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1. Different approaches towards bilingual education 

• The term "bilingual education" is used in two fundamentally different ways (e.g. Baker 32001): 

a) teaching approaches involving more than one language 

b) teaching approaches using two languages as languages of instruction so that learners become highly 
proficient in these languages 

 
• Many different terms are used in the literature, e.g. 

- content and language integrated learning (CLIL) 

- immersion 

- teaching content through a foreign language 

- content-based second language teaching 

- language-enhanced content learning 

- language enriched education 

• mainstream bilingual educationThe terms "CLIL " and "Immersion" 
 
• Just like the term "bilingual education", the term "CLIL" is an umbrella term, whose definition is rather 

vague: 

• "Content and Language Integrated Learning (CLIL) involves teaching a curricular subject through 
the medium of a language other than that normally used." (European Commission)  

• "CLIL refers to any dual-focused educational context in which an additional language, thus not usually 
the first language of the learners involved, is used as a medium in the teaching and learning of non-
language content" (CLIL Compendium) 

• The acronym CLIL is used as a generic term to describe all types of provision in which a second 
language (a foreign, regional or minority language and/or another official state language) is used to 
teach certain subjects in the curriculum other than the language lessons themselves.              
(Eurydice 2006, p. 8)  

 
• As Edelenbos et al. (2006, pp. 93-94), point out, the term CLIL is interpreted in rather different 

ways: 

"CLIL […] is a keyword which is appearing increasingly and can be interpreted very broadly, from 
teaching a 15-minute sequence about apples as part of a lesson on fruits, to teaching some topics within 

a year in the foreign language, to teaching one or more subjects in the other language. […]  If the term 
CLIL refers to programs with at least 50 per cent of subject matter teaching in the other language, 
'immersion' is also used." 

⇒ Due to its rather vague definition, CLIL can be put and is put into practice in many different ways. 
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• The 50% criterion appears to suggest that the term "immersion" is defined more precisely. 

• However, there are also different types of immersion programs (e.g. Baker 32001): 

- Early immersion: 
 The program begins in kindergarten or even at the infant stage. 

- Delayed or middle immersion: 
 The program begins when children are 9 or 10 years old. 

- Late immersion: 
 The program begins at secondary school level. 

- Total immersion: 
 The whole curriculum is taught in the foreign language. 

- Partial immersion: 
 Close to 50% of the curriculum is taught in the foreign language. 
 
• The results of a large number of international studies and of studies carried out in Germany have 

shown that early total immersion programs are the most successful bilingual programs                    
(for overviews, see Wode 1995, Wesche 2002, Piske & Burmeister 2008). 

• Piske & Young-Scholten (2009, p. 262) summarize some of the characteristics of successful 
immersion programs in their glossary entry for immersion: 

 "Immersion (IM): […]  In a teaching context, the term refers to the use of the language to be learned 
as the medium of instruction to teach any subject. IM produces the best results if (a) the intensity of 
contact with the new language is high, that is, if at least 60-70% of the total teaching time is to 
devoted to IM; (b) if IM is continued for at least six to seven years; and if the input for the new 
language is structurally rich and not limited to selected structural areas only. Structural diversity can 
be achieved by including all subjects and all situations that may occur." 

 
 
2. Examples of early immersion programs at German elementary schools 

(e.g. Wode 1995, Burmeister & Pasternak 2004, Piske & Burmeister 2008) 

• In 1999, non-private elementary schools in Northern Germany began to introduce early English 
immersion programs. 

• In 2008, three non-private elementary schools in Baden-Württemberg also started to introduce early 
English immersion programs.  

 Program features: 

• Northern Germany: 
 All subjects, except for German language arts, are taught in English. 

• The students are exposed to English for about 70% of the time and to German for about 30% of the 
time. 

 
• Baden-Württemberg: 

Only MeNuK and BSS are taught in English. 

• Over time students will be exposed to English for about 50% of the time and to German for about 50 
% of the time. 



Second language acquisition and bilingual education 
 

 The ELIAS project has been funded with support from the European Commission. This product reflects the views only  

 of the author, and the Commission cannot be held responsible for any use which may be made of the information  
 contained therein.  

