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Data from a seven-year public school case study is used 
to demonstrate the impact of dual language instruction  
on student achievement. The school was in an Empower-
ment Zone. Low SES students were in the program; 98 
percent were on free or reduced lunch. Student outcomes 
and program strengths are discussed, showing benefits  
for both English language learners (ELL) and English 
dominant (ED) students. Implementation problems are  
analyzed. Characteristics of successful programs are ident-
ified. Data match consistently high outcomes of national 
longitudinal dual language studies in accelerating student 
achievement, reaching levels above the achievement levels  
of English-only students in mainstream classes. Discussion 
of education in Puerto Rico focuses on equity, quality of 
instruction, impact of English, and the benefits of imple-
menting a program with dual language features to improve 
public education and reduce the achievement gap. [Key 
words: Dual Language; Achievement gap; Puerto Rico; 
English instruction; Educational policy; public education]

abstract



It’s not a secret, it’s here for the taking: an excellent strategy for closing an 
“achievement gap” in education. English language learners (ELLs) and Heritage 
Language students (HLs) – children from families where English is not the 
only language – typically fall behind native speakers of English on standardized 
achievement tests, even after years of instruction. The treasure that helps close this 
achievement gap is dual language education. The success of dual language or two-way 
immersion programs has been documented by about twenty years of data.  
More than two million student records have been evaluated in longitudinal studies 
from communities in the United States (Collier and Thomas 2002). The research 
shows that well-implemented dual language programs can close the “achievement gap.” 

Perhaps more surprisingly, dual language programs can also increase the academic 
performance of all students in the treated cohort – both ELLs and English-only 
students. Students in the cohort typically attain levels above the average achievement 
of English-speaking students from the mainstream, who are not in dual language 
classes. This is the “Astounding Effectiveness of Dual Language Programs”  
(Collier and Thomas 2004): the program is “a treasure” that benefits all. It promotes 
equity and excellence for English language learners, and it helps both ELLs and 
English-dominant students reach higher achievement levels than their English only 
peers in mainstream classes.1 

Part II of this paper will present a case study of one dual language public school 
program—in a Puerto Rican community, in a northeastern US city called “Ourtown.” 
This pilot program, using a 50:50 dual language model (Torres-Guzmán 2002),  
is still in operation. The case study describes seven years of implementation,  
and discusses choices that were made and challenges that were faced. This section 
presents the data on student outcomes achieved by the treated cohort. Part III 
discusses the significance of the data set and program, including sample size, 
selection bias, and experimental design. Student outcomes are compared to the 
patterns of dual language achievement found in the Collier and Thomas national 
longitudinal study (2002), in which more than one million student records were 
analyzed. Part IV considers a few essential features of the dual language model 
and discusses why the model works. Part V will then shift focus, and consider the 
replication of this successful pedagogy in the public schools of Puerto Rico, looking 
at possible benefits and issues. Interestingly, many prestigious private schools in 
Puerto Rico and other countries in the world employ a variant of dual language 
instruction in order to teach English effectively. 
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the treasure is here,
right before our eyes. 



English as a Second Language has been a required subject in the public schools of 
Puerto Rico since the 1950s. However, historically, instruction in English has been 
complicated and political. English may be accepted throughout much of the world as a 
diplomatic and linguistic tool for conducting business, accessing science, technology,  
and information. But, in Puerto Rico, English is also the language of the dominant power. 
Therefore, an interest in teaching English, or programs designed to teach it effectively, 
are sometimes seen as advancing a statehood agenda. In Puerto Rico, improved English 
instruction is often viewed as a zero sum relationship: the more widely and effectively 
English is taught, the more it is feared that the Spanish language and culture will be 
lost.2 In Puerto Rico, everything is seen in the context of status politics. 

Part V will not focus on teaching English, per se, but will address one aspect: 
some possible benefits of introducing dual language education to public schools in 
Puerto Rico. This dual language treasure can produce bilingual, biliterate students, 
and help raise the level of academic achievement. It might help improve the sub par 
instruction of undereducated Puerto Rican public school students, and help close 
the achievement gaps that exist in Puerto Rico today – between public school and 
private school education, between bilingual and monolingual students, both of which 
negatively impact the social fabric and economy of the nation. 

Dual language programs are proliferating in the United States, Canada, and even  
in the Basque country of Spain (Torres-Guzman and Etxeberria, F. 2005). As Figure 1  
indicates, the proliferation of programs in the US is dramatic. This increase is so rapid  
that now there is a shortage of qualified language teachers (Associated Press, 2007). 

figure 1. Growth of DL proGrams, CaL, the Center for appLieD LinGuistiCs

Effectively understanding how to replicate dual language education in the public 
schools of Puerto Rico, as well as in communities that serve Puerto Rican children in 
the diaspora, is critical. Even under conditions far from ideal, as described in the case 
study below, the dual language program produced excellent results. More important, 
it produced results that no other program was able to achieve. Based on US data, 
students in dual language programs, both ELLs and English-dominant students alike will: 

• Outperform their school and district peers, reach or exceed the achievement  
levels of English-dominant, US-born students in mainstream settings; 

• Close the “achievement gap” that separates English Language learners (ELLs) or 
Heritage language (HL) students from their English-dominant, mainstream peers; 

• Develop higher-order thinking skills and use inferential thinking to improve 
performance and overall academic achievement;

• Become bilingual, biliterate, and bicultural people, appreciate diversity,  
and understand and respect cultures other than their own; and
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Source: Directory fo Two-Way Immersion 
Programs in the United States. Available 
at www.cal.org/twi/directory.

First Year of Program Implementation

N
um

be
r 

of
 P

ro
gr

am
s

DeJesus(v1).indd   4 6/18/08   12:21:52 PM



• Outperform Spanish-dominant students from traditional bilingual programs  
on standardized Spanish language assessments. 

a case study — “ourtown”

In 1998, a United States Department of Education Comprehensive School Improve-
ment grant for $1.5 million to implement a five-year pilot dual language (DL) 
program was received by a school district with a long history of academic failure. 
More than a decade ago, this district had been taken over by the State Department 
of Education (DOE) due to its long-standing poor achievement record. This case 
study follows implementation through the first five years of Federal funding, and 
an additional three years of funding, under a second grant. In 2007–8 the project 
entered its tenth year of implementation, and is now under tax levy funds. 

School and neighborhood characteristics

The site for the DL program was a kindergarten to fourth grade school of about 
550 students, a third of whom were English language learners (ELLs). About 85 
percent of the remaining children were English only or English-dominant Heritage 
language (HL) students from Latino families. The target school had more than 
98 percent of its students on free or reduced lunch programs, and fed into a high 
school, which at that time had a drop-out rate of more than 6 percent, more than 
twice the state average. 

This school was located in an Empowerment Zone, meaning that the community 
it served had a large number of unemployed adults, families on welfare, a high 
incidence of crime, and a low incidence of businesses, social services, and 
infrastructural supports. More recent immigrant groups were from the Dominican 
Republic, Central or South America, but Puerto Ricans were the largest group,  
and had recently elected a Puerto Rican City Council member. However, most of 
the Latino teachers in the school were Cuban. 

