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EASY DOES IT: INTRODUCING PUPILS TO BILINGUAL
INSTRUCTION

Glenn Ole Hellekjaer
1. Introduction

In which ways does bilingual instruction differ from ordinary subjecti@nand foreign

language (FL) instruction? What does the use of a foreign language instea@upitb'e

mother tongue mean for teaching? How should a class be taught and organized to achieve a
smooth transition from traditional to bilingual instruction in a non-languabjest?

In the following, | will attempt to answer some of these questions. | wilt sfieme guidelines
for the single-subject bilingual class in upper-secondary school, with spestialda the
often problematical process of introducing pupils to this novel and chailtgfmim of
instruction. My suggestions will be based on three years of first-hand expeganhbeg
bilingual history at the upper-secondary level, and research including sewerys. Even
though my experience and examples are from bilingual History, | am conviratedyth
suggestions are applicable to other subjects as well.

2. The context

In the college-preparatory branch of Norwegian upper-secondary schoolyHsstaught over
two years. There are three weekly lessons in the second year, and four in taedHingl
year. The first part of the course covers the period from ancient timi8&@ in both World
and Norwegian History. The remainder is taught in the second part. Either ydarcpape
selected for an oral examination.

The first bilingual History classes in upper-secondary started in 1993 attthgviaiof the
Norwegian Ministry of Education, Research, and Church Affairs. Pupils twdre
volunteers, follow current curricula, and face standard examination requiredktasses
used English and authentic British textbooks for the World History part of theegours
Norwegian History textbooks for the other half.

The pupils who volunteer for bilingual classes have varying backgrounds in Ergllistave
five to six years of English in elementary and lower-secondary school. Apges-secondary
level, English instruction can vary from the maximum of five lessons a weekhoeentears
to the obligatory minimum of five lessons per week the first year. The ¢atiap, however,
often includes those who have selected in-depth courses in Natural Scietioer doreign
languages at the expense of English.

3. Content-based/bilingual instruction - the teacher's perspective
Content-based/bilingual instruction is

"the concurrent study of language and subject-matter, with the form and sequence
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of language presentation dictated by content material” (Brinton, Snow, and
Wesche, 1989, p. vii).

The goal of such instruction is first and foremost to teach the subjecthiselfith foreign
language learning as an extra benefit. This language learning is incidental.de&angua
acquisition is achieved by the exposure to large amounts of comprehensible ihpugigét
language. There is much to indicate that this learning process is extedffeetyve.

-2

The teacher in the bilingual classroom has to fipdoger balance between language and
subject-matterwith the language aspect subordinate. To the extent that there is language
instruction the goal should be to facilitate subject matter learning, tances by explaining
key items of vocabulary. In addition there will be many "golden opportunitie€hvehi
teacher can use to teach language. An example here could be to teach thenisaa# se
connectors in order to improve report or test writing. Nevertheless, languagm¢eshould
be kept to the necessary minimum. It is important to keep in mind that bilimgtralation
creates a close to optimum situation for language learning. Extensivedergrguisition
will occur receptively while pupils are reading their textbooks or listemnge subject-
matter instruction (see Krashen, 1985, p. 16). In addition a bilingual classfenlample
opportunity to use the target language productively in situations relevant to thet,Snbje
discussions, group work, and tests.

4. Learning in a foreign language - avoiding overload

The most difficult part of bilingual instruction is perhaps startip a new class with pupils
unaccustomed to this kind of teaching. It is during the first few weeks and nibatipsipils
give up. These problems, however, can be kept to a minimum.

It is important to keep in mind thptpils in a bilingual class are under double pressure at the
outset of a cours@©n the one hand, they have to handle the cognitive demands of learning
new subject-matter; on the other, they will be faced with the lingailstidemanding task of
understanding instruction and textbooks in a foreign language. These problems may be
exacerbated if pupils lack previous knowledge of the subject to facilitaterebension. It is
also far too easy to forget that pupils will also be facing the demands of @&nahdiher
subjects at the same time. Consequently, the teacher of a bilinguahdaks®an this

difficult period carefully and avoid overloading the pupils.

The first rule is to start carefully, and introduce the target laggygeaadually. The course may
start with a chapter in the pupils' L1 textbook, but with teaching in the largpiage. After a
few lessons it will be possible to use the target language exclusively #warting several
bilingual subjects simultaneously. Teaching in the various subjects should beedgani
stagger the shift from the L1 to the target language to give the pupils time totadhes
linguistic demands of one subject before being confronted with the next.

Another strategy is to keep initial lessons simple and clearly organizbd.dupils and
teachers are new to each other, pupils will need time to become accustomegvtteaching
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style as well as the language. Teach traditionally, using the blackboavdrbeads to start
with. Lessons can be made more sophisticated and varied once the pupils $stavedihe
teaching situation and the target language. This period of adjustmeathiny in a foreign
language will last for a couple of weeks.

