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ABSTRACT 
 

 
Researchers have found that in order for English Language Learners to be 

academically successful in a second language, they must be immersed in an 

environment where their needs are being met, socioculturally, linguistically, 

academically and cognitively.  Such an environment has been highly debated 

between proponents of English-only instruction and those of native language 

instruction.  The purpose of this paper is to review the current issues and language 

studies relating to the best environment for the development of second language 

writing.  

A study was conducted to investigate the differences between second 

language writing from English language learners participating in a dual language 

classroom to those participating in an English-only classroom in attempts to provide 

insight on how the dual language program can provide the right conditions for 

successful interlingual transfer skills in L2 writing development.  Results from text 

analysis of the writing samples demonstrate how L2 writers appear to benefit from 

native language instruction as they transfer their knowledge of writing skills 

acquired from L1 instruction and apply it into their L2 writing creating meaningful 

genre appropriate texts.  The results also show that the writing of students placed in 

English-only classes was less developed.  
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CHAPTER I 
 

INTRODUCTION 
   

 
 Respected researchers such as Thomas, Collier (2004, 2009) and Cummins 

(2000) have identified dual language programs as the most effective program in 

achieving academic success with English Language Learners (ELLs).  Yet, the issue of 

placing ELLs in English-only classrooms is still being debated in states such as 

Arizona, California and Massachusetts.  Proposition 227 (Prop 227; California 

Education code, Section 305-306), is one example of the emphasis being placed on 

ELLs to conform to the mainstream language.  The passing of Prop 227 mandated 

the use of sheltered English immersion throughout the state of California, which 

replaced bilingual education. The idea that ELLs will acquire better English skills if 

they are placed in an all-English classroom rather than a dual language classroom 

has been a topic of debate for researchers, the general public, educators and 

politicians.  Many still believe that the best way for ELLs to achieve academic 

success in English is to abandon the home language and be completely immersed in 

the target language.  Although, the idea sounds rational, results from Collier and 

Thomas’ (2009) studies on the most effective program to achieve academic success 

for ELLs showed that those enrolled in English-only programs, such as those 

proposed by Prop 227, have “…the lowest achievement levels of any English learner 

program in the U.S.” (p.73). 

In attempts to comply with the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB, 2002) many 

educators frantically look for new approaches to aid ELLs in successfully mastering 
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state mandated assessments.  This legislation requires school districts to 

disaggregate achievement data by ethnic groups in attempts to close the 

achievement gap between groups within the next decade (Collier, 1989).   Although, 

funding was provided to facilitate the implementation of programs for diverse 

students, there was a lack of leadership in the field and many of the programs were 

unsuccessful.  NCLB’s revised mandates allowed for longitudinal comparisons 

instead of cross-sectional comparisons. The issue remains concerning the amount of 

time allowed for ELLs to close the achievement gap.  According to Collier and 

Thomas (2004, 2009), in order to fulfill a gap closure within effective programs, 

they must change the allotted time from three years to six years. 

 These new laws gave states like California, Arizona and Massachusetts, an 

argument for English-only laws in the public schools, which grossly limited the type 

of educational programming available for ELLs.  Their rationale centered on the 

need for ELLs to be immersed in English-only instruction in order to pass state 

standardized tests to comply with NCLB regulations.  After the implementation of 

Prop 227, California reported increases in test scores with ELLs.  However, after a 

careful review, researchers, such as Krashen (2004), discovered that California’s 

tests scores were misinterpreted. He reported that at the same time California 

passed Prop 227 a new test, SAT9, was administered.  According to Krashen (2000, 

2001), there are generally 1.5 to 2 points per year increase after the introduction of 

a new test.  He continues by explaining that the increase of test scores is not always 

an effect of increased learning.  He elaborates by stating, “among the bogus means of 

increasing test scores are extensive training in test-taking skills and selective 
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testing, i.e. excluding low scoring children from taking the test” (para.12). Placing 

such high emphasis on this type of testing outcomes is not an indication that 

English-only instruction is more effective than bilingual education. As a result of this 

belief, many have been misinformed on the effectiveness of bilingual education.  

Crawford (1999) summarizes some of the myths by stating: 

Bilingual education still runs up against powerful myths: that young children 
pick up new languages quickly and effortlessly; that prolonged reliance on 
the native tongue reduces students’ incentives to learn English; that 
bilingualism confuses the mind and retards school achievement.  In short, 
bilingual education defies common sense.  If we instruct children in foreign 
tongues, how will that teach them to speak our language? (p. 103)   
 

These misconceptions have also carried over to the topic of second language (L2) 

writing development.  

    L2 writing development is still being analyzed and studied by researchers 

as educators desperately look for ways to improve L2 writing skills. There are many 

factors that contribute to the success and failures of L2 writers. The environment is 

one of these factors as it becomes crucial in setting the stage for the acquisition of 

cognitive skills necessary to succeed in L2 writing.  Environmental conditions can 

serve as fundamental scaffolds in the development of academic achievement for all 

students.  For ELLs it is the key for closing the achievement gap.     

Equally important is the factor relating to how second language acquisition 

(SLA) interferes or helps in the development of writing skills. According to Carson 

(2001), in order to understand the development of L2 writers, one must have an 

understanding of SLA in general because “L2 competence underlies L2 writing 

ability in a fundamental way” (p.191).    
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In addition to knowledge of SLA, an understanding of positive language 

transfers is also a relevant factor in L2 writing development.  Many researchers 

agree that it is inevitable that transfers will occur from an individual’s first language 

to their target language, but not all agree that it is a negative occurrence.  Positive 

language transfers are types of cognitive processes that facilitate ELLs in L2 writing 

development. 

  In attempts to shed some light on positive factors affecting L2 writers, a 

literature review providing information on current issues and debates on bilingual 

education programs is included.  This is an important review because it provides the 

foundation on which a supportive environment for academic success can be 

established for ELLs.  In addition, information on second language acquisition as 

well as second language transfers is discussed to better understand the cognitive 

processes of ELLs.  Furthermore, to illustrate how learning environments can serve 

to enhance or limit performance outcomes, a study was conducted examining 

specific linguistic elements that contribute to the cohesiveness and meaning of an 

academic piece of writing from ELLs, with similar backgrounds, in both dual 

language and regular English-only classroom. In order to investigate whether or not 

different writing developmental patterns exist between the two ELL groups, each 

piece of writing was divided into independent clauses and key linguistic features 

pertaining to how students describe experiences were analyzed. 
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CHAPTER II 

 SOCIOCULTURAL ENVIRONMENT 
 
 

 Making a Case for Bilingual Education   

 Bilingual Education is becoming a topic of interest in many educational 

settings as well as our nation’s capitol.  President Obama addressed students at Julia 

R. Masterman School in Philadelphia stating that part of what makes life precious is 

its diversity (Chu, 2010).  Although bilingualism is perceived as beneficial by many 

school districts, there is a reluctance to incorporate bilingual education in areas 

where the dominant group consists primarily of Spanish speaking students.  One of 

the fastest growing populations in U.S. schools is that of English Language Learners 

(Slavin & Cheung, 2004).    The results of the 2010 Census bureau supports this fact 

by indicating that in 27 states there are approximately 34.7 million Hispanics 

contributing to the 59% population growth in the United States.  The Hispanic 

population alone grew by 41% (Seidman, 2011).  The following chart shows that the 

enrollment of Limited English Proficient (LEP) students grew 65 percent between 

1994 and 2004.  We now know that this number is higher today and will continue to 

grow in the coming years. With this type of projected growth, Hispanic will no 

longer be the minority but rather the majority within the next 20 years (CBS News, 

2009).  This is evident in the enrollment growth of LEP population as indicated in 

Figure 2.1.  
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Figure 2.1. Rate of Total K-12 and LEP Enrollment Growth, 1993-1994 to 2003-2004  
Note. LEP = Limited English Proficient. Retrieved from  
http://www.migrationinformation.org/USFocus/display.cfm?ID=373  

 The question arises whether the U.S. can adequately embrace the influx of 

multicultural populations within our educational system?  “Unfortunately,” as 

Representative Judy Chu (2010) states, “The current system too often limits our 

students’ exposure to other cultures and languages” (para. 3).  Supporters of 

bilingual education feel that there is this unwillingness among society to accept the 

fact that America is a multicultural nation. Nieto (2009) points out that one of the 

most prominent features of our country is immigration.   Although, learning English 

is an essential part of being American, advocates for bilingual education believe that 

one must look at the bigger picture.  A common question among supporters is:  How 

are we supposed to prepare our children to meet the needs of this growing 

multilingual society and be successful in our increasingly global economy if we 

insist on only teaching our children one language?  Chu (2010) emphasizes the lack 
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of acquiring a second language will make our children less competitive and will 

limit them in the “ability to address future international challenges” (para.7).    