The grant provided for implementing a pilot program, replicating the “best practice” 
features of a successful dual language model: a 50:50 language distribution – meaning 
all subjects were taught in both languages. Following a schedule, students received 
instruction half of the time in English, half of the time in Spanish. A critical feature 
of the model is that translation is never allowed. For the dual effect, there would be 
two groups within the cohort – one ELLs and the other English-dominant students 
– who were integrated in the same classroom environment (Collier 1992; Collier and 
Thomas 2002, 2003; Howard and Sugarman 2007; Pérez 2004; Soltero 2004; Torres-
Guzmán 2002). 

The dual language program: Issues of implementation

Any funded project is expected to implement the grant, as written. This project 
was a replication of another successful dual language project elsewhere in the state, 
but contained two innovative features expected to make it even more effective. 
First, a parent participation policy advisory committee was to be established, which, 
with the administration of the school, would have control over programmatic and 
financial decisions of the project. Since parent involvement is a known key factor 
for successful school improvement, it was hoped this parent council would stimulate 
parent involvement, engage parents in site-based management, help parents develop 
a knowledge base about their children’s education, and build strong support for the 
program in the community. 
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Unfortunately, this innovative parent component was never developed. The parent 
council was never organized. Parents remained largely uninvolved. Most were 
indifferent, and many were not aware their children were in a special program. 
Parents were more concerned with who was their child’s teacher than with whether 
or not their child was in the program. The lack of ardent parent support made 
dissemination of information about the dual language program sporadic,  
and became an impediment to building a community of support. 

The second innovative feature was an in-school design for the professional 
development component. As school improvement strategists know, professional 
development is critical for the success of any new program, especially one which 
requires a new base of knowledge, a different philosophy and pedagogy, a new set 
of teaching strategies, and new roles for planning and collaboration. Professional 
development is the only mechanism for teacher transformation. For these changes to 
occur, a considerable amount of time needs to be spent on training and developing 
team unity and understanding among the teachers and staff. The minimum time 
estimated for this in-service training was two hours a week, throughout the school 
year, and a summer institute of at least one week long. 

After school, teacher-training sessions are costly and they are optional. In Ourtown, 
the union contract, at the time of this proposal, required that teachers be paid 
about $35.00 per hour for after-school in-service sessions. Given the estimated 
time required for training, and given the new knowledge base and pedagogical 
strategies that were deemed necessary for successful implementation of this new 
dual language program, it was calculated that, for thirty teachers and staff,  
a weekly two-hour meeting after school, for forty weeks a year, could reach 
$85,000. The summer institute for the same size group, for a minimum of one 
week to evaluate the first year’s success and plan for the next year of the program, 
could easily add an additional $20,000 to $25,000 in per-session salaries.  
Thus, depending on the exact number of teachers attending, the per-session costs 
could easily go over $100,000 for each year. Even programs with outside funding 
could quickly run out of funds. Further, spending money to pay teacher per-session 
salaries would take away the start up funds needed for books, materials, supplies, 
and instructional costs. In some ways, the biggest obstacle to school reform is the 
cost of re-training teachers. 

But another huge obstacle in professional development is the problem of regular 
attendance. When teacher training takes place during after school hours, there are 
teachers who eagerly attend, others who wish to attend but cannot, and others who 
simply decline to attend. They cannot be mandated to participate, since the training 
is after school. 

The lack of a consistent teacher cohort throughout a training process is 
an impediment to any school reform model. Changing pedagogy depends on 
changing teacher attitudes and expectations, and the climate and culture of  
the group. Attitudes do not develop automatically. It takes time, work,  
and information. Effective collaboration and planning requires a team spirit,  
a unity and commitment to the educational process at hand, and the willingness 
to work together. Without a consistent group, the goals of professional 
development will not be met. 

The only way to guarantee a unified cohort, with regular and consistent 
attendance, is to have training sessions at a time when the teachers are present and 
participation is not optional. The union contract in this district allowed time during 
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the school day for planning, preparation, and administrative assignments. Some of 
this time could be used for professional development. But the logistics are difficult. 
Not all teachers in the cohort will have a free period at the same time. Sometimes 
there is a “common prep” for a grade meeting, but this would only allow the two 
teachers per grade who were teamed together to meet, not everyone in the cohort 
from all grades, kindergarten to fourth. Finally, while everyone has a lunch hour, 
and sometimes the entire school has a lunch break at the same time, a lunch time 
meeting is out of the question: most union contracts specify a “duty free lunch 
hour,” meaning that teachers cannot be required to attend a lunch-time meeting or 
workshop. The lunch hour is tantamount to having a voluntary after-school meeting: 
only a few, perhaps the most committed, would attend, and the needed consistency 
and continuity would not occur. The time, place, and money for retraining teachers, 
enabling them to learn about and internalize a new knowledge base, a different 
set of strategies and practices, and a more effective pedagogy—these logistics of 
professional development are one of the biggest obstacles to educational change  
and school improvement. 

however, without professional development, teachers cannot be expected to 
teach differently. Without a change in pedagogy, there will be no academic 

improvement. Without improved teacher performance and academic improvement 
there will never be school reform or any significant change. The lack of on-going and 
consistent professional development is one of the main reasons that it is so difficult 
to improve education. 

Because of this problem, the original grant, as written, included an innovative 
and cost effective in-school professional development component. It was designed 
in such a way as to allow all teachers in the dual program to have a weekly, double 
period block, during which time there could be extensive training and planning.  
And, because it was during the school day, it was neither optional nor voluntary.  
The entire teacher cohort could come together to learn, discuss, exchange and 
challenge ideas, plan, collaborate and become a unified and supportive group. 
Importantly, while providing these benefits, the professional development program 
did not break the bank. By saving huge additional costs for after school workshops, 
the bulk of grant monies could be used for start up costs, badly needed books in 
English and Spanish, paper, crayons, instructional supplies, a few computers, TVs, 
and tapes and audio equipment. In other words, the monies could be used to buy the 
teachers what they would need to get the program rolling. 

The change process is not easy. Staff development for adult learners who are often 
knowledgeable and frequently reluctant to change is another big challenge, and 
another of the most difficult aspects of school reform. Unfortunately, in this pilot 
program, neither of the innovative components was implemented, as designed in the 
original grant proposal. As mentioned above, the parent council was never convened. 
Many parents were busy, or just otherwise occupied; some were unaware, perhaps 
disbelieving the importance of their involvement to their child’s success; some thought 
they had nothing to offer; others felt their input might be construed as disrespectful to 
school authorities or teachers. Parent participation was never developed. 

Regarding staff development, the other innovative component in this grant, it 
also never fully occurred, certainly not as planned. While some staff development 
sessions did take place, the in-house planning and conference time was repeatedly 
usurped for issues other than dual language education. Frequently members of the 
administration or district office staff took over the training time for other topics. 
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This eventually forced the dual language program to schedule after school training, 
and spend many thousands of extra dollars to pay per session salaries to teachers. 
Even so, attendance was sporadic. For example, out of four sessions in a month, one 
session might have twenty teachers, another might have five, and never would more 
than one or two teachers attend all sessions. The inconsistent attendance resulted in 
inconsistent training, and the cohort never developed the deep unity and harmony of 
outlook that was intended. 