_3-

A pupil's initial comprehension problems are, especially in reading, not jusstoquef
language. Another problem is the lack of background knowledge needed to understand
instruction in the target language or the textbooks. The process of compreheasion is
interactive process involving both linguistic and background knowledge:

"More information is contributed by the reader than by the print on the page. That

IS, readers understand what they read because they are able to take the stimulu
beyond its graphic representation and assign it membership to an appropriate group
of concepts stored in their memories. . . The reader brings to task a formidable
amount of information and ideas, attitudes and beliefs. This knowledge, coupled
with the ability to make linguistic predictions, determines the expecsatinen

reader will develop as he reads. Skill in reading depends on the efficieatiiter
between linguistic knowledge and knowledge of the world." (Clarke and

Silberstein, 1977, qtd. in Carrell and Eisterhold, 1988, pp. 75-76).

The fact that reading and lecture comprehension involves both linguistic and general
knowledge offers the bilingual teacher a variety of ways to improve @rapsion.

The teacher can solve at least part of the language problem by handing out wortidigts
are indispensable during the first part of a bilingual course. Another optioexplain key
words and concepts, either beforehand, or consecutively.

Usually the most serioumprehension problenage not due to language problems. They are
caused by passages requiring the pupils to make inferences for which they lacleisanyec
cultural or factual knowledge. Exactly when and where these problems will isatifficult

to anticipate. Perhaps a pre-reading phase in which the teacher, pridr thapter, provides
such information and activates the pupils' previous knowledge of the tamai® could be
useful. With regard to background, problems also tend to appear unexpectedly. In one
instance, | found that knowledge of the failed revolutions of 1848 was necessarytteehelp
pupils understand chapters on the process of Italian and German unificatitathW British
textbooks expected this to be known, this topic is hardly mentioned at all in Nanwvegi
textbooks. In another instance, the pupils had difficulty understanding a kagicba
Imperialism because of a demanding presentation of different theories abalyingde
causes. In order to avoid providing large amounts of superfluous informatiomédéciuse
a less demanding text.

5. Reading strategies

A potentially serious problem that the bilingual teacher should be prepansd f
counterproductive reading strategi8®me pupils tend to read word-by-word and overuse
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dictionaries in the mistaken belief that total understanding of all aspetis @it is
necessary. This reading strategy is characteristic of inexperiezmgers of a foreign
language, and it often results in the pupils abandoning their attempts to regwl lomguage
textbooks entirely (Cooper, 1984). There is good reason to believe that thissid bguike
pupils trying to transfer a reading strategy inculcated by excessiverelading of short texts
in the EFL classroom to the bilingual classroom (see Hellekjaer, 1992).

-4-

In the long run, this can best be prevented in the FL classroom by changing teachodsme
and by more extensive reading. In the short term, the bilingual teacher should waly ot
counteract this word-by-word reading strategy.

First, convince pupils that word-by-word reading is counterproductive, and ihaiit
necessary to understand every single word and sentence. Make it claatidifigt
understanding the gist of the text is sufficient - comprehension will impravepwactice.
This can hardly be repeated often enough.

Second, teach the pupils study skills. They should be taught to skim read thekexXthpter
first, and then to go back and read systematically while taking notes otinindePupils

who read and study this way understand and learn from foreign language textbakih @ett
those who do not (see Hellekjaer, 1994).

6. Teacher or troubleshooter?

Planning and preparation are important for the success of a bilingualedpssially when
there is no tradition for bilingual instruction at a school. Faced with theeaedented, pupils
are often over-anxious and uncertain of success. They worry about whether theyabié be
to handle the additional workload, whether they will be able to understand then¢eand

the textbooks, and whether their grades will suffer. Consequently, theyasillf panic at the
first signs of adversity and want to return to ordinary instruction in the L1. theoe has
been a successful bilingual class at a school, however, pupils prove morerdoSiiteess
or failure in the first class may therefore make or break a new bilingugrigono

Many problems can be avoidby giving pupils and parents ample information about the
course beforehand. It is important to make it clear that there will be preldBEmmot conceal
that it takes time to become used to being taught in a foreign language, éspaitia new
teacher whose accent and manner of speaking are unfamiliar. Nor should it éxed exbtizat
it takes time to develop proper reading skills in a foreign language, and ghailti@ntail
extra effort initially.