Many believe that an educator’s goal is to shape young minds in preparation 

for the future.   However, according to Chu (2010), the U.S. is falling behind in 

educating our children to be adaptable in global situations. Most other countries 

have a global vision when educating their children.  A concern of bilingualism 

supporters is that nations that produce multilingual students will someday be more 

valuable to a global workforce than students who can only speak one language.  It is 

understandable that English is a universal language and that the U.S. is a proud 

country.  Nevertheless, many believe that the U.S. can no longer hide behind the 

universal language rhetoric closing doors to optimal learning opportunities in 

expanding children’s knowledge and skills.  Bilingual advocates ask; Why not take 

advantage of the wonderful diversity embedded within our nation and construct a 

nation of multilingual students? Nieto (1992) expresses her own frustration by 

stating that 

Curriculum and pedagogy, rather than using the lived experiences of                
students as a foundation, have been based on what can be described as an 
alien and imposed reality.  The rich experiences of millions of our students, 
their parents, grandparents, and neighbors have been kept strangely quiet.  
Although we almost have an immigrant past, very few of us know or even 
acknowledge it. (p. 334) 

Bilingual Education will continue to be a controversial topic among 

educators, politicians and the society.  There are many political issues surrounding 

the mandatory implementation of Bilingual Education in public schools.  One of 
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these issues is the increase of taxes to fund programs such as that of bilingual 

education.  Taxpayers argue that it is unjust to tax the general public in order to 

educate minority children in their native language who may be in the U.S. illegally.  

There is this consensus amongst many Americans who believe that immigrants who 

come to the U.S. must assimilate to the mainstream society by abandoning their 

home language as they embrace Western culture and the English language.  This 

type of “quick assimilation” has been a pattern in U.S. history resulting in the 

inability of third generation children of immigrants to speak the language of their 

ancestors (Schmidt, 2000).  Understandably, immigrants should learn the English 

language in order to be a contributing member of the community but some question 

if one should loose their cultural identity in the process.  Bowman (1994) states, 

“…even more serious, by devaluing the culture of poor and minority children, 

teachers encourage an ominous cultural choice: identify with family and friends and 

disavow the school, or embrace school culture and face emotional/social isolation” 

(p. 5).   

Is it fair to say, that embracing diversity instead of shunning it can better 

enrich America’s children?  According to opponents of bilingual education, teaching 

children in their native language hinders academic progress in ELLs.  They believe 

that students participating in bilingual education programs are not meeting 

academic expectations resulting in higher drop out rates.  Critics strongly oppose a 

focus of native language instruction in schools for fear that students will not acquire 

the English language adequately to be functional in society. They argue that 
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bilingual education keeps immigrants linguistically isolated.  In addition, 

bilingualism has acquired some negative connotations as a person who is less 

intelligent and has a lack of patriotism (Nieto, 2009).  Therefore, those who oppose 

bilingualism, feel that the faster immigrants can assimilate to the American culture, 

the better chances they have of not being associated with this type of stereotype. 

According to Roberts (1995), this type of assimilation contributes to what he calls 

“subtractive bilingualism,” a process in which the native language is slowly 

subtracted or diminished from their heritage. In order to avoid this type of 

conditions, Moll, Saez and Dowrin (2001) suggest the need of creating an “additive” 

bilingual condition in the schools.  “Additive bilingualism,” can only be achieved 

through effective implementation of bilingual programs.   

             Although bilingual education continues to be controversial, recent studies 

have provided pertinent information on the effectiveness on bilingual education in 

the academic growth of ELLs.  If the goal of an education entity is to do what is best 

for children, then some feel that it is the job of all educators to provide fair and just 

education for ELLs. This, according to some experts, is the implementation of 

bilingual education within schools that have an influx population of ELLs.  This 

notion is a result of conclusive evidence indicating that instruction in a student’s 

native language will not only facilitate them in the acquisition of the target language 

but also strengthen them in content knowledge achievements (Cummins, 2000; 

Krashen, 2004; Thomas & Collier, 1997).   Although, research on bilingual education 

has rendered positive results in closing the achievement gap, it is important to 
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mention that there are specific types of bilingual environments that are conducive 

to better results than others.      

Different Types of Bilingual Education Programs 
  
 In order to understand how a dual language environment can promote 

academic and social development of ELL students one must first explore the 

different types of bilingual programs that are commonly used in elementary schools.  

There are many bilingual program names identified among researchers.  These 

terms can be confusing when trying to understand the differences in programs. It is 

imperative that one looks closely at the instructional model of the program as well 

as the academic goals.   

Cazdena (1992) identified three program models as:  English immersion 

strategy, early exit and late-exit bilingual education.  These programs according to 

Cazdena (1992) have similar instructional goals, “…the acquisition of English 

language skills so that the language-minority child can succeed in an English-only 

mainstream classroom” (pg. 2). Ramirez, Yuen and Ramey (1991) as well as Osorio-

O’dea (2001) summarize some of these programs as follows: 

• English immersion- also known as structure English immersion 

programs focus mainly on acquiring English through English-only 

content instruction.      

• Early-exit program also known as transitional bilingual education 

(TBE) incorporates some initial instruction in their native language 

mainly when they are acquiring early literacy skills.  The remaining 
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instruction is in English and the goal is to phase out their primary 

language by the time they reach second grade. 

• Late-exit bilingual education, also known as developmental bilingual 

education, implements a higher percentage of instruction in their 

primary language as students remain in the program until the sixth 

grade.  

Collier and Thomas (2009) further identify bilingual programs terms as: 

• California’s Prop 227- isolating English learners in one classroom 

and providing intense English instruction without the aid of their 

native language. 

• English as a Second Language (ESL) Pullout- provides an ESL teacher 

who pulls out ELLs from their mainstream classes for an allotted 

amount of time each day in order to facilitate them in English 

acquisition.  

• ESL Content (sheltered instruction)- ESL teacher teaches or team-

teaches academic content in English helping the ELLs make sense of 

academic instruction.   

• Transitional bilingual education- ELLs are separated from the 

mainstream group as they are remediated into all-English 

instruction as soon as possible with some native language support.  

• One Way 90:10/ 50:50- ELLs taught the mainstream curricula 

through two languages. 90:10- 90 percent of instruction is in the 
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minority language and 10 percent in the target language beginning 

at kinder.  This percentage changes as the student progresses from 

grade to grade decreasing the percentage of Spanish instruction as 

English instruction increases. 50:50- is an even amount of 

instruction is administered in both languages. The goal of both 

programs is to become academic proficient in two languages.  

•  Two Way Immersion (TWI) 90:10/50:50 or dual language-This is the 

same as the One Way 90:10/50:50 model, the only difference is that 

both ELLs and native English speakers are mixed in a class which 

teaches the mainstream curricula in two languages.  Both groups 

help each other in the process of becoming proficient in two 

languages.   