Further, there were perpetual staffing problems. Each year, beyond the control of 
the principal, usually due to budget cuts or district requirements, younger teachers 
with lower seniority would be “excessed” from the school. The younger bilingual 
teachers were heavily impacted. This constant rotation in staff further diluted 
the impact of the professional development, as it was constantly necessary to 
bring a new crop of teachers up to speed. During the five years of federal funding, 
out of thirty teachers and staff each year, only about seven remained in place for 
the duration of the pilot program. In addition, while the principal remained the 
same, there were five different vice principals in five years. This weakened the 
supervision of the program. 

In addition to these serious staffing and professional development issues,  
the need for after school training, with its consequent high costs, forced a substantial 
cut back on the number of workshop hours that could be afforded. This curtailed  
the professional development plan. All but the most essential topics were reduced  
or eliminated. Teachers had to do their collaborative planning on their own.  
Since a key element of dual language education is the development of parallel 
projects and activities, especially initially, when teachers are learning the way, 
collaborative planning is necessary for creating this effective professional interaction. 
When teachers are working on their own, alone, at home, they make less progress 
toward developing the critical dual partnership, that some have likened to a marriage.

Another consequence of curtailed staff development involved negative attitudes 
from skeptics and nay sayers within the school. With fewer staff development 
hours, and nonessential topics cut, much of the research and documentation of dual 
language success was left aside. Remember, a dual language program is one of several 
bilingual options. And remember, immigration and support for immigrant children’s 
education is a volatile issue in the US today. A resurgence of demands for  
“English Only” legislation, and the dramatic outpouring of demonstrators across  
the US are a testament to the passion and acrimony on this issue. 

As a group, teachers are just as poorly informed as the general public. Within the 
staff of the school were reflected the same attitudes, opinions and even the same 
prejudices that are found in the larger community. Extended staff development 
could have challenged some of these notions, by presenting research and longitudinal 
evidence to counter the doubts and stereotypes. Because the workshops had to be 
curtailed, some of these notions remained unchallenged, leaving some skeptical 
attitudes intact. Many dual language teachers were advocates for the program,  
but a considerable number of teachers in the school, including some of the 
traditional bilingual teachers and administrators, did not fully understand the 
program, and perhaps some resented it. Especially, during the first years, before  
the results came in, some of the administrators and teachers doubted that dual 
language would benefit all children, which eventually, it did. 

Perhaps as a consequence of these doubts and issues, some of the dual language 
teachers began to take liberties, and make changes to the program design,  



in the privacy of their classrooms, possibly thinking that such changes would be 
beneficial to their students. In one instance, several early grade teachers took 
it upon themselves to group students by language dominance, and provide ESL 
to English language learners and English Language Arts to the English-speaking 
students, instead of providing English Language Arts to both groups. This deviated 
importantly from a cardinal rule of dual language: both cohorts of students must 
receive the same subjects, and all topics taught in English must be taught in Spanish 
(at different times in the day or week. Translation is never allowed). 

Once discovered, it was feared that this seemingly minor change would lead to 
lower student achievement. Collier and Thomas found that small, “insignificant 
changes” could lead to large reductions in student achievement. In their study, 
a similar, seemingly minor change had the cumulative and significant affect of 
reducing the rate of growth from 6 NCEs to only 3.5 NCEs annually, compared to 
the achievement rate of other programs documented in the same study (Collier and 
Thomas 2004: 13). In Ourtown, we can only speculate as to the effect that this  
“small change” had on reducing student achievement. 

There were a myriad of little changes, doubts, and erosions that could have, and 
perhaps did have, a negative impact on student outcomes. Many teachers could 
never understand the importance of sticking to the experimental design. Because 
they were professionals, they thought they knew best, and because they didn’t see 
the significance of some details, they assumed there was no significance. On the 
other hand, the one team, which adhered totally to the experimental design and 
consistently followed the plan of dual language instruction, was able to achieve 
extraordinary results with their students. Their ELLs performed higher in English 
reading than other children in the grade who were not in the dual language program; 
and their EDs spoke and understood Spanish so well that Spanish-speaking 
supervisors, observing the Spanish classes, could not identify which children were 
native speakers of Spanish and which children had learned Spanish as a second 
language, after only two years in the program. 

In a similar, related issue, but on the leadership level, a well-regarded 
institution of higher education (IHE) was initially hired by the district to 
implement the grant. During the first three years, the IHE collected no 
quantitative data or documentation of student outcomes. This too deviated 
from the program design, as specified in the grant. Lacking any documentation 
of initial program success, the Department of Education (DOE) informed 
the district that it was considering suspending the pilot program. There was 
concern that the Federal DOE might even require the district to pay back funds, 
which had been received during the first three years. This would have been a 
great embarrassment and setback for a district already known for poor quality 
education, and under receivership by the State. 

The Federal government, however, allowed the district to submit a corrective 
action plan, which was accepted. With an agreement to stick to the original 
grant design, collect data and return to the goals and objectives of the proposal, 
the pilot dual language project was allowed to continue, under new directorship. 
Data were collected at the end of year 4, with the first cohort of students 
who had entered in kindergarten or first grade, and had now reached third or 
fourth grades. Although deviations were small, it should be noted that by not 
meticulously following every detail of the experimental design of the grant, 
especially during the first three years, student achievement might have been 
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impacted. Had the grant been adhered to rigorously, student outcomes may have 
been different. Based on data from other dual language programs, as indicated 
below, student achievement may have been higher. 

Often those involved in school reform resist quantitative evaluation, fearing 
that the numbers may not reflect the benefits of their programs. This fear is 
especially high when working with students who historically have not performed 
well on standardized tests. But there is another side to this issue, especially for 
nontraditional program options. Only hard data and documentation can prove that  
a program works, and convince the nay sayers and skeptics with empirical evidence. 

Closing the achievement gap

In this program, children began their dual language experience in kindergarten 
or first grade, and were identified, as either English language learners (ELLs), 
or English-dominant (ED) students. When data were finally collected in year 
4, student outcomes were disaggregated by these language cohorts. It should 
be noted that after a few years of dual language instruction, it was difficult to 
distinguish the ELL student from the ED. A student could speak fluent, grade-
appropriate, accent-free English, read it and write it well, but if the child entered 
as an ELL, s/he remained part of that cohort. Tracking the outcomes of each 
cohort is the only way to document outcomes and determine if the  
“achievement gap” was being reduced. 

From the public policy perspective closing the achievement gap is probably the 
most important goal in the education of language diverse students. Typically, the 
English-only (EO) student from the dominant culture will increase their knowledge 
and skills by one year’s growth in one year’s time. The English language learner may 
also progress one year’s growth in one year’s time, but since the ELL student started 
out behind, by the end of the year, if both have advanced a full year’s growth, the 
English language learner still remains behind. In other words, s/he is trying to catch 
up with a moving target. To close the gap, the ELL student’s achievement must be 
greater than one year’s growth in the same year’s time. A tall order.

