
Common misconceptions
about learning bilingually
Misconceptions are very common in relation to the 
benefits and challenges of learning in bilingual settings. 
Many myths persist about the negative impact of 
bilingual learning on literacy development in the main 
language of society. 

International research has shown over many years that, in 
fact, additional language learning within strong bilingual 
programs can enhance students’ learning of both the new 
language and the societal language.

Recent research in bilingual schools in New South Wales 
has supported the international research and disproves 
some common misconceptions. 

The main things we now know from research are 
that strong bilingual programs:

 CAN help students IN their overall literacy skills 
 DO NOT detract from learning in other subjects
 CAN benefit all learners 
Genesee, 2015; Fielding & Harbon, 2020
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Additional language learning  
doesn’t suit students who are 
already bi/multilingual

Research has shown that students who start school with a 
language other than the school language actually benefit from 
participating in a rich language program (such as a strong 
bilingual program) which helps to develop their literacy in 
multiple languages. These students will do better if their home 
language(s) are also developed through to full literacy. Learning a 
third, fourth or fifth language through a strong bilingual program 
which focuses on developing literacy skills in that language can 
also assist their overall literacy development. The underlying 
literacy skills become transferrable between languages giving 
children an understanding of how languages work as systems 
and giving them the tools to control and manoeuvre within and 
between their languages.

Research has shown that strong forms of bilingual education can 
benefit all students regardless of any other learning challenges 
that they may experience. Fred Genesee, a Canadian researcher, 
has shown that students who experience learning challenges in 
other settings often find the bilingual classroom to be the first 
place where they feel on a level playing field with their peers. This 
confidence boost can counterbalance other learning challenges 
and position the child for more success within the bilingual pro-
gram. Genesee has researched student achievement within bi-
lingual settings for several decades and has found that students 
with additional learning needs can succeed as well as other stu-
dents in a bilingual program (Genesee, 2015).

Misconception

Additional language learning 
disadvantages students with 
learning challenges
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What has our research in Australia found? 
We compared two distinct streams of students across three 
schools. Approximately half of the students opted in to a bilingual 
stream in which they learned other subjects through an additional 
language for 1 to 1.5 hours a day. The remaining students did not 
participate in the bilingual stream of learning at all, they learnt 
an additional language as a subject for approximately 30 to 60 
minutes a week.

We found that the ‘bilingual stream’ outperformed the ‘non-bilingual 
stream’ on all literacy aspects of the NAPLAN test. At Year 3 they 
outperformed by an average of 8%. At Year 5 by an average of 6%. 
Further statistical analyses revealed that students in the bilingual 
stream performed at a statistically significant higher level than their 
peers in the non- bilingual stream in all four of the literacy test sub-
sections of reading, writing, spelling and grammar and punctuation.

 

Key Finding: 
Bilingual stream students perform 
at least to the same level as the 
non-bilingual stream and many 
show significantly higher results  
in literacy achievement.

Children in bilingual programs 
will struggle with the NAPLAN test 
(standardised testing of literacy and numeracy)

Our research found that many teachers and parents were 
concerned about how children within the bilingual programs 
would perform in the NAPLAN tests in years 3 and 5. Historical 
research from other countries had indicated that there may be a 
dip in success in English to start with and that it may take some 
years for children to experience the benefits of being in a bilingual 
program. However, our analysis of NAPLAN results across four 
bilingual schools in NSW demonstrated that this was not the case. 
Children in the bilingual programs outperformed their peers in 
NAPLAN at both years 3 and 5 and we saw a statistically significant 
higher performance from children in the bilingual program 
compared to those not in the bilingual program at Year 5. 

International research has already shown for some time that 
all children benefit from a strong bilingual program (Genesee, 
2015). Yet many people in the wider community think that lan-
guage learning is difficult and only suited to students with a “gift” 
for learning a language. In order to challenge this assumption we 
looked at NAPLAN results in NSW bilingual schools. Our research 
showed that in one school where the “Gifted and Talented” 
stream of students were withdrawn from the bilingual program 
from Year 4 onwards, the group which remained in the bilingual 
program significantly outperformed the non-bilingual group. 
This non-bilingual group incorporated the “Gifted and Talented” 
students in the Year 5 NAPLAN results. We can see that the ben-
efit from remaining in the bilingual program outweighed joining 
a separate “Gifted and Talented” stream. We can therefore state 
that students who were not selected for the “Gifted and Talent-
ed” program outperformed those that were chosen by remaining 
in the bilingual program through to Year 5 and beyond.

Misconception

Bilingual programs are only 
advantageous for 'clever' children
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Bilingual Programs Enhance Literacy SkillS

The statistics for the Year 5 results were:
2014 Reading = a significant difference in scores between bilingual 
(M = 555.82, SD = 67.44) and non-bilingual streams (M = 496.03, SD 
= 70.23; t (286) = 7.24, p = 0.000). 

2014 Writing = a significant difference in scores between bilingual 
(M = 518.58, SD = 54.97) and non-bilingual streams (M = 479.48, SD 
= 57.54; t (286) = 5.79, p = 0.000). 

2014 Spelling = a significant difference in scores between bilingual 
(M = 570.94, SD = 51.48) and non-bilingual streams (M = 522.88, SD 
= 68.55; t (286) = 6.46, p = 0.000). 

2014 Grammar and Punctuation = a significant difference in 
scores between bilingual (M = 584.54, SD = 78.78) and non-bilingual 
streams (M = 516.17, SD = 85.47; t (286) = 6.91, p = 0.000).
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