In identifying bilingual program terms, Collier and Thomas (2009) noted    

that with the passing of Prop 227 the term “immersion” has been misinterpreted 

when applying it to “structure English immersion” and comparing it to Canada’s 

popular immersion programs.  Collier and Thomas (2009) clarify that proponents of 

the English-only movement are incorrect in making this comparison, since Canada’s 

immersion program is one whose primary focus is to support the minority language 

in order to achieve bilingualism.  This is an important point, since Collier and 

Thomas (2009) point out that the English-only movement has misinformed the 

public about their English immersion program when they released information, via 

the press, stating that research studies deemed immersion programs as very 

successful.  Collier and Thomas (2009) agree that immersion programs are highly 
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successful, but the research they are referring to is based on 90:10 dual language 

programs not the structured English immersion they are promoting in California, 

Arizona and Massachusetts.   

Thomas and Collier (2002) conducted a national study on different bilingual 

programs and found that the most effective program is that of the dual language 

enrichment programs.  Furthermore, they discovered that the 90:10 bilingual 

classes, who implement strong academics and cognitive development first in the 

minority language increasing academic and cognitive development in the target 

language, have the highest achievement levels as indicated in figure 2.2.     

 Figure 2.2. Academic Achievements by Programs.  6.2 millions records analyzed.   
Adapted from Thomas, W. P., & Collier, V. P. (2002). A national study of school 
effectiveness for language minority students’ long-term academic achievement. Santa 
Cruz, CA: Center for Research on Education, Diversity and Excellence. 
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 Dual language programs can vary from school to school, but in order for the 

program to be highly effective it needs to be implemented correctly.  A highly 

effective dual language program, as that of the 90:10 Model, meets the needs of ELLs 

socioculturally.  Socioculturally a student in a dual language environment generally 

feels more valued and accepted because they are not segregated from their English 

peers.  In fact, both groups are dependent on each other as they learn content in two 

different languages.  This type of environment helps in avoiding discrimination and 

prejudices ELLs face when placed in a classroom setting catering to native English 

speakers.  Moll, Saez and Dowrin (2001) point out that children in this type of 

setting internalize the negative societal attitudes towards their native language and 

their ethnicity.  They state that, “…there is, in fact, a long tradition in this country of 

degrading in schools anything that is not Anglo-Saxon” (p. 445).    This is referred as 

by Spring (1994) the “deculturalization” process of schooling.  This in turn affects 

the motivation and learning outcomes of ELLs.   

In addition to sociocultural factors, Collier and Thomas (2009) also mention 

that an effective bilingual program meets the needs of ELL’s linguistically, 

academically and cognitively.  Linguistically, ELLs within the dual language program 

are provided the opportunity to use their L1 oral and written systems as an aid in 

acquiring their L2. Thus, academically they are able to transfer knowledge acquired 

from their L1 into their L2.   Finally, dual language programs allow for complete 

cognitive development in the ELLs first language as they acquire a second language.  

This, according to researchers, is the key in not only achieving high academic 
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success with ELLs, but also demonstrating cognitive advantages over monolinguals.  

All of these components are crucial factors when considering an environment 

conducive to an ELL’s success.   
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CHAPTER III 

LANGUAGE DEVELOPMENT 
 
 

Theories and Approaches 
 
  After exploring the sociocultural factors that contribute to the success of 

ELLs in bilingual programs, it is now important to understand the linguistic, 

academic and cognitive components that are involved in the developmental process 

of SLA.  Some of the questions that have been asked by researchers in attempts to 

develop theories for language acquisition deal with the definition of language and 

how a person acquires one and more than one languages.  Brown (2007) defines 

language as a systematic process that contains a set of arbitrary symbols having 

conventionalized meaning and expressed primarily vocally.  He further adds that the 

main purpose of language is to communicate as it operates within a community or 

specific culture.  According to Brown (2007), language is the essence of humanity 

and all human acquire language the same way because both language and language 

learning have universal characteristics. Although the definition of language, as 

described by Brown, seems simple enough, there are so many linguistic elements 

that underlie each of the points defined.  Researchers have looked at each point 

separately in order to identify specific patterns in language to formulate theories.  

Some theorists have tried to explain the phenomenon of language development 

through three types of language approaches: behaviorist, nativist and functional 

approaches.  
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Behavioral approaches such as those of B. F. Skinner believe that we come 

into this world with a clean slate and that language is a result of linguistic responses 

to a certain stimuli referred to as “operant conditioning” (Brown, 2007).  A child 

learns a behavior, such as language, through a process of positive rewards and 

negative consequences.  This is the principle that opponents of bilingual education 

used as they made an argument for English-only instruction under the assumption 

that academic achievement can only be achieved through a process of imitation and 

reinforcement.  The popular Audiolingual Method was designed on this belief by 

teaching a language through repetitious drills.  Crawford (1999) elaborates by 

stating that, “Implicit in Skinner’s premises is the notion that, as children acquire 

language, they internalize a finite set of linguistic responses for all the stimuli they 

will encounter in life” (p. 120).   Although many critics disagreed with Skinner’s 

behavioral theory due to the lack of unexplained innate language structures, it 

opened a new era where language development was being explored.   

Among those experts, Noam Chomsky (1964) developed the nativist 

approach to language learning focusing on an individual’s innate ability to acquire 

language.  Chomsky (1964) believed that we are all born with an “internalized 

system of language” referred to as “Language Acquisition Device, or LAD.”  This 

innate device, according to Chomsky, allows an individual to distinguish speech 

sounds within the environment in order to identify specific linguistic patterns 

necessary to acquire language (Brown, 2007).   Krashen (1985) also believes on this 

innate ability to acquire language along with language input that is comprehensible.  

He expanded on the idea of the LAD and developed the input hypothesis theory 
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stressing that when an individual receives ‘intelligible messages’ in a second 

language the language organ generalizes rules through innate principles, thus 

acquiring that language (Crawford, 1999).    

As a result of the LAD theory, nativist supporters expanded on the idea and 

developed a new term known as “Universal Grammar” (UG) which presents the idea 

of a systematic “system of universal linguistic rules” in attempts to explain certain 

grammatical phenomenon observed in small children, which according to the 

nativist, the behaviorist could not explain with their theories (Brown, 2007). Pivot 

grammar was introduced as early generative grammar rules to explain the ability to 

organize linguistic data into linguistic classes.  Pinker (1994) explains Chomsky’s 

theory by stating that as long as the principles are still active and children are 

exposed to sufficient language samples they can learn several languages 

simultaneously. On the other hand, adults have the difficult task of reactivating 

principles learned during L1 before they can acquire a second language.   

Although authorities concur with Chomsky’s (1964) nativist approach 

regarding a natural order in the mastery of grammatical structures, some disagreed 

with the systematic stages of grammar presented by the UG theory.  Instead, a new 

model was formed, the parallel distributed processing (PDP), proposing the idea 

that information is processed simultaneously in the brain at different levels of 

attention (Brown, 2007). This idea generated more inquiry about how neurons in 

the brain make multiple connections when learning new information.  This notion 

was expanded with the connectionist model of language based on the idea that all 

knowledge is stored in neuro-networks in which connections are activated as new 
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information is presented.  Educators can apply this concept in their teaching when 

they activate the prior knowledge of students in order to see how strong the 

connections are for a certain topic or concept and then provide the reinforcement or 

re-direction in order to generate stronger connections on the topic.  For ELLs this 

requires tapping into prior knowledge based on their first language experiences in 

order to form connections in their L2. 

In contrast to the nativist approach that dealt more with the generative 

aspect of language and the connectivist model that dealt with brain connections, the 

functional approach focused more on the essence of language.   Jean Piaget (1970) 

and Lev Vygotsky (1962) were two leading researchers for the functional approach 

of language that centered on the cognitive development of language acquisition.  

The main idea as described by Piaget (1970) is that children’s development of 

language is a result of their cognitive capacity intertwined with social interactions.  

Vygotsky (1962) emphasized the main contributor factor in language development 

as social interaction. He formulated theories on the inter-relation of speech and 

thought as it relates to social interaction.  Vygotsky  (1962) disagreed with Piaget’s 

idea of a child not being able to learn outside of his development stage.  He 

developed the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) to explain that there is this area 

or “zone” where a child has the capacity to learn above his developmental state as 

he socially interacts with others.     