In transitional bilingual education programs, this is rarely, if ever, accomplished. 
To make one and a half year’s growth in one year’s time is difficult for any student; 
but it is especially difficult for a student who may come from a poor social and 
economic environment, from a culture unused to US teachers and US schools, or from 
homes that might lack the resources, books, computers, or a quiet place to study. 
Yet these are precisely the demographics of most English language learners involved 
in dual language programs (Robledo Montecel and Danini Cortez 2002).

Therefore, if it could be shown that a program, which accepts virtually any 
child, who comes in through the school house door, can, without singling out 
only the most promising students, within the normal school year, in the same 
school, with the same teachers, the same administrators, using the same books 
and curriculum, under the same district policies and state mandates, in short, 
under virtually the same set of conditions—if it could be shown that such a 
program can help the average English language learner (ELL) make one and a 
half year’s progress in only one year’s time, and reach the same high academic 
standards of performance expected of native-born, English-only or English-
dominant children, then that would indeed be an impressive feat. And if both 
the English language learner and the English-dominant student were to equal 
or outperform their English-only peers in the mainstream, general education 
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program, from the same school, or the same district, or the same state,  
and, if in addition both ELLs and English-dominant students were to become 
bilingual, biliterate, and bicultural, then, indeed, such a program would be a 
treasure, for all. 

Data and student outcomes

As required by No Child Left Behind (NCLB), the Department of Education 
in each US state administers a standardized achievement test in fourth and other 
grades, in English, to assess Language Arts and Mathematics ability. At the state 
level, these tests are graded, and the results are returned to the district with a 
scaled score correlated to the levels of Partial Proficient, Proficient, or Advanced 
Proficient. These test scores can be used to assess schools and districts. Under 
NCLB, schools are required to have annual testing and are required to show 
annual yearly progress (AYP). The consequences of being identified as a low 
scoring school, or not meeting the AYP can be serious. Indeed, many schools and 
districts avoid testing ELLs in fear that the English-language learners will deflate 
the scores of their schools and will make achieving the AYP that much more 
difficult. Research has consistently shown that English language learners usually 
need five to seven years of English instruction in order to achieve academic 
proficiency (Cummins 1999; Goodman 1979; Hakuta and Díaz 1984; Krashen 
2007; Pérez 2004; Torres-Guzmán 2002). In this study, students were tested in 
fourth grade, after four or five years of dual language instruction. 

The fourth grade statewide achievement scores were used by the program 
evaluator to assess Language Arts achievement of students in the dual language 
program, to disaggregate scores according to ELL and ED cohorts, and to 
compare the scores of the treated group to the achievement scores of other 
students in the school and district. Comparisons were made to the general 
education mainstream program, and to the transitional bilingual program, both 
in the school and the district. Scores of students from the special education 
program were omitted from all calculations. In addition to the state testing,  
a standardized Spanish Reading test was administered to all students in the 
target school, dual language program, general education program, and transitional 
bilingual program to document Spanish language reading achievement during the 
final two years of the program, in accordance with the Federal agreement. 

The data documenting dual language achievement is presented in the figures 
below. In these figures, data from the dual language program is disaggregated 
into ELLs and EDs, the term general education refers to mainstream students 
in the all English general education program, and the term bilingual education 
refers to students who are designated by the district as ELLs, who are not in 
the treated cohort, but are in the transitional bilingual program. It should be 
noted that all ELLs entering the target school in kindergarten or first grade 
were placed into a dual language classroom. No other bilingual option was 
available for them. Therefore, students from the target school who were in the 
transitional bilingual program were students who transferred into the school, 
at the upper grade levels. All data exclude the scores of Special Education 
students. Figure 2, below, presents the percentage of fourth grade students 
achieving Proficient scores, on the 2002 state Language Arts assessment, 
presented by program. 
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These results were dramatic and were a pleasant surprise to administration  
and teachers alike. Only 47 percent of the general education students and  
only 25 percent of transitional bilingual students achieved Proficiency on the 
state exam. But 80 percent of the dual language students, both ELL and ED, 
achieved Proficiency level, vastly surpassing English-dominant mainstream 
students and bilingual students in the school. The “achievement gap” between 
ELLs and their English-dominant mainstream peers was totally eliminated,  
on the school level, by about 33 percent, a statistically significant difference.  
Indeed, the number of dual students reaching a Proficiency level was so high  
that this school made the greatest annual progress (AYP) in the district,  
and was commended for this achievement by the district superintendent.  
In fact, the extraordinary scores of dual language students raised the average 
scores for the entire school. 

Following enactment of NCLB in 2002, the DOE changed its assessment 
instrument. The percentage of students who reached Proficiency level in 2003 is 
reported in Figure 3, below.
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Figure 2. 4th graDe Language arts, spring 2001–2002.

Figure 3. 4th graDe Language arts, 2002–2003.



As indicated in Figure 3, only 39 percent of the students in the mainstream,  
general education population, and only 38 percent of the students in the transitional 
bilingual program were able to achieve Proficiency level in 2002–3. Again, dual language 
students, both ELLs and EDs, outperformed their school peers by almost 20 percent. 
In the treated cohort, 58 percent of the ED students, and 60 percent of the ELL 
students achieved the Proficiency level established by the state. For the second time, 
during the final two years of federal funding, this outstanding achievement occurred. 
Again, the treated group, students in the dual language program, both ELLs and 
EDs, significantly outperformed their monolingual and transitional bilingual school 
and district peers, who were lagging behind in an achievement gap. 

In 2003, Spanish Reading Proficiency of dual language students was measured 
by the Developmental Reading Assessment (DRA-Spanish) a standardized test, 
reported in Figure 4.

As indicated in Figure 4, the treated students in both the ELL and ED cohorts show 
high levels of Spanish reading achievement. The English-dominant cohort of the 
treated group outscored their English-dominant peers in the mainstream by about 
23 percent in the post-test, and, incredibly, these native speakers of English even 
outscored native speakers of Spanish from the transitional bilingual program by 
6 percent in the post-test. Whereas there was little or no change from pre-test to 
post-test for students in the mainstream, or for students in the transitional bilingual 
program, for dual language students, reading ability in Spanish improved between 
5 percent and 7 percent, between the pre- and post-test scores. Not surprisingly, 
the English language learners in the dual language program outscored their ED 
peers from the general education by 35 percent, but they also outscored other 
native speakers of Spanish, in the transitional bilingual classes, by 18 percent on the 
post-test. Thus, the dual language students, both ELLs and EDs, are consistently 
outscoring their ELL and ED peers in the school, both in English Language Arts  
and in Spanish reading. 