                                   © Early Language and Intercultural Acquisition Studies 

3

 
• English is not taught as a subject in Northern Germany, but may be taught as a subject in Baden-

Württemberg. 

• The students learn English because  
- they are actively involved in classroom activities 
- they are asked to speak English as often as possible 

• The students learn to read and write in German. 

• However, the English writing system is also present from the start. 

• A literate environment is created and English words and sentences can be found on posters, wall 
dictionaries, work sheets, etc. from the start. 

• The students are mostly taught by German-speaking teachers with a very good command of English. 

• The immersion programs are always offered as alternatives to the regular programs. 

• The immersion programs are attended by both children from German families and by children from 
migrant backgrounds. 

• The immersion programs are attended by both children with and without prior knowledge of English 
 
 
3. Instructional methodology in immersion programs 

(e.g., Snow 1990, Burmeister & Pasternak 2004, Burmeister 2006) 

• Ten of the most important strategies used by immersion teachers (according to Snow 1990): 

a) Extensive use of body language  

b) Predictability in instructional routines  

c)  Drawing on background knowledge to aid comprehension  

d)  Extensive use of realia, visuals, manipulatives  

e) Review of previously covered material  

f) Building redundancy into the lessons  

g) Explicit teacher modeling  

h) Indirect error correction and negotiation of meaning 

i) Variety of teaching methods and types of activities  

k) Use of clarification/comprehension checks 
 
• According to Burmeister (2006), the following four principles are crucial for successful 

immersion programs: 
 
1) Scaffolding: Scaffolds help students  
a) to organize their school days and their lessons and  
b) to develop self-confidence when using the new language 
 
 Example:  
• Using a weather routine at the beginning of each science lesson by asking questions such as 
 "What's the weather like today?"     

"Is the sun shining or is it raining?" 
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2) Creating comprehensible contexts:  

• Teachers have to  

a) build redundancy into their lessons by using repetition, paraphrase, restatement and synonymy,  

b) help students associate language with concrete referents by extensively using pictures, real-life 
objects, movies etc., 

c) link the abstract with the concrete by associating language with pantomime, gestures and facial 
expressions. 

 
3) Multisensory learning:  

• Teachers have to create learning environments that enable their students to learn by using all senses. 

• The students have to manipulate, explore and name real-life objects (hands-on activities). 
 
4) Negotiation of meaning:  

• Teachers do not only indirectly correct their students' utterances, but they also comment on the 
content of these utterances. 

• Thus, they do not only provide useful feedback, but also additional "enriched" input.  
 
 
4. Answers to frequently asked questions 

 
How do the students' skills in the foreign language develop over time? 
(see, e.g., Piske 2006, Piske & Burmeister 2008) 
 
The first three pictures of the picture story "Frog, where are you?" (Mayer 1969) 

 

 
Transcript 1. Excerpt of a picture story told by student no. 8 at the end of grade 1. 

IE Don't show me the pictures. 

8 There is a dog and a boy, and the d/ dog looking in a glass, and in the glass sitting a frog, and the 

moon shining. 

IE Hm, mhm! 

8 And then the boy are sleeping, and the dog sleeping. And then the boy looking in the glass, and the 

frog is/ is not there. 

IE: English-speaking interviewer. 
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Transcript 2. Excerpt of a picture story told by student no. 8 at the end of grade 1. 

8 Ehm one night a little boy # ehm has catched a little frog and puts him in a glass, and # ehm # then 
he took the glass and bring it in his bedroom, and then he looks at the little frog, and the frog 
thinks when the little boy sleeps: “I go out in the forest to my family” and ehm # the light is on, and 
the little # dog ehm looks in the glass exactly on the frog. 

IE Mhm. 

8 And when the frog # ehm go out of the glass in the night, the little dog and the little boy are sleeping, 
and ehm # the # moon is shining in the window, and # ehm all is standing around and is dark. And 
when the day comes and the ehm # sun shines on the glass and the little boy ehm wakes up and 
the dog a/ as well ehm # the # glass was empty because the frog ehm in the night go ehm to his 
family again # in the forest. 

IE: English-speaking interviewer. 
 
 
• Do students in bilingual programs show deficits in the development of their first language? 