First language acquisition theories helped open up new doors in the 

investigation of language learning.  Although many experts have attempted to 

establish theories and approaches to language learning, these theories were 
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disputed as other theories arose.  As a result, there has not been one specific theory 

identified that completely explains the acquisition of first language.  Nevertheless, 

many experts have come to believe that the process of acquiring a second language 

is similar to the process of acquiring a first language and have tried to use first 

language theories to explain SLA. 

Factors Impacting SLA 

 How do all of these theories relate to second language learning?  First 

language acquisition theories led to the study of second language acquisition with 

the assumption that they are both acquired in similar ways.  However, explaining 

SLA proved to be more complex than first thought.  There are many factors that 

impact the rate, ease and level of proficiency.  According to Brown (2007) these 

factors include: learner characteristics, linguistic and learning processes, age and 

acquisition, instructional variables, context and purpose.   

Learner characteristics play an important role in acquiring a second language 

because it defines not only the individual, but also the person’s capabilities.  An 

individual’s ethnicity, religious beliefs, socioeconomic status and personal 

experiences provide the basic foundation for which new knowledge can be built on. 

Bowman (1994) explains, “…cultural characteristics affect the specific ways in 

which developmental potential is realized” (p. 2). Therefore, one must look closely 

at both intrinsic and cultural characteristics when serving a culturally diverse group 

of students. 

The linguistic, learning processes and instructional variables are all 

intertwined and are important factors to consider because they deal with not only 
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the ability to identify the differences and similarities between L1 and L2, but also 

with identifying the right conditions and different types of strategies used in 

attaining the L2.  It is through this knowledge that teachers can effectively teach 

ELLs.  The knowledge of the structure of language will allow educators to pin point 

specific linguistic elements that are similar in order to apply them to the target 

language.  On the other hand, knowing which linguistic elements are different gives 

educators the upper hand as they prepare lessons that will aid ELL students in 

understanding and in applying new linguistic skills and concepts.    

  Another important factor relates to age and acquisition.  Chomsky’s (1964) 

theories specified that learning a second language is easier in the younger years. 

However, many critics wondered whether L1 and native-like L2 could only be 

acquired in childhood.  If this is possible, then how can you explain why some adults 

achieve high levels of proficiency in L2 when others do not? This presents an 

interesting question.  Is there an optimal time in one’s lifetime to acquire a second 

language? This simple question has caused researchers to ponder on whether or not 

there is a “critical period” for language acquisition.  It was neurologist Wilder 

Penfield that developed the “Critical Period Hypothesis” (CPH) claiming that the first 

few years in life are the most critical times in acquiring a new language assuming 

that one is receiving adequate stimuli (Penfield & Roberts, 1959).  This hypothesis 

was highly debated, since there is evidence that adults can also develop second 

language proficiency.  In spite of the many debates on this matter, it was discovered 

that there might be a critical period, as suggested by the CPH, in developing native-

like accents.  Although some adults have achieved native-like accents when they 
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were highly motivated and fully immersed in a second language for a long period of 

time.  Singleton (1995) summarizes this point by stating that when an individual is 

learning a second language the younger a person is the more likely their 

pronunciation will be native-like.   However, research reports that only five percent 

of adult bilinguals have been able to master native-like pronunciation in a second 

language later in life. Perhaps the majority of adults learning a second language do 

not have perfect pronunciation, but some are highly proficient linguistically in all 

communicative and functional areas. These discoveries indicate that anyone can 

learn a second language if the conditions are right and the motivation is there. 

This leads to context and purpose that are also two very important factors in 

achieving language success. Understanding the social status and culture of an 

individual as it relates to the target language setting is key in considering successes 

and failures in SLA.  Are students engaged in meaningful and purposeful activities 

while trying to acquire L2 or are they involved in artificial language learning 

environments that offer no support in transitioning from L1 to L2?  What 

constitutes the purpose of acquiring L2? Is it for personal accomplishments or for 

educational requirements?  These questions are crucial in determining whether 

someone will become a successful language learner or struggle in the process.  A 

student that is forced to take a class in high school may not have the same ambition 

as a student who is determined to learn a second language for personal or 

professional reasons.   

Any researcher that is attempting to formulate a theory in second language 

learning must consider the above factors.  Language is not only a process of 
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observable and measurable variables that linguists study as they look for the perfect 

formula in achieving SLA success, but rather it is a complex system of personal and 

cognitive factors all working together in the development of language.    

Language Transfers 

 In addition to the complexity of linguistic variables, factors and cognitive 

structures that second language learners undergo as they attempt to acquire a 

target language, there are also cognitive strategies to consider.  One of these 

cognitive strategies is that of transferring native language knowledge into the 

second language. This is known as L1 language transfers or interlingual transfers.  A 

person is said to use prior knowledge and experiences when learning anything new 

as described by Krashen’s input hypothesis.  This is especially true when learning a 

second language.  The use of the L1 to facilitate in the acquisition of L2 is very 

common. Krashen(1985) states that the information and knowledge that one 

derives from one’s L1 makes L2 input more comprehensible.     

The process of transferring L1 to L2 can be positive when previous 

knowledge is accurately applied to new knowledge.  However, it can also be 

negative when it gets in the way of learning something new.  One of the main 

arguments of the English-only movement is that the native language interferes with 

the target language; thus, one must withdraw from the L1 in order to acquire L2. 

This interference as Brown (2007) describes it, is when  “…previously learned 

material interferes with subsequent material- a previous item is incorrectly 

transferred or incorrectly associated with an item to be learned” (p. 102).  



  Texas Tech University, Cecilia Pincock, May 2011 

 24 
  

In addition to interference, second language learners also tend to generalize 

a particular rule or item into their L2.  This overgeneralization or intralingual 

transfer is an exceedingly common strategy that humans use when learning and it 

occurs as frequently as language interference.  Brown (2007) describes 

generalization as “…means to infer or derive a law, rule, or conclusion, usually from 

the observation of particular instances” (p. 103).  Generalization is a natural process 

that occurs starting in childhood as one learns a new word and then applies it to 

similar items until a new category is formed.  In SLA intralingual transfer is also a 

common process as language learners rely on their L1 knowledge to generate rules 

in the L2.  The negative aspects of overgeneralization and interference were 

considered the only two processes that second language learners exhibited (Brown, 

2007).  However, these two processes according to Brown (2007) are: 

…interrelated components of all human learning, and when applied to second 
language acquisition, are simply extensions of general psychological 
principles.  Interference of the first language in the second is simply a form of 
generalizing that takes prior first language experiences and applies them 
incorrectly.  Overgeneralization is the incorrect application- negative 
transfer- of previously learned second language material to a present second 
language context.  All generalizing involves transfer, and all transfer involves 
generalizing. (p. 104)    
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Experts in the field also point out that interference is strongly related with 

the differences between the native language and the target language. The 

contrastive analysis hypothesis (CAH) was established to study the structural 

differences and similarities of languages.  The idea is that the similar the L1 is to the 

L2, the less interference occurs since the language learner is able to make more 

positive transfer connections. Brown (2007) elaborates on the various psychological 

and linguistic assumptions made by the CAH by saying, “…second language learning 

basically involves the overcoming of the differences between the two linguistic 

systems- the native and target languages” (p. 249).  Although interference can be an 

issue for some languages, the results of many studies indicate that for the most part 

L1 is positively transferred allowing the learner to benefit from the use of the native 

language. 

         Transfer 
 
 
 
                        Positive (+)                                            Negative (-) 
 
  
 
 
           Overgeneralization            Interference
                 (L1         L1)                                 (L1         L2)  
                 (L2          L2)                                (L2        L1)                                   
 
Figure 3.1. Transfer, overgeneralization, and interference. Adapted from Brown, H. 
D. (2007).  Principles of language learning and teaching.  White Plains, New York: 
Pearson Education p. 104. 
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 In attempts to shed some light on some of the misconceptions about L1 

interference, Dulay and Burt (1974) conducted a study and found that 86% of more 

than 500 errors were not interference errors from the L1, but in fact reflected 

normal developmental characteristics.   Furthermore, Kellerman (1983), a well-

known researcher in the field of language transfers, found through his studies that 

individuals who learn a second language are aware of the usefulness of their L1 in 

their acquisition of their L2.  It is through this awareness, according to Kellerman 

(1983), that learners form ‘strategies of production’ when acquiring the target 

language as they consciously choose which L1 items they will freely transfer and 

which items they will avoid.  He introduced the terms “language-specific” and 

“language-neutral” to identify the types of items that a learner chooses or does not 

chose to transfer.  Language-specific transfers are those that a learner chooses to 

avoid because they are not transferable, such as idioms.  Language-neutral transfers 

are those items in which the learner feels are easily transferable.   