In 2002–3, year 5 of the Dual Language program and the final year of Federal 
funding, a proposal for a Foreign Language Assistance Program (FLAP) grant was 
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Figure 4. Degrees oF reaDing assessment, in spanish (Dra-spanish) — Fourth graDe, 
2002–2003.



funded by the USDOE. With its now documented and impressive success, the FLAP 
grant extended the Dual Language project for another three years. The data for 
2003–4, and 2004–5, the sixth and seventh years of dual language implementation, 
as presented in Figures 5 and 6 below, was obtained from the State Department of 
Education’s official School Report Cards, providing comparisons previously not 
available, regarding school, district, and state data. However, data for bilingual 
students at the school or district level were not available during these years.  
Special Education scores are omitted from all calculations. 

In 2003–4, dual language English-dominant students outperformed their ED 
school peers by about 20 percent, and ED district peers by about 5 percent. 
Although these students did not quite reach the percentage of students achieving 
proficiency on the state level, this dual language cohort was the highest achieving 
group in the school or district, and the only group approaching state proficiency 
levels. This is an outstanding achievement for students from a historically low 
performing district. The English language learners in the dual language program 
achieved virtually achieved parity with English-only students in the district, 
eliminating the achievement gap and outscoring the English-only students in the 
school by more than 13 percent. In the school and district, the dual language students 
were the highest performing cohorts. 

Figure 6 (next page), presents achievement data for 2004–5, year 7 of the 
program. As these data show, the English-dominant students in the treated group 
outperformed English-dominant students in the state by 9 percent. This achieve-
ment was historic. Never before had any cohort in this district outperformed 
state levels by such a margin. The English language learners in the treated group 
approached state levels, and outperformed English-dominant, mainstream students 
in the school by a margin of 9 percent, and in the district, by a margin of 6 percent. 

Thus, both groups in the dual language program made performance history this 
year. In comparison to the school and district, the achievement gap was eliminated. 
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Figure 5. 4th graDe Language arts, spring 2003–2004: perCentage oF stuDents who 
aChieveD proFiCienCy by program.



In comparison to the state, the English-dominant students from the dual language 
program outperformed their English-dominant peers, on a historic level. This program 
is a win-win treasure for all children. 

a strong pattern of accelerated achievement

By 2004–5, English-dominant students in the dual language program were the 
highest performing cohort in the school and the district. After seven years of 
program implementation, the assessment data showed a constant and impressive 
pattern of student success. The consistently high level of student performance is no 
small feat for a district historically plagued by low achievement, and still under state 
receivership. It is particularly impressive that English language learners, the group 
most likely to fall behind the mainstream achievement levels, should be part of the 
group outperforming their mainstream peers. 

Statistical inferences cannot be drawn from this data set

The devil’s advocate (DA) would say that statistical inferences cannot be drawn  
from this case study or data set. The DA would argue that the program deviated 
slightly from the program experimental design, and the sample size is too small. 
Further the DA might say that there was selection bias, even though most parents 
were indifferent and many were not even aware of the dual language program.  
While there is an impressive positive pattern of student achievement, the DA would 
further argue that this case study alone cannot prove the positive outcomes of dual 
language education. All that can be shown from the case study is a strong pattern of 
positive correlation between the achievement of students in the dual language program, as 
compared with other student cohorts, during a given year. Therefore, the DA would say, 
these program outcomes cannot be used as a basis for making statistical predictions 
concerning future achievement levels of students in dual language programs. 

A pattern consistent with a million student records

Perhaps statistical inferences cannot be drawn from this case study and data set 
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Figure 6. 4th graDe Language arts, spring 2004–2005: perCentage oF stuDents who 
aChieveD proFiCienCy by program.



alone, but the patterns of success and accelerated achievement, during seven 
consecutive years of implementation, are not an anomaly. On the contrary,  
these patterns are completely consistent with the 2002 national longitudinal study 
on dual language education, done by Collier and Thomas. Beginning in 1986,  
they studied more than two million student records – the largest data set ever collected 
for a bilingual or ESL program. Their data document the “astounding success”  
of dual language education (Collier and Thomas 2004). Far from an anomaly, 
numerous studies, analysis, and documentation of dual language programs 
corroborate these findings (Collier and Thomas, 1997a, 1997b, 2002, 200�, 2004; 
Cummins, J. 1991, 1999; Genesee 1987, 1999; Hakuta and Díaz 1984; Howard et 
al. 2005; Howard and Sugarman 2007; Krashen 2007; Lindholm 1990, 1991, 1997; 
Lindholm-Lehry 2005; Pérez 2004; Ramírez, Yuen, and Ramey 1991; Soltero 2004; 
Torres-Guzmán, 2002; Torres-Guzman,  Kleyn, Morales-Rodriguez and Han 2005).

The impressive consistency between the student outcomes in this study,  
and the pattern of achievement documented by other studies, does offer grounds for 
reasonable prediction. Further, the demographics of this case study – a public school 
located in an Empowerment Zone, with nearly 98 percent of the school population 
receiving free or reduced lunch – are also consistent with the demographic profiles 
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figure 7. patterns of k-12 enGLish Learners’ LonG-term aChievement in nCes on stanDarDizeD tests in 
enGLish reaDinG CompareD aCross six proGram moDeLs.

(results aggregated from a series of 4–8 year longitudinal studies from well-implemented, mature programs in five 
school districts)
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of other successful dual language programs (Robledo Montecel and Danini Cortez 
2002), adding further credibility to the notion that student achievement was the 
result of dual language instruction, and not a high SES.

Longitudinal studies

The National Longitudinal study by Collier and Thomas shows the impressive 
success of dual language education, in different venues. Figure 7, the famous Collier 
and Thomas chart created in 1995, dramatically depicts longitudinal achievement of 
ELL students in dual language programs, as compared with achievement of students 
in four other bilingual program options. An up to date, but more complicated version 
of this chart includes recent ESL programs in California and shows plummeting 
achievement levels. (For additional information see The Center for Applied 
Linguistics [CAL] at www.cal.org, and The National Clearinghouse for English 
Language Acquisition [NCELA] at www.ncela.gwu.edu and endnote 1.)
 In this Collier and Thomas graphic, the student achievement, grades kindergarten 
through twelve, in five program options, is compared. The horizontal line at the 
50 NCE level represents the average performance of native-English speakers, 
making one year’s progress in each grade. This is the standard against which the 
achievement gap will be measured. The ESL pullout program, perhaps the most 
common model, appears to show results quickly, but then sharply falls, at about third 
or fourth grade, when concepts in school become more complex, and beyond simple 
ESL. By eleventh grade, students from the ESL pullout have made no progress on 
achievement. Traditional ESL and Early Exit bilingual education (BE) programs, 
usually 3 years of instruction, only show progress at the 40 NCE level, and do not 
come close to eliminating the achievement gap, or reaching the average performance 
of native-English speakers. Late-exit, maintenance BE programs, practically extinct 
in the current political climate, produce achievement that is equivalent to native-
English speakers. But only dual language, two-way bilingual immersion programs 
surpass the achievement of native-English students, in this case by about 10 NCEs. 