Be prepared for problems. No matter how well planned and taught a bilingual &urse i
problems will and do occur, often quite unexpectedly. It is essential that bchlertead
pupils are prepared for difficulties, and aware that these can be overcoms situgation it is
vital that the teacher inspire confidence, and assure and reassurehauphisit reading skills
will develop if they just give themselves time and use effective readetggigs. It is just as
essential that the teacher encourage pupils to mention difficultieeyaappear, and be
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observant and analytical in his or her approach to teaching and sorting out these prablems. |
the following, | will mention some of the difficulties | have encountered, amdthese were
solved.

-5-

One of the first problems was caused byghpils coming from up to three different classes
This meant they had been taught by three different History teaohteiri first year of the
subject, were used to three teaching styles, three ways of taking notesatingphbtes at
all, to different tasks for group work, and varying forms of evaluation. Adjustiagiew
teacher and a new language simultaneously proved taxing for many. With thedicsasses
it was necessary to brief the pupils on study skills, explain how the class vectaddit,
what was expected of them, and to assure them there would be time to adjugteWitidt
class | tried a different approach, postponing bilingual instruction fee tiveeks and
teaching in Norwegian instead, using the Norwegian textbook on Norwegian Hidtmy. T
gave the pupils time to become accustomed to a new teaching style, the tiama to le
rudimentary study skills, and a much easier start to bilingual instructi&nghsh than with
previous classes.

The first part of the course is based extensively on the use of overhead tacissar
supplemented by word lists. It turned out that pupils had difficulties aliegriag¢tween note
taking and listening. The solution was to hand out copies of the overheads. Then pupils only
had to fill in extra information, and had time to ask questions. Gradually, as teyndenore
proficient and the blackboard could be used more extensively, these handauis bess
important.

Inadequate reading comprehensizas an initial problem. Many of the pupils had difficulties
with the first chapters in the British textbook. They thought they had understood what the
had just read, but were not always certain that they had understood cofieattywere in

addition problems with particularly difficult sentences or passages.oli@s was to have
follow-up sessions with group work after each chapter in which pupils could sligrus

chapter and work with comprehension questions. Often they could help each otties, but

was an opportunity to go around to the groups and answer questions, as a rule confirming th:
the pupils had understood correctly.

Needless to say, good visual aids, such as maps and atlases, picturesyvendstackboard
drawings are invaluable aids in aiding or enhancing comprehension. Thigeaamheere the
bilingual teacher would be well-advised to make an extra effort. Theeegaeat many
excellent, ready-made sets of overheads, pictures, and maps which can suppleseche
teachers can make themselves.

7. Productive language skills in the bilingual classroom

Receptive language skills develop rapidly in the bilingual classrom:. #fteor three weeks,
pupils have fewer and fewer problems understanding instruction in Engltsdesalop
adequate reading skills after a few months (see Hellekjaer, 1994, p. 95). Reodkitis,
speaking and writing, are another matBlingual instruction offers numerous opportunities
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to develop productive language skiBut, research on French immersion in Canadian and
European schools has shown the need for systematic cooperation betweefofeigral
language instruction and bilingual instruction if pupils are to attain high lesduptive skills
(Swain, 1985; Baetens Beardsmore, 1993).

Depending on the scope of the course, it is important that teachers set raadisitainable
goals with regard to language development. Even a less ambitious bilinguahpregtdting
in improved listening and reading skills is worthwhile. After all, higieldenglish for
Academic Purposes (EAP) reading skills are not to be despised. Any progreimenbures
the development of a skill which traditional EFL teaching does not nedgssaiceed in
producing, should be welcomed (see Hellekjeer, 1992, 1994, 1995).

-6-
8. Preparing for bilingual classes - preparatory instruction

Many European schools uspecial language classes to prepare pupils for bilingual programs
and this cooperation between FL and bilingual instruction often continuessEmoptimum
solution for all bilingual instruction and will probably be necessary for démgruages than
English. Unfortunately, this might not always be possible for economic oigalaetasons.
There are, however, two ways in which schools can prepare pupils for bilinguattios

which do not require extra resources.

First, subject-matter classes should teach study sKitst important is the ability to read and
extract information from texts as efficiently as possible. If bilinguadils are recruited from
several classes this will require an all-school policy on teaching skiiés and, preferably,
some coordination of teaching and testing practices.

FL classes can also play an important role in preparing bilingual instruCi@way is by
avoiding teaching practices which inculcate counterproductive reading. Sé&tond

instruction can contribute by developing the pupils' reading skills through iedreagphasis

on extensive reading. This, however, does not mean one or two dense and diffisick elas
year, but reading programs with the material more suited to the pupdls'ltes particularly
important that the novels selected are interesting to the pupils ariddghanguage is at the

i+1 level of difficulty (see Krashen, 1985). This means the language is just beyond ike pupi
current linguistic knowledge, but only to the extent that they are able to infecquidesthe
meaning of new items of vocabulary and structure from context. Usualyngans starting

with adapted readers, and moving on to authentic reading material as soon as possible.
Reading programs can also be tailor-made for different classes aremlifbupils. Such

reading programs contribute immensely to language development, improving \avgabul
fluency,and accuracy, in addition to developing high level EAP reading skills (see Heliek]
1992, p. 94). Not surprisingly, the more novels and magazines pupils had read previously, the
easier they found the target language textbooks used for bilingual instruction ¢e be (s
Hellekjaer, 1994, p. 95).