 Other researchers have also found evidence of positive L1 transfer to the L2.  

Noor (1994) explains that L1 is a resource of knowledge that learners use both 

positively or negatively to help them perform as best as they can in the L2.  

Sparks (2009) conducted a long-term study and found that, “...students with 

stronger L1 skills have stronger L2 aptitude and higher levels of L2 proficiency and 

L2 classroom achievement, demonstrating the possibility of cross-linguistic transfer 

for L1-L2 skills” (p. 210).   

   If researchers have found so many positive effects of L1 transfer to L2, it 

makes sense for educators to use the L1 in the process of acquiring a second 
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language.  Bilingual programs provide this type of instruction in which the L1 is 

used as a tool and a resource in learning academic content when acquiring the 

target language. Interlanguage transfers are also useful tools that can be used in the 

development of L2 writing.        
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CHAPTER IV 

L2 WRITING DEVELOPMENT 
 

 
Language Learner Errors 
 
 The process of SLA, the factors that affect it and the cognitive strategy of 

interlanguage transfer are all equally important in the understanding of L2 writing 

development because they are all interrelated.  There are few studies conducted on 

the development of L2 writing, thus this field of knowledge is still new and highly 

debatable. Some researchers attempt to explain L2 writing as a separate entity 

developed primarily by formal instructional settings. However, there is significant 

evidence from research done in SLA, that writing development and SLA are closely 

intertwined.  Researchers such as Harklau (2002) strongly believe that students can 

learn a great amount about a second language through writing and argues for a 

greater instructional emphasis on student’s L2 writing.   

ELLs use the same kind of strategies to learn a new language as they do to 

write it. This is clearly manifested in learner language errors.  Carson (2001) 

pointed out Shaughnessy’s theory for developmental writers by stating that, 

“…errors are windows on the acquisition process, and they provide information for 

teachers on the interlanguage stage of L2 writers” (p. 193). Therefore, it is 

important for researchers as well as educators to have in-depth knowledge of SLA in 

order to formulate L2 writing theories and approaches.     

  One of the most apparent issues in L2 writing is learner language error. 

Implications made by the CHA theory suggests that a prediction of language learner 
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writing errors can be made in relation to similarities and differences in writing 

patterns found in the native language. Although this is helpful information, 

sometimes it is difficult to make the distinction between language learner error and 

normal developmental errors.   

There are many variables to consider when looking at L2 errors. Carson 

(2001) points out that these variables are typically a result of the learner’s 

interlanguage as they encounter conflicting hypothesis derived from their target 

language in certain situations. He also specified that there are three types of factors 

that affect the variability of interlanguage rules as they are applied in different 

contexts: linguistic, situational and psycholinguistic. 

  Linguistic context are the language elements that are correctly used in one 

situation, but incorrectly used in another.  According to Carson (2001), situational 

context involves factors such as: speech styles, social factors and stylistic factors.  

These can all affect the production of errors when one is required to write in their 

L2 about L1 experiences. Psycholinguistic context deals with the task at hand and 

the cognitive requirements needed to accomplish that task. The more complex the 

task is, the more a language learner struggles to express ideas.  All of these factors 

affect the interlanguage rules used by language learners in L2 writing process.  

Carson (2001) adds to the idea of errors in language learners’ writing by saying that 

one must 

…take in account the way in which a system of variable rules may lead  

writers to produce less correct drafts that might otherwise be the case as  

they struggle to apply emergent interlanguage rules in new linguistic,  
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situational, and psycholinguistic contexts. (p. 194) 

Simply stated, one cannot overlook the different variables and situations that 

contribute to language learner errors.  

It is easy to make judgments and become fixated on L2 writing errors.  

However, there is a significant amount of risk taking when someone is in the process 

of learning a new language and errors are inevitable.  Making mistakes is part of the 

process, just like small children make mistakes as they are acquiring their L1.  This 

is not only normal, but expected if progress is to occur.  One can learn through 

mistakes with appropriate feedback and reinforcements from educators, peers and 

the environment. 

   Brown (2007) points out that there is a difference between making a 

mistake and making an error and as educators we need to analyze errors in order to 

better understand how the language learner is processing the new language. He 

defines mistakes as a performance error in correlation to someone accidentally 

slipping up or randomly guessing.  Mistakes can be self-corrected with proper 

guidance. On the other hand, errors are competence indicators of the learner 

manifesting a type of system that is being used at that time and is not self-corrected.  

They are observable and can be analyzed; thus researchers began to study these 

errors developing a new term called error analysis. 

Unlike the contrastive analysis that attributed language errors to L1’s 

negative transfers, error analysis focused more on all the possible sources that can 

contribute to learner language errors.  Error analysis proponents discovered that 

not all errors made by language learners are contributed to their L1 and all errors 



  Texas Tech University, Cecilia Pincock, May 2011 

 31 
  

cannot be predicted as proposed by the CAH.  They found that learners that speak 

different languages make similar errors in learning the same target language.  This 

is because, according to Brown (2007), errors “…arise from several possible general 

sources: interlingual errors of interference from the native language, intralingual 

errors within the target language, the sociolinguistic content of communication, 

psycholinguistic or cognitive strategies, and no doubt countless affective variables” 

(p. 259).  

Although analyzing language learner errors can be helpful in the 

understanding and aiding of the developmental process of L2 writers, experts 

caution that too much focus on errors can detract from the ultimate goal of language 

fluency.   Some experts believe that focusing on error analysis can be misleading 

because it does not account for some strategic processes used in the overall 

performance of the learner. However being able to identify and describe learner 

errors is useful when teaching L2 writing skills.  There are few studies conducted on 

L2 writing errors. Barry Taylor (1975) and Jack Richards (1971) are two 

researchers who studied language errors and were able to generate a list of 

different types of L2 errors.  

Taylor (1975, p. 95) found nine common overgeneralization errors that ESL 

made in attempting to produce the main verb following an auxiliary or modal (e.g. 

can, could, may, might, must, shall, should, will, and would).   

1. Past tense form of verb following a modal 

2. Present tense –s on a verb following a modal 

3. –ing on a verb following a modal 
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4. are (for be) following will 

5. Past tense form of verb following do 

6. Present tense –s on a verb following do 

7. –ing on a verb following do 

8. Past tense form of a verb following be (inserted to replace a modal 

or do) 

9. Present tense –s on a verb following be (inserted to replace a 

modal or do) 

In addition, Richards (1971, p. 187) discovered five intralingual transfer 

errors in relations to articles.    

1. Omission of the (e.g. Sun is very hot) 

2. the used instead of nothing (e.g. The Shakespeare, the Sunday) 

3. a used instead of the (e.g.  A sun becomes red ) 

4. a used instead of nothing (e.g. A bad news) 

5. Omission of a (e.g. He was good boy) 

It is evident that educators can use these findings when they interpret an ELL’s 

writing.  Knowing that these are normal processing errors can help educators make 

appropriate evaluations and design lessons to aid ELLs in overcoming some of these 

generalization or intralingual errors in order to make their writing more 

comprehendible.  However, it is important to also look at other aspects of L2 writing 

such as the social and interpersonal function as well as the grammatical features 

used that contribute to the overall meaning of writing. 
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 Components of L2 Writing 

 There is so much to L2 writing that meets the eye.  Wikipedia defines writing 

as “a representation of  language in a textual medium through the use of a set of 

signs or symbols (known as a writing system).” In other words, writing is a form of 

language and language has a function.  The language used in different contexts and 

models (spoken or written) serve three key functions simultaneously:  to 

communicate with others and express ourselves (interpersonal function), to 

represent our experiences (experiential function) or to create well organized and 

cohesive texts, both orally and written (textual function), (Droga & Humphrey, 

2005).   These three interconnected functions help us achieve the social purposes of 

language use. 