Why dual programs work — The necessary conditions

There must be a commitment, administratively, organizationally, pedagogically,  
and politically, to support and maintain the students’ heritage language for dual 
language programs to work. This requires a commitment to implement a dual 
language program for five years or more, providing enough time for students to 
develop academic levels in the second language. In addition, a commitment must 
be made to maintain an academically challenging school curriculum, rather than 
watering down the material for the language learner. Material can never be repeated 
or translated in a dual language program. This commitment requires quality teacher 
planning and time. Finally, there must be a mix of the students in the cohort, 
language learners and language-dominant students, as close to 50–50 as possible. 
Students learn language from their teachers, who model proficient, native quality, 
accent free speech, and also learn from their native speaking peers. 

The cognitive stretch

In a well-implemented dual language program, students experience what this researcher 
has called the cognitive stretch: a perpetual intellectual environment, which forces students 
to think inferentially. As this cognitive stretch becomes habitual, leading students to 
develop their intellectual capacity, they become active, higher-order thinkers. 
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For anyone who has had the experience of learning a second or third language,  
the following depiction may seem familiar. In the native language, a student can 
listen with only part concentration, and still understand. In a second language,  
this is not possible. To understand in a new language, the student must employ 
incredible mental focus and constant concentration, or s/he will lose the thread. 
S/he will hear a new word or phrase, which is not exactly understood, but from 
the context will infer the meaning, mentally realizing, “Oh, that must mean,” 
or “Oh, that’s how you say….” There is a constant duality between linguistically 
understanding what is said, and metalinguistically realizing how the language 
works. Drawing inferences from known vocabulary and context to understand the 
unknown, new meanings, the student is forced into a heightened intellectual state of 
constant attentiveness and hypothesis. There is a metalinguistic awareness together 
with a linguistic awareness, and metacognitive insight together with cognitive 
understanding. The student is in a constant state of discovery and intellectual 
excitement, from learning in two languages, one known and one inferred. 

Such a mental environment is exhilarating, even as it is taxing. Eventually,  
this high level of intellectual challenge becomes exhausting. Second language learners 
can suddenly become mentally fatigued; suddenly everything is a blank. In a flash, 
they understand nothing. This is a pedagogical overload, the moment to change 
activities (not languages) and recoup. In a well-designed dual language program, the 
same instruction is never repeated or translated. Repetition or translation would not 
only decrease the amount of content studied, it would also compromise the cognitive 
stretch. For the student to understand his or her own language needs little mental 
exertion. If material were repeated or translated, there would be no need to try  
and understand the harder second language. Automatically, perhaps unconsciously, 
the student would relax, mentally sit back, and just wait for the translation. 

In a dual program, both the English language learner and English-dominant student 
are, at times, second language learners. Each cohort develops intense mental focus and 
concentration, and will experience the cognitive stretch at different times. Each cohort will 
hone their concentration and mental skills and become habitual inferential thinkers. 

Such a mental challenge is not unique to learning a second language. It exists 
in any good academic environment: the rapid clash of debate, the sudden flash of 
insight when analyzing literature or debating philosophy, studying the results of an 
experiment, or suddenly seeing a solution in math. The cognitive stretch, built into a 
dual language program, simulates a high-powered intellectual environment of a top-
notch school. Sadly, for most of our children this is a new experience. Most rarely 
experience a mental challenge in their public school classrooms. Instead, they mark 
time in boredom, passively learning in a rote environment. Such dull classrooms 
only require memorization and literal thinking, not active, exciting, inferential,  
or creative thinking. 

The brain, like any muscle, is well served by constant exercise. Recent findings 
document that learning a language, doing puzzles, and intellectual activities 
improve memory, mental ability, and even act as a deterrent to Alzheimer’s disease  
(Guzowski 2007; Weil 2007; Zelinski 2007). The constant mental movement 
between discovery and understanding in a dual language classroom results in 
an inferential dynamic that strengthens and empowers the intellect. It is this 
heightened level of thinking, higher-order skills, and habitual analysis that may 
explain the consistently higher achievement levels of all dual language students,  
in comparison to their monolingual peers. 
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implications for puerto rico

There is always a danger of generalizing from a small sample to a larger context.  
Yet there are intriguing similarities between the Puerto Rican community in which 
this study took place and some of the social, educational, and economic conditions 
in Puerto Rico, particularly in relation to public school students. Both locations have 
a huge untapped potential, high unemployment, failing public education, the lack of 
reliable infrastructure, crime, violence, drugs, and even the taint of corruption.  
Of course, there are clear and significant differences. But this model, which has proved 
effective for Latino students in Latino communities in the US, and is being used in 
Canada and areas of Spain, might benefit Puerto Rican students in Puerto Rico. 

In Puerto Rico, English language instruction is political and complicated. To under-
stand the passionate reactions and possible ramifications of setting up an effective, 
public school program, it might be useful to summarize some background and history. 

A brief history of English in Puerto Rico

More than 100 years since the United States invaded Puerto Rico, English and 
the culture of the United States are evident everywhere. During the first 50 years, 
emphasis was placed by the US on installing English as the predominant language of 
education, to “teach and inculcate ‘American values’” (Dietz 1986: 129). In 1899, only 
a year after the US took over Puerto Rico, a policy was circulated requiring that  
“all teachers ‘shall be expected to learn English’” (Negrón de Montilla 1971: 10). 
In 1902, US authorities “abolished instruction in Spanish, leading to a rebellion of 
elementary school children” (Negrón de Montilla 1971: 12). English policy intended  
to make education in Puerto Rico

supportive of business interests…and give us [i.e., the us] a corps of young puerto 
ricans, trained in both the english and spanish language and in our industrial and 
commercial methods who will be valuable pioneers in extending our trade in south 
america… [and] in creating markets for our manufacturers. (victor a. Clark, Porto 
Rico and Its Problems, 1930, cited in Dietz 1986: 129–30) 

This writer knew the goals of educational policy, as he had been “director of the 
Bureau of Education, under the military government in Puerto Rico,” and went on  
to direct an early Brookings Institution study of Puerto Rico (Dietz 1986: 130n). 

Assimilationist policies using forced instruction in English continued until as 
recently as Franklin D. Roosevelt, who called for “forced bilingualism,” which he 
felt was “an indispensable part of the American policy” (Walsh 1991: 20). But forced 
education in English had always provoked resentment in Puerto Rico. In 1946, “a bill to 
make Spanish the language of instruction [was] passed by the Puerto Rican legislature, 
over the veto of the governor” but was “immediately” vetoed by Harry Truman.  
The “forced teaching of subject matter in English to Spanish speakers had devastating 
effects on the education process and is believed to have lowered the overall quality 
of education” (Negrón de Montilla, cited in Dietz 1986: 129). It also led to political 
resistance and social upheaval. In the words of Don Pedro Albizu Campos,  
when “teachers were convinced that they should teach everything in English …the 
nation assented to its moral and material dismemberment.” (Cited in Walsh 1991: 19) 

In 1948, Muñoz Marín installed Spanish as the language of instruction in Puerto 
Rico, with required classes in English as a Second Language. After the incarceration 
of Albizu Campos and members of the Nationalist Party in 1947, the need for 
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“providing peace and security as a condition for United States investment”  
(Walsh 1991: 21–2) was more important to the US government than the goal of 
creating an English language public education system, and assimilating Puerto Ricans 
through it. This time the US allowed Spanish to remain the language of instruction  
in the public schools. But the Americanization process continues to this day:  
Spanish is used in the schools to teach US history and US holidays (Negrón de 
Montilla 1971); fast food, technology, including American music in the malls, draws 
the population, especially youth, to US values and culture. According to Carr, “[M]
iddle classes appear to have moved to a new stage of colonialism [g]rounded in a 
socioeconomic, imperialist reality in which to ‘command English’ was the essential 
tool of social mobility in a business world dominated by US firms” (Walsh 1986: 25). 

