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Abstract
Introduction

In recent years, issues concerning the language acquisition and academic success of
linguistic minority children in school have been increasing all over the world. Such children face
identity instability and learning disabilities caused by losing their first language. The purpose of
this study is to investigate how schools can help linguistic minority students to improve in both
their heritage language and the local language, and to be academically successful. Previous
studies showed that learning the heritage language in a community-based weekend heritage school
is insufficient for students to enhance their heritage language skills.

In this study, bilingual programs in public elementary schools are investigated to
explore better ways to conduct heritage language education. In Canada, there is a unique bilingual
education program for linguistic minority children—an exceptional approach wherein a heritage
language is used in public education under the provincial policy in cooperation with the ethnic
community. The program aims to develop literacy in two languages through partial immersion in
the heritage language and the local language. This program may be a model of education for
linguistic minority children in public schools. Also, the program supports students’ acquisition of

both languages thereby avoiding making them double-limited bilinguals.

Research Aims

(1) To investigate macro factors and components of the bilingual program for linguistic
minority children in Canadian public schools through the framework of the macroscopic model of
the determinants of additive bilingualism and subtractive bilingualism (Landry and Allard 1991,
1992).

(2) To analyze the benefits and problems of the bilingual program in public education
based on the results of (1).

Eventually, this study is to provide implications for heritage language education by

shedding light on ways to encourage the development of students’ academic language proficiency.

Participants and Method

Seventy elementary school students (36 third-grade students and 34 sixth-grade
students) in the bilingual program are participated in this study. Principals, teachers, the program
staff, the students’ parents, and representatives of their ethnic community participated as well.

The students were given a background information sheet that collected information on
the details of their language environment outside of school and their educational history, and a
questionnaire for analyzing psychological factors related to their heritage language and the local
language. To measure the students’ outcomes and type of bilingualism, writing tests were

administered in both languages, and the results of provincial achievement tests were considered.
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Sociological factors and educational support were examined using statistical data on Canada and
interview data from educators and community representatives.

A Chinese bilingual program was selected as the focus of this study, because its
enrollment numbers are increasing, and the ethnic Chinese community is very active and
supportive of bilingual education, whereas there is no comparable Japanese program. In addition,
provincial achievement tests are given in third and sixth grade in Alberta; therefore, students in
these grades were chosen to participate in this study.

To facilitate a comparison of the bilingual participants’ language proficiency and that of
monolingual students, 47 English writing samples from the English regular program at the same
schools as the bilingual program and 61 Chinese writing samples from students at a public

elementary school in Taiwan were analyzed.

Results and Discussion

To achieve research aim (1), program evaluation was conducted.

First of all, it is clarified that Chinese groups in Edmonton have strong ethnolinguistic
vitality. That is, the Chinese community is geographically politically, economically, and
culturally strong in the local society.

Second, the students responses on the background information sheet showed that 80%
of students who are heritage learners of Chinese are Canadian-born, but almost all the students
have opportunities to use Chinese at home. In addition, the students have many opportunities to
communicate with friends outside of school in both English and Chinese at cultural events run by
the Chinese community. In short, even though the students are young, their environment forces
them to use both English and Chinese. Regarding educational support, it is clarified that the
combination of three systems (i.e., the board of education, school, and the Chinese community)
are extremely important for students’ success in school learning. Under these systems of
educational support, it is indicated that students have different psychological structures in English
and Chinese. Chinese is related with their ethnic identity and roots, while English is related with
present necessity and future usability.

Third, according to the analyses of students’ bilingual writing in third and sixth grade,
their English proficiency did not differ significantly in comparison with that of monolingual
English-speaking students. However, students in both grades had significantly lower Chinese
proficiency than monolingual Chinese-speaking students. In terms of provincial achievement tests,
the bilingual students made considerable efforts in English language arts, and their scores were
only slightly lower than the provincial average. However, their scores in the other subjects were
higher than the provincial average.

To achieve research aim (2) the benefits and problems of the bilingual program in

public education are argued.



The investigation reveals that the bilingual program has succeeded in supporting
students’ ethnic roots in public education. In addition, it is not harmful for students to achieve
their academic goals for each grade by learning subjects in two languages.

On the other hand, it is clarified that students’ academic language proficiency in both
English and Chinese, in particular Chinese, is difficult to develop even though the students spend
half the day studying subjects in the target languages and receive strong support from their school

and ethnic community.

Conclusion and Implications

Overall, the findings indicate that the bilingual program contributes to minority
children’s ability to learn academic subjects through their heritage language and English. In
addition, the support of ethnic communities and their participation in the running the bilingual
program appears to be fundamentally important to the bilingual schooling of linguistic minority
children. This study suggests that language and education policy that uses a combination of three
systems—the board of education, school, and the ethnic community—to support linguistic
minority students should be implemented to assist in developing the country’s language and
human resources.

Understanding their own roots including their heritage language and culture, plays a
role in linguistic minority students’ acquisition of the local language. Therefore, supporting
students’ heritage language and culture in school is important. In Japanese elementary schools,
although linguistic minority students tend to take only Japanese learning support, educators
should also support their continued learning of their heritage language.

This study concludes that schools should provide linguistic minority students an

environment for learning both languages in all activities of the students’ school life.

Further Research

This study targeted only two elementary schools. However, to explore the outcomes of
the bilingual program more fully, research needs to examine the performance of students in higher
grades, especially junior high and high school students. Also, this study did not include classroom
observations; therefore, the details of the program’s pedagogy are unclear. To improve students’
limited language proficiency, classroom observation is necessary. Finally, writing was the only
measure of students’ language proficiency used in this study, but to examine the bilingual
program further, various other areas, such as speaking, listening, and reading, should also be

analyzed.