 Droga and Humphrey (2005) state, “The different functions of language 

relate to particular areas of the language system. The language system is a network 

of grammatical and lexical choices which can be seen as a ‘tool-box’ or resource for 

making meaning”(p. 1).  Meaningful communication occurs when one draws from 

these grammatical and lexical choices as they are being applied to experiential, 

interpersonal or textual functions of language.  Colombi (2002) stated, “The 

linguistic framework sees language as a strategic, meaning making resource, 

allowing us to relate lexicogrammatical forms to specific functions in certain 

contexts that achieve particular purposes” (p. 68).  In an educational setting, 

understanding how language function varies and what kind of  “tools” are needed 

for different subject areas is a key factor in constructing effective pieces of writing.     
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  From this perspective, the role of language is viewed from a social context 

within the school environment.  Interactions between teachers and student provide 

optimal opportunities to develop academic language.  This language increases in 

complexity as the student progresses from one grade to another.  In the process, 

teachers develop a social view of language providing a setting where both students 

and teachers talk about language. This is known as metalanguage.  Teachers in this 

type of environment make students aware of the different language functions 

needed for a certain type of written text as they model and practice together.  

Metalanguage becomes a great tool in identifying specific languages used for 

different subjects as students discover grammatical patterns in relation to text and 

content.   

  Thus, grammatical patterns are an essential component for expressing 

meaning in language.  “Knowledge of grammar allows us to analyze and describe the 

ways in which words are selected, organized and sequenced within a text to make 

meaning”(Droga & Humphrey, 2005, p. 13).   The teaching of grammar in the school 

system predominantly focuses on syntax rules, spelling patterns, usage of words and 

conventions.  It is difficult to appreciate the overall meaning of a piece of writing if it 

is being dissected into individual parts (e.g. parts of speech). Although it is helpful in 

understanding words, it is the larger chunks of text (such as clauses, word groups 

and phrases), that contain the grammatical structures necessary for a certain 

language function.   These chunks of text, or clauses, show what kind of grammatical 

knowledge a student has and how he is processing the different language systems to 

organize a written text.   
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 Clauses are important components of the grammatical structure because it 

forms a basic unit of meaning.  Droga and Humphrey (2005) explain that clauses are 

the “building blocks” of a text that consists of groups made up with more than one 

word.  When clauses are joined together they form sentences.  These sentences form 

paragraphs which then form the text.    

  

                                   CLAUSE 

Group Group Group 

word word word word word word 

 

Figure 4.1. Build up and break down of clauses.  Adapted from Droga, L. &  
Humphrey, S. (2005).  Grammar and Meaning: An introduction for primary 
teachers. Sydney:  Target Texts p. 19. 

Text 

Paragraph 

Sentence 

CLAUSE 

 

These building blocks are relevant factors in identifying the different levels of 

language and the units that make up the language system.  

Groups are also important because they contribute to the oveall meaning of 

the clause. The different types of groups used to form a clause are: verb groups, 

noun groups, adverbials, conjunctions and text connectives. The verb group in 

conjunction with noun group says what someone or something does.  The noun 

group names the ‘who’ or the ‘what’. They should be consistent and reflect the 

overall purpose of the text.  Adverbials are the additional details that provide 

information on the ‘when’, ‘where’, and ‘how.’ Text connectives or conjunctions are 
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words that link the clauses to sentences and sentences to paragraphs.  In each clause 

the verb group and the noun group are the most important because they provide 

information on what is going on with people, places or things.  Without the verb and 

noun group there is no clause since they are dependent on one another to form 

meaning.   

In addition to different types of groups, there are also different types of 

clauses.  An independent clause is one that can stand alone containing a simple 

sentence or a single idea (e.g. The boy ran away.). A compound sentence is formed 

when there are two or more independent clauses linked with a conjunction. Each 

independent clause is capable of standing alone (e.g. Johnny walked to the store but 

it was closed.).  A complex sentence is when an independent clause is combined 

with one or more dependent clauses, which are unable to stand alone if separated 

from the main sentence.   Dependent clauses usually provide additional information 

on the main clause relating to time, place, reason, cause, etc. (e.g. Waiting with 

anticipation, the crowd stood in line for many hours.). Identifying the different 

clauses helps in understanding how individuals structure the text to formulate 

meaning.  

Knowledge about clauses can help educators understand how students 

represent their knowledge of the world and how they make sense of their 

experiences. This is defined as the experiential meaning of language, influenced by 

the context for a specific type of text, it focuses on how things are named or 

described (Droga & Humphrey, 2005).  This is crucial information for teachers 

because it indicates whether or not students are making the necessary text function 
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connections for different areas of the curriculum. Colombi (2002) explains that, “At 

the clausal level, language users make choices that constitute their writing as more 

or less appropriate for the genres they are attempting.  These choices reveal them as 

more or less successful in adopting the appropriate register” (p. 69).  When ELLs 

incorporate appropriate use of language for a specific genre, they are demonstrating 

an understanding of the unique linguistic elements necessary for the construction of 

meaningful texts.  

Due to the controversy surrounding native language instruction versus 

English-only instruction described in previous chapters, a study was conducted to 

analyze how experiential meaning is portrayed in L2 academic writing.  One of the 

main arguments or fear that some parents, community, and legislators have is that 

ELLs, who are placed in bilingual programs such as that of dual language, will not be 

able to achieve proficiency or academic success in English because they become 

dependent on native language instruction.  This perspective is widespread despite 

numerous studies that indicate that L1 development facilitates L2 acquisition. 

Specifically, this study involves ELLs that are enrolled in disparate learning 

environments, English-only and dual language classrooms.  If the claims made by 

the English-only proponents are true, then ELLs who participate in the dual 

language program will not be able to be effective L2 writers because they have not 

been immersed in English-only instructions. On the other hand, ELLs placed in 

English-only classrooms will have a better understanding of the English grammar 

and exhibit better-developed L2 writing.  The literature discussed here led to the 

research project implemented to study L2 writing acquisition. 
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Research questions:  The specific research questions guiding this study were 

the following: 

1. What genre knowledge is exhibited in ELL’s content area writing 

(social studies and science)?  

2. Does the writing development change from grade 3 to grade 5? 

3. Do differences in writing development emerge between ELLs placed 

in English-only and Dual Language programs? 
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CHAPTER V 

METHODOLOGY 
 

  
Participants and the Environment 

The students selected for this study attend a Title I elementary school in 

West Texas with a student population of 498 students. Ninety-four percent of the 

students are Hispanic and 92% are economically disadvantaged. Thirty-five percent 

of the population is Limited English Proficient (LEP) and the mobility rate is at 28%.  

The six students selected for this study attended the school throughout their 

elementary years, kinder to fifth grade.  The students chosen are males, since there 

were no female writing samples available in the English-only classrooms across the 

three years sampled.  All participants were randomly selected.               

Three of the six students were enrolled in the school’s 90:10 Two Way 

language enrichment program. The students who participate in this program 

received 90% of their academic instruction in Spanish and 10% in English beginning 

in kinder.  The percentage of Spanish instruction decreased as English instruction 

increased as specified by Thomas and Collier (1989, 1997, 2002) in the literature 

review section.  As part of the program requirements, there is a mix of monolingual 

Spanish, bilingual and monolingual English students.  The teachers are bilingual 

certified and fluent in both English and Spanish. 

 In this subject, all academic subjects are taught in Spanish except for Science, 

which is taught in English beginning in kinder to account for the 10% English 

instruction.  Social Studies is taught in English beginning in third grade. Students in 
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the dual language program receive limited formal English grammar instruction with 

the assumption that academic concepts will positively transfer from the students L1 

to their L2. The program goal is for students to become bilingual and biliterate in 

English and Spanish by the end of fifth grade.    