A command of English is seen by many as useful for employment, to access 
technology and to succeed in higher education. A 1990 survey illustrates the complex 
attitudes many Puerto Ricans have about English. In the survey, 24 percent of the 
respondents “spoke English with ease”; 50 percent felt the economy would improve 
under statehood; 70 percent felt “maintaining the supremacy of Spanish” was 
“extremely important”; 49 percent believed that the Commonwealth was the status 
that would best preserve Spanish; and only 20 percent thought Spanish would survive 
under statehood (Barreto 2001: 41–3).

“Many of the better jobs available in Puerto Rico require higher levels of skill…. 
[C]ompetition for these jobs is often dependent on proficiency in English”  
(Barreto 2001: 24). More than 25 percent of all school-age children currently  
attend private schools, often the children of middle class and affluent families 
(Rivera-Batiz and Ladd 2006). Private schools are perceived as providing higher 
quality education, and effectively teaching English. According to Barreto,  
there are “many politicians” who fear that teaching English in the “public schools, 
to predominantly poor students, would bring Puerto Rico closer to annexation by 
the United States” but who “nevertheless send their own children to private schools 
where education is conducted in English” (Barreto 2001: 26). 

Perhaps for this reason, the statehood mayor of San Juan recently inaugurated 
a bilingual program in the public schools. But education and language continue to 
divide Puerto Rico; the poor and middle class, who attend public schools, remain 
separate from the upper middle class and wealthy, who often attend private schools: 
Attitudes toward English cannot be separated from class, personal status, or the 
status politics of Puerto Rico. 

Complicating this equation, there are many so-called “Nuyoricans,” and others 
who have lived in the diaspora. They return to Puerto Rico to visit grandparents 
or to live, speaking English. Many Puerto Ricans who migrated to the United 
States were poor or from working class backgrounds. Their children, often poorly 
educated by the low functioning public schools found in Latino communities 
(DeJesús 1995; Goodman 1979; and Pérez 2004), return to Puerto Rico with some 
verbal proficiency in English. The Spanish-speaking grandparents can barely 
communicate with the English-speaking grandchildren, resulting in the loss of 
Heritage language and an intergenerational linguistic disconnect so poignantly 
explored by Lily Wong-Fillmore (1991) and Stephen Krashen (1998). The heartache 
of intergenerational linguistic disconnect is a daily occurrence in Puerto Rico. 

Thus, English is a loaded subject. When English was mandated as the language 
of instruction in the public schools, a refusal to use English became a symbol of 
defiance, a defense of Puerto Rican national culture and identity. But the use of 
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English now is, for many, a symbol of progress, status, and education. This double 
attitude, sometimes existing simultaneously in a single individual, represents a 
dichotomy that fits well with the constant and ubiquitous national focus on the 
status of Puerto Rico: as a Commonwealth, possibly as a state, or as an independent, 
sovereign nation. There is virtually no topic or political discussion in Puerto Rico, 
including a discussion of English, which does not quickly lead back to the volatile and 
passionate status debate. 

Identity politics and economics in Puerto Rico are entwined with the question of 
language: there is sometimes a desire to speak English, sometimes a refusal to speak 
English, and sometimes a deep level of shame, especially among second- and-third 
generation children of the diaspora, for not being able to speak their own language, 
accent-free Spanish, and therefore for not being accepted as real Puerto Ricans in their 
own nation (Krashen 1998). And thus, the many gaps that divide Puerto Rico: between 
rich and poor, private school and public school, bilingual and monolingual, and Puerto 
Ricans born and raised in Puerto Rico and Puerto Ricans from the diaspora.

Language instruction in Puerto Rico, English, and Spanish

In order to comply with the NCLB, Puerto Rico began to administer, in 2003, 
a national achievement test, Pruebas Puertorriqueñas de Aprovechamento 
Académico (PPAA). As Rivera-Batiz and Ladd point out, this instrument will fail  
to capture the achievement levels of all students, since 25 percent of students,  
the private school attendees, the most affluent and perhaps most likely to achieve 
academic success, will not be required to participate in the testing program.  
In 2002–3 and 2003–4, more than 50 percent of the public school students tested 
failed to reach proficiency in Math, Spanish, and English as a Second Language. 
Given that Puerto Rico, like US states, sets its own proficiency levels, if these 
scores were measured against National Assessment of Educational Progress 
(NEAP) levels, the only national measure in the United States, “it is likely…that the 
performance of public school students in Puerto Rico would have appeared even 
less satisfactory” (Rivera-Batiz and Ladd 2006: 199). This is a “major educational 
concern for Puerto Rico, particularly as the island seeks to compete with other 
countries in attracting industries…that rely heavily on highly educated technical 
workers” (Rivera-Batiz and Ladd 2006: 200). Adopting or incorporating integral 
features of the dual language program in Puerto Rico might help to provide a solution 
to one or both issues in public education: developing bilingualism among all sectors 
of the student population and raising student levels of academic achievement. 

NCLB’s mandate for annual testing gives an appearance of scientific rigor 
and quantitative measurement that may not always pertain. As noted in the case 
study, above, the state in which this dual language program is located changed its 
assessment, the year after NCLB was enacted. Under NCLB, annual testing is  
highly political, and state decisions often have the appearance of self-interest.  
What is proficient in 2005 may not have been proficient in 2000. What is proficient 
in Mississippi may not be proficient in New York. 

 “[T]he proportion of students performing below a standard of proficiency is closely 
related to the chosen standard. The higher is the standard; the lower will be the 
proportion of students who meet it. Given that under NCLB each state sets its 
own standards…. [M]ost, if not all states, have adopted proficiency benchmarks well 
below (and sometimes substantially below) NAEP standards (National Assessment of 
Educational Progress)…the only comparable measure across states” (Rivera-Batiz and 
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Ladd 2006: 199). Another observer agreed: “[T]he law lets each state write its own tests 
and define proficiency as it sees fit. In all but a few states, the standards for proficiency 
have been set far lower than the national assessment tests do” (Dillon 2007).

So, what might be the achievement levels in Puerto Rico if NAEP standards 
applied, instead of the PPAA standards? Would more than 50 percent of public 
school students still fail to reach proficiency, as they did in 2003 and 2004? Last July 
2007, NAEP released data from Puerto Rico on Math achievement results obtained 
in 2003 and 2005. “In 2003, at the eighth grade, 4 percent of Puerto Rico students 
scored at or above Basic [level] as compared to 67 percent nationally [in the US]”;  
and “In 2005, at the eighth grade, 6 percent of Puerto Rico students scored at or 
above Basic [level] as compared to 68 percent nationally [in the US]…. 