9. Bilingual instruction - substitute or supplement?
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Practical experience has shown tlwaitnal FL instruction is essential to developing high-level
productive skillamong pupils in bilingual or immersion programs, especially with regard to
writing skills (Swain, 1985). Bilingual instruction is therefore not adahreut a supplement to
traditional FL instruction as well as a marvelous opportunity to attain higheds lef

language competence.

Nevertheless:L instruction for pupils receiving extensive bilingual instruction will d&w
be changedThe input-rich environment of the bilingual classrooms will replace the FL
classroom as the main source of comprehensible input, and elementary vgcatdlar
grammar need no longer be given first priority. Instead, focus can be put ocopieyel
high-level oral and writing skills. Teaching and developing presentation skillseplace
elementary language practice in information-gap exercises, and how mizergaragraphs
and argumentation can replace instruction in the use of the possessive pronouns or
subject-verb concord. It should also be possible to teach the litergtamd(sulture(s) of the
target language at a far more advanced level than has been usual. Nedevedtived
proficiency might prove a realistic and attainable goal for FL instruati@ bilingual
program. This should prove a challenge as well as a pleasure to many Fist@aslobools
with bilingual programs.

-7-
10. The bilingual teacher and the bilingual school

Teachers who are willing and able to teach a bilingual class are, of coursal t© any
bilingual programThe minimum requirements should be a reasonable fluency in the target
language, and a formal background in the subject in question. A formal degree initire fore
language would also be preferable, but this combination will be rare fhietsaaf the

Natural Sciences or Economics.

In the short, term it will be teachers with particularly good languages siib will take the
initiative to set up bilingual programs, but the Swedish experience is &sat dine a finite
resource (personal communication with John Nixon, Katrinelunds Gymnasium, Sundsvall
Sweden). Schools should therefore make a point of expanding their pool of bileaglzits
through a selective hiring policy, and/or in-service training. For long-$eicoess, teacher
training programs for bilingual instruction will be needed, and most probably somefkind
incentive for the teachers. Another crucial factor is a positive schombament since the
viability of any program depends upon a supportive, "whole school policy" (Baetens
Beardsmore, 1993). In some cases, this is assured when schools see that abitigtama
gives them a competitive edge in recruiting pupils. In others, theostaffministration may
simply be interested in new ideas and innovations which can improve teaching.

In other cases, success will depend upon countering the skepticism of tys giwo often
feel threatened, the FL and the L1 teachers. The first group can perhaps bastdvemby
an explicit policy of cooperation.

L1 teachers, on the other hand, may be concerned about extensive bilingual instruction
harming L1 development. There is little or nothing to indicate that this safee There are
even indications that pupils in bilingual streams do better in exams in th@ietcture by Dr.
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Anikd Bognar, Karinthy Frigyes Gimnazium, Budapest). Furthermore, one of the trdisms o
foreign language teaching is that developing advanced FL skills depends upon a
well-developed L1. Bilingual programs would therefore be well advised to wotké

highest possible standards in L1 instruction. In addition, care should be takenltpdeve
subject specific terminology and concepts in both the L1 and the target languagenThis ca
even enhance language acquisition (Butzkamm, 1992).

11. In conclusion

In this article, | have focused on the initial problems of starting up bdihigstruction, the
guestions of preparatory and adjacent FL instruction and cooperation with Lttiostriihe
need for a "whole school" policy to support and facilitate bilingual instrucasralso been
discussed.

To sum up, a general rule for bilingual instruction would be that what is good methodology
and good teaching in History or Science using the L1 is just as applicable inngeddili
classroom. Using a foreign language as means of instruction does, however,saueire
adjustments. The most important is the initial necessity of intrndubie target language as
carefully as possible to avoid overtaxing the pupils. Another is to organize imsirtact
achieve the best possible combination of subject-matter and language leatmimghe
limitations of the course, and a third the need to be analytical and innovagaeimng and
solving the many problems which appear.

At present bilingual instruction is perhaps the most exciting approach to tRlcien and it
Is therefore understandably growing in popularity. At a time when schookafieol is
setting up bilingual programs | hope that this short article can offez gomndelines and
suggestions for doing so successfully.
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