 The other three students were enrolled in a traditional English-only 

classroom with some ESL support.  In this program, all academic instruction is 

delivered in English beginning in kinder.  The teacher is bilingual and can provide 

language support when needed. However, the student is expected to perform in 

English since the goal is to become English proficient as quickly as possible.  

Data Source 

 Three writing samples were collected from each student from third to fifth 

grade in the content areas of science and social studies.  Six of the writing samples 

were related to a Science topic and 12 related to a Social Studies topic for a total of 

18 writing samples.  The samples were written in response to a random prompt 

provided by the teacher, usually a topic that has been recently taught.  Since the 

teachers were different, some of the prompts were different. The Science prompts 

included: Write about something you learn in Science class; What did you learn about 

volcanoes?  What do you know about rocks? The social studies prompts included:  

Write about Martin Luther King Jr.; Write about Ellis Island; Write about the Alamo; 

Write about renewable and nonrenewable resources; Write about the Mayans; and 

Write about the Civil War.  The writing samples are rough drafts as such they have 

not been edited or tampered with by the teacher or peers.     
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 Since the samples were science and social studies related, students were 

expected to use the appropriate language elements relevant to these genres.  

Spelling and punctuation errors were not taken into account, as these conventions 

do not provide information about their genre knowledge.  In relation to the prompts 

mentioned earlier, students were expected to write informational text, factual 

recounts or factual descriptions.  Each of these genres requires specific types of 

grammatical features in order to create a meaningful text.   

For informational text, students are expected to write general statements 

identifying the main subject as they provide descriptions such as parts, attributes, 

types, uses, appearances, behaviors, location, etc.   For a factual recount students are 

expected to write about ‘what happened’ including orientation information, record 

of events and reorientation.  Factual descriptions require students to identify and 

describe the features or characteristics of the topic (Drogra & Humphrey, 2005).  

These are defined in the next section.     

Text Analysis Procedures 

In order to determine the extent to which students have command of the 

specific linguistic elements necessary to create experiential meaning for a given 

genre, the text was first divided into independent clauses and then coded on a 

specific grammatical feature (see appendix for example of coded text).  Each 

independent clause was counted to formulate an idea of how long the text was.  

Each clause was identified as a simple or complex.  The use of complex sentences is 

one of the key grammatical features included in an informational text.  In addition, a 

count of compound sentences was also recorded for descriptive purposes although 
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it is not necessary for creating coherent texts.  Thus, for each student a count of each 

of these linguistic elements was calculated for clauses, simple, compound and 

complex sentences as well as mean frequencies across each type of student (EOS 

and DLS).     

More relevant to the acquisition of experiential meaning of a text is the use of 

noun groups. According to Droga and Humphrey (2005), “The noun groups package 

much of the ‘content’ that is important in the various key learning areas” (p. 41).  

Technical and general nouns were identified and counted as an indicator of whether 

or not the student was adequately stating whom or what is involved in their topic.  

These nouns were also calculated as averages were recorded for both groups.  The 

use of technical nouns indicates that the student is beginning to internalize the 

academic language for the specific genre, which according to ELL literacy scholars 

(e.g. Chamot & O’Malley, 1989; Dutro, 2001), is paramount to academic language 

development. 

A focus on the adverbial group, specifically those of prepositional phrases, 

were identified and counted in each clause in order to see if the student was able to 

adequately express the surrounding, conditions or circumstances associated with 

the specific topic. The number of prepositional phrases was calculated for both 

groups.  These prepositional phrases give insight as to whether or not students are 

providing information on the temporal, spatial, or logical relationship of an object 

included in the sentence.  The use of prepositional phrases is also a key grammatical 

element in informational text because it provides details on place and manner and 

for factual texts because it identifies ‘where’, ‘how’, ‘with’, what’, etc.  
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Table 5.1. 

Description of Linguistic Elements Analyzed 
 
Experiential Meaning                 Linguistic Elements               Description 
________________________                  ________________________            _____________________________ 
 
Who or what is                 General nouns                        every day nouns not 
involved?                                             specific to the topic 
                                                 

Technical nouns                     nouns specific to a topic  
associated with academic 
language  

______________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
What are the                                  Prepositional                    words indicating  
surroundings,                        phrases               temporal, spatial, 
conditions, or        or logical relationship 
circumstances?           of an object 
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 Note: Adapted from Aguirre-Muñoz, Z. & Amabisca, A. (2008).  Adolescent English Learner 

Development of Knowledge Display in Writing. New York: AERA  
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CHAPTER VI 

RESULTS AND ANALYSIS OF DATA 
 
 
Analysis of Clauses 
 
 Tables 6.1., 6.2. and 6.4. demonstrate the results, in averages, of the three 

linguistic elements measured from English-only students (EOS) and dual language 

students (DLS) over a period of three years.  

Table 6.1.   
 
 Average frequency of Clauses   
______________________________________________________________________________________________ 
      
Participant     Grade             Clauses              Simple         Complex          Compound              
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
        3              10.0  5.6        0.6  1.6   
EOS                     4                9.7      5.3  2.3  1.0   
            5              11.0  5.3  3.0  1.3    
 
Mean                 10.2  5.4  2.0  1.3 
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
           3            18.0  8.3  1.7  3.7 
DLS              4                  15.0  4.7  3.0  3.3 
                      5                    8.9  4.3  0.3  2.0 
  
 Mean                   13.9  5.8  1.7  3.0 
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 When analyzing the averages of the clauses per frequency, it is apparent that 

overall the DLS wrote longer texts with an average of 13.9 compared to the EOS who 

wrote an average of 10.2 clauses per response.  This can be an indication that DLS 

were more familiar with the topic or felt comfortable with the assignment.  The data 

also shows that there are noticeable differences on length of text from one grade to 

another, specifically in dual language classes.    
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There are no major differences in the averages of simple sentences. However, 

there are significant differences in the implementation of compound sentences in 

which DLS averaged 3.0 in comparison to the EOS who averaged 1.3.       

The EOS did write more complex sentences averaging 2.0 while the DLS 

averaged 1.7.  However, it is important to note that some of the complex sentences 

used by the EOS are based on oral speech patterns not appropriate for written text 

and the majority of the sentences were not genre related.  Out of the 18 complex 

sentences written by EOS, only three were genre specific; out of the 15 complex 

sentences written by DLS, 11 were genre specific. For example when asked to write 

about something they learned in science, the English-only students wrote: 

The only thing that I like about science is when we play games and do fun 
things like playing with water and experiments that have to do with water and 
marbles, clay and other things. 

 
Every time if you get an answer right that she give us we go to her box in there 
is filled with things that you can get. 
 

 
Whereas the DLS wrote: 
  

The metamorphic rock was first igneous rock then it turns into a sedimentary 
rock. 
 
Some rocks are found where the fossils are because when a creature dies the 
bones stay in the mud and it turns into a fossil. 

 
 The fact that several teachers were involved and the topics were different can affect 

the results. Because the EOS were given a broad topic, they might have had difficulty 

narrowing down a specific concept to write about.  Also the way the teacher 

explained the assignment could have affected the outcome as well. Nevertheless, in 
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comparing the sentence quality of both groups, the DLS wrote clearer genre 

appropriate sentences than those of the EOS.  

Analysis of Prepositional Phrases 

 The analysis of prepositional phrases indicated that DLS exceeded EOS in the 

amount of prepositional phrases included in their text averaging 7.1 in comparison 

to the EOS who averaged 4.3 as presented in table 6.2.   

Table 6.2.   
 
 Average Frequency of Prepositional Phrases 
__________________________________________________________ 
      
Participant     Grade            prepositional phrases                 
_______________________________________________________________ 
        3                 3.3        
EOS                     4                     3.0  
             5                 6.7   
  
 Mean                           4.3  
_______________________________________________________________  
         3              9.3 
DLS             4                    9.0 
                      5                      3.0 
  
 Mean                           7.1 
_______________________________________________________________ 

 
This is a relevant finding because prepositional phrases are higher-level 

grammatical elements within the adverbial group that provide additional detail on 

the topic and it is a relevant linguistic feature used in factual descriptions.  This 

trend indicates that DLS have a better grasp of the genre and are elaborating more 

on the subject.  Table 6.3. shows some examples of the prepositional phrases used in 

the students’ samples.  
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Table 6.3.   
 
