida, H. (November 2008).  The Cognitive Consequences of Early Bilingualism.  Zero to Three, 26-30.

· Yu, B. (n.d.).  Monolingual Socialization in a Bilingual Context:  A Case Study of a Child with Autism in A Chinese-English Bilingual Family.  Study presented at 2006 American Speech-Language-Hearing Association’s Annual Convention.  Miami, FL.

6