• In studies examining students' reading and writing skills in German, immersion students obtained 
better results than students who received their instruction in German.                
(e.g. Bachem 2004, Zaunbauer & Möller 2006, 2007) 

• These results correspond to the results of international studies.               
(e.g. Genesee 1987, Turnbull et al. 2001) 

 
• Do students in bilingual programs show deficits in the development of subject knowledge? 

• In studies examining subject knowledge (e.g. in maths) immersion students obtained results that 
corresponded to or were slightly better than the results obtained by students who received their 
instruction in German. (e.g. Zaunbauer et al. 2005, Zaunbauer & Möller 2006, 2007) 

• These results correspond to the results of international studies.               
(e.g. Genesee 1987, Bournot-Trites & Reeder 2001) 

 
• Are students in bilingual programs able to express their subject knowledge in their first 

language? 

• In studies on subject knowledge carried out in German, immersion students obtained results that 
corresponded to the results obtained by students who received their instruction in German.            
(e.g. Zaunbauer et al. 2005, Zaunbauer & Möller 2006) 

• These results correspond to the results of international studies.                
(e.g. de Courcy & Burston 2000, Bournot-Trites & Reeder 2001) 

 
• Does participation in a bilingual program hinder general intellectual or cognitive growth? 

• Bilingual programs have been found to exert positive effects on cognitive abilities such as 
concentration, divergent thinking and creativity. (e.g. Bialystok 2005) 

• In the bilingual programs that have been implemented in Germany so far hardly any student "opts out" 
of these programs.  

 
• Do all students benefit from bilingual programs? 

• When children start school, at least one their languages should reflect a stage of development typical 
of their age. (e.g. Cummins 1982, Wode 1995, Elsner 2007) 

⇒ Parents have to make sure that their children's first language can develop in an age-appropriate way. 

⇒ In general the results obtained in Germany support Wesche's (2002, p. 362) conclusion that early 
immersion is "the most effective means of school second language instruction yet developed for 
majority language children." 
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5. Summary and Conclusions 

Characterstics of successful bilingual programs 
 
• According to the results of many international studies and studies carried out in Germany, successful 

bilingual programs are characterized by the following features                      
(e.g., Wode 1995, Wesche, 2002, Piske 2007, Piske & Burmeister 2008): 

a) The earliest possible school starting age 

b) Continuous and extensive exposure to the foreign language over an extended period of time (at least 
6 to 7 years) 

⇒ It has to be made sure that the bilingual programs can continue in secondary school. 

c) Frequent use of the foreign language in diverse and motivating contexts (the more subjects are 
included the more successful the program) 

d) Authentic and enriched input provided by teachers with at least almost native-like skills in the foreign 
language 

e) A variety of teaching methods and types of activities (teachers recognize a diversity of general 
learning styles and of language learning styles) 

f) Students whose other language(s) is (are) developed in an age-appropriate way 
 
 
Implications for teachers 
 
• According to the  "Bildungsstandards für Englisch. Grundschule – Klassen 2,4", teachers working in 

Baden-Württemberg should actually integrate elements of bilingual learning and teaching into their 
lessons as often as possible: 

 "Die Einbettung der Zielsprache in Sachfächer als Beitrag zum bilingualen Lehren und Lernen ist […], 
wann immer möglich, anzustreben. Gerade in den letzten beiden Lernjahren wird dieser Zugang 
zunehmend systematisch genutzt." (S. 68) 

 
 
• CLIL/immersion teachers will be most successful if they 

a) have at least almost native-like skills in the foreign language, 

b) are willing and able to teach a curricular subject continuously in the foreign language (just teaching 
individual units or modules in the foreign language has been shown to be less effective), 

c) are able to create motivating learning environments which engage the learner in understanding and 
using the foreign language, 

d) are willing and able to apply a large variety of teaching methods, 

e) are willing to spend a lot of time creating their own teaching materials (there is a lack of teaching 
materials developed for CLIL), 

f) are willing to cooperate with other teachers working in bilingual programs (there is a lack of specific 
courses for teachers interested in bilingual programs), 

g) are willing to put up with their colleagues' criticisism (teachers not involved in bilingual programs often 
feel neglected because bilingual programs often receive a lot of public attention). 
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