“The ‘at or above Basic’ category includes Basic, Proficient, and Advanced” levels. In the 
section “2005 Results by Content Area…for grade 8, Puerto Rico students scored below 
the national average in all five content areas…. The score gaps ranged from 49 points 
[below the national average] in geometry to 76 points [below the national average] in 
measurement….” The 2003 and 2005 scores cannot be compared to each other because 
of differences in the exams, so the 2005 score cannot be seen as an improvement over 
2003 score. Evaluating students from Puerto Rico with the national averages of the same 
year, “basic” is still less than proficient. That means 96% of 8th grade students in 2003, and 
94% of 8th grade students in 2005 failed to reach a basic score in Mathematics, let alone 
to reach a proficiency level. Let the data speak for itself (Executive Summary, http://nces.
ed.gov/whatsnew/commissioner/remarks2007/3_29_2007.asp). 

The dual language dynamic in Puerto Rico

In the United States, English language learners in a dual language program learn 
the language of the dominant culture. In Puerto Rico, the linguistic dynamic would 
be different, but perhaps similar to Canada, where dual language education is the 
standard in Quebec. Dual language programs were developed in Canada as a solution 
to the problem of teaching French to an English-only Canadian population: English-
speaking students were learning French, the language of the majority in Quebec. 
Likewise in Puerto Rico, English-speaking students might learn Spanish, the language 
of the majority in Puerto Rico. Dual language programs, highly successful in Quebec, 
have served as a model (Cummins 1992, 1999; Genesee 1987, 1999).

It should be stated again that the dual language model requires a cohort of native 
English speakers and a cohort of native Spanish speakers. If dual language education 
were replicated in Puerto Rico, the recommended model would be a 50:50 language 
distribution (Torres-Guzmán 2002). If the population of a given site did not include a 
sufficient number of native speakers of English to sustain a dual language immersion 
model, still some features of a dual language model could be employed. If a program 
were set up, with the features of dual language education, Spanish-dominant students, 
even when immersed in English for 50 percent of their school time, would still live 
in a Spanish environment, would still speak their heritage language, their national 
language, and would still have daily reinforcement of Spanish. 

Dual language programs are astoundingly successful in the United States and Canada, 
and might be effective in Puerto Rico. The work of Collier and Thomas dramatically 
shows that ordinary bilingual programs do not teach the second language effectively, 
and never produce the achievement benefits of dual language education. More than 
fifty years of teaching English as a Second language, in the public schools of Puerto 
Rico, has not achieved success, as the PPAA test data shows. A dual language program 
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might address the equity issues: effective language instruction and accelerated academic 
achievement. Given the sub par academic outcomes of students in the public schools, 
any program that might raise achievement levels and at the same time develop bilingual 
and biliterate young people ought to be of interest to policy makers. 

More research is needed

More research is needed to precisely identify and document the pedagogic conditions 
that account for the astounding success of dual language education. In Puerto 
Rico, if dual language programs were developed, it would be essential to design 
and implement well-structured programs, with an eye toward documentation and 
the statistical treatment of data. From the point of view of educational policy, and 
school reform, a successful program is important, but it is also important to develop 
prototypes that are recognized as valid and understood precisely, and that can be 
effectively replicated. To do this, the model program would have to be rigorous  
and (1) maintain constant program structure, organization and design, and staff;  
(2) document and control for all factors such as curriculum, instructional strategies, 
professional development, teacher quality, and parent involvement; and (3) carefully 
collect and analyze data without changing assessment instruments; and (4) track and 
maintain student cohorts throughout the duration of the program. With concern for 
statistically sound data and reliable measurements, a model program could truly be a 
model and a solid foundation upon which other programs could be based.

Conclusion: not a panacea

There is always danger that a glib adaptation, lacking nuance, will mimic a program 
without embodying its strengths. This would produce an empty carcass without 
results. It is vital that if dual language programs could be replicated in Puerto Rico, 
that they be handled with the highest level of professional care, and that all elements 
of dual language “best practice” be employed. 

This paper intends to show that the dual language model is a pedagogic format 
for quality education, which can benefit all children. Dual language programs do 
not intrinsically advance a political agenda, or favor one language over another. The 
English language is not essential, and English does not cause the intellectual benefits. 
The benefits are created by the duality of instruction, and would occur if the paired 
languages were Spanish and Chinese. 

Dual language programs in Puerto Rico would not provide a magic pill to alleviate 
all of Puerto Rico’s educational problems. If features of dual language education 
were implemented, teachers would still have to teach, supervisors would still have 
to work, and administrators would still have to take leadership. Well-implemented 
dual language programs have had “astounding success” in language acquisition and 
academic achievement, and could do so in Puerto Rico. 

It is true that a program of this type in Puerto Rico would require a careful 
introduction to policy makers and the public, a neutral presentation, and a 
nonpartisan rationale, so that the benefits of the program could be analyzed 
without triggering a status crisis or debate that would destroy the model before 
any positive results could be seen. The massive research of Collier and Thomas 
and others show that well-implemented programs do benefit all children and 
do produce astounding results: bilingual and biliterate students, and accelerated 
achievement. If such a program were replicated here, it would not be a panacea,  
but it would offer one way to deal with the critical issues of equity in public 
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education, issues that heavily impact the economy of Puerto Rico, the well-being of 
our citizens, and the future of the nation. 

Dual language instructional strategies should not be introduced in Puerto Rico 
because they teach English: these strategies should be introduced in Puerto Rico 
because they work!
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1 For further information on dual language education: The Center for Applied 
Linguistics (CAL) www.cal.org; the National Clearinghouse of English Language 
Acquisition, ncela.gwu.edu; Christian 1996; Christian, Montone, Carranza and Lindholm 
1996; Collier 1991, 1992; Collier and Thomas 1997a, 1997b, 2002, 2003, 2004; Genesee 
1987, 1999; Hakuta and Díaz 1984; Howard et al. 2005; Howard and Sugarman 2007; 
Lindholm 1990, 1991, 1997; Lindholm-Leary 2005; Pérez 2004; Pérez and Torres-Guzmán 
1996; Robledo Montecel and Danini Cortez 2002; Soltero 2004; Torres-Guzmán 2002; 
Torres-Guzmán, Kleyn, Morales-Rodriguez and Han 2005; and Valdés 1997. 
2 For this analysis and interpretation, the author relied upon Annual Performance 
Reports (APRs), Assessment Data, and Evaluation Reports submitted to and required 
by the United States Department of Education from 1999 to 2006. These documents are 
public record. For further information, please contact the author.
3 As one referee mentioned, imposing an English language program in the public 
schools “would do exactly what the U.S. government officials would want – the slow 
elimination of Spanish as the native language under the pretext that English will be the 
key to academic success.” 
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