Comparison of Genre Specific Prepositional Phrases 
_____________________________________________________________ 
      EOS                     DLS  
_________________           ___________________________ 
in the dark            in 1929  
on his own        into an igneous rock                                                        
on top           into a sedimentary rock            
on land       into a fossil   
under  water   to San Antonio 
on Fridays   at the Alamo   
to the place   in the Mississippi River   
from it     in the Civil War 
in there    on this day 
in the earth   about 5,000 Mexican soldiers 
to the clouds   in Tennessee 
at night   to the Texas army 
from other places  to his soldiers 
______________________________________________________________________ 
 

After examining the prepositional phrases closely, it was evident that the DLS 

were able to write more detailed genre appropriate prepositional phrases as 

indicated in Table 6.3.  The prepositional phrases used by DLS provided more 

information on specific places, things, and times thereby contributing to the overall 

cohesiveness of the text.  On the other hand, although the EOS also included some 

genre appropriate prepositional phrases, they were few in numbers and some 

lacked pertinent details necessary for the specificity of the topic.  

Analysis of Nouns 

  In Table 6.4., the analysis of noun groups also revealed patterns consistent 

with the claim that DLS students have a stronger command of the genres examined.      
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Table 6.4.   
 
Average Frequency of Nouns  
______________________________________________________________________________________________ 
      
Participant     Grade          general               original          technical            original 

          general              technical 
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
        3                 4.7  4.3                   11.0    5.3         
EOS                     4                8.7      5.7  1.0  1.0 
        5                7.7  6.0  3.0  3.0 
  
 Mean                   7.0  5.3  5.0  3.1 
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________  
         3               6.3  4.0  10.7  6.0 
DLS             4                     3.3  3.0  11.7  7.0 
                      5                     4.3  3.3  11.0  7.3 
   
Mean                     4.6  3.4  11.1  6.8 
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
Note:  original general and technical nouns= not averaging repeated nouns  
  

Although the use of general nouns are appropriate for informational text, the 

use of technical nouns are better indicators that the students are acquiring 

appropriate academic vocabulary related to a specific genre.  When analyzing the 

data, it is evident that the EOS feel more comfortable with the use of general nouns 

averaging 7.0, 2.4 higher than those of the DLS. On the other hand, DLS 

demonstrated that they have more knowledge of appropriate academic vocabulary 

averaging 11.1, a 6.1 difference from that of the EOS.     

Equally important is the amount of original general and technical nouns since 

it eliminates the use of repetitive nouns.  The data indicates that there is a 

significant difference in the averages of the original general and technical nouns 

used between the EOS and DLS.  Out of the 7.0 general nouns used by EOS, 5.3 were 
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originals meaning that 1.7 of general nouns were repeated. For technical nouns 3.1 

out of the 5.0 were originals.  

In comparison, DLS had a 1.2 difference in original general nouns and for 

technical nouns out of 11.1, 6.8 were original. Needless to say, the 6.8 original 

technical nouns displayed by the DLS are significantly higher than the 3.1 technical 

nouns displayed by the EOS.  This provides evidence of the lack of academic 

vocabulary exhibited by the EOS, which is surprising, since these students have been 

exposed to English instruction early in their educational experience.  On the other 

hand, it is evident that the DLS are using their L1 vocabulary to facilitate their L2 

writing through the use of cognate (words that are similar in meaning between L1 & 

L2, e.g. calendars, calendario; animals, animales) strategies.    
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CHAPTER VII 

CONCLUSION 
 

Summary  
 

The results of this study demonstrated that ELLs placed in a dual language 

program have a better command of genre appropriate linguistic elements than those 

of the English-only classrooms.  Therefore, the argument from those who believe 

that native language instruction is an obstacle in obtaining English academic 

proficiency is called into question.  In spite of the limited English grammar 

instruction received by the students in the dual language program, DLS were still 

able to outperform EOS by writing more cohesive and genre appropriate text.  It can 

be implied that because English and Spanish have similarities in the writing 

systems, DLS are better able to successfully transfer linguistic tasks into their L2.      

There are several implications that can be made from this study. First, 

findings from this study showed that at a clausal level EOS wrote more complex 

sentences than DLS.  However EOS incorporated more oral speech patterns in their 

writing that were not conducive to the overall meaning of the text. On the other 

hand, DLS wrote better genre-related compound and complex sentences that 

contributed to the cohesiveness of the text and corresponded better with the 

expectations of the targeted genre.  Although the concepts of these subjects were 

taught in English in the dual language classrooms, the formality of writing is taught 

in Spanish.  The idea that DLS can express themselves better in writing at a clausal 
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level is consistent with the connectionist model that postulates that ELLs are able to 

tap into their prior knowledge gained from their L1 and apply it into their L2.       

Second, the qualitative differences of prepositional phrases indicate that DLS 

are elaborating more by adding specific details related to the topic.  The majority of 

the prepositional phrases written by the EOS were too general and failed to provide 

deep structural details necessary in describing people, places and things. This lack 

of linguistic features exhibited by EOS took away from the experiential meaning of 

the text.   EOS appeared to rely more heavily on oral language constructions, which 

may be a result of their instructional context.     

Third, the amount of technical nouns used by the DLS demonstrated that they 

are using language-neutral transfers, such as cognates, to implement academic 

language in their writing.  The similarities in language are a positive contributor 

factor relating to this outcome.  According to Garcia and Nagy (1993), Spanish 

students have an advantage in English vocabulary because there are so many similar 

cognates.  However, the students need to be made aware of the cognates through 

explicit instruction usually provided by a teacher who has knowledge of the 

similarities in the languages.  This usually occurs in dual language classrooms were 

both languages are being studied allowing students to make relevant connections 

between academic words.    

Limitation of Study 

There were some limitations to the study that should be addressed.  The 

number of samples analyzed were few in numbers.  A greater amount of writing 

samples will give a better perspective of whether or not these findings generalize to 
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other genres.  Further, since only male samples were analyzed, the study was not 

able to account for gender differences.  Gender can be an important factor in 

analyzing L2 writing.  In addition, the fact that the teachers were different is also 

another limitation because it made comparing the samples more difficult due to the 

differences in instructions and writing topic.  Differences could have also been 

attributed to differences across teachers.  Although overcoming the variable of 

different teacher participants might be difficult, especially if there is a longitudinal 

study involved, teachers can be required to follow an outlined lesson and then 

provide the same topic to all student participants.  This can facilitate in the process 

of comparing the samples.  In spite of the limitations addressed, the patterns that 

emerged in ELLs writing in this study are relevant and of great importance in the 

field.     

It is important to consider the various factors mentioned in this literature 

review when evaluating the success of L2 writing development.  First and foremost 

one must look at the type of environment in which the language learner is immersed 

in.  ELLs who are immersed in an environment that meets their needs 

socioculturally, linguistically, academically and cognitively, as provided in 90:10 

dual language program, have greater success overall.  If implemented correctly, this 

type of program allows ELL’s to develop their SLA in a non-threatening environment 

in which L1 is used to facilitate the L2. Foertsch (1998) elaborates on this idea by 

stating,  

“Academic skills, literacy development, concept formulation, subject 

knowledge, and strategy development learned in the first language transfer 
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to the second language.  However, because literacy is socially situated it is 

equally critical to provide a supportive school environment that allows the 

academic and cognitive development in the first language to flourish.” (p. 11)   

An understanding of the positive transfer that occurs from L1 to L2 is 

beneficial for educators as they evaluate and analyze language learner errors.    This 

can be achieved as educators create an environment where language is discussed 

and modeled allowing students to become better aware of the different types of 

linguistic elements used for a certain type of text. Instead of focusing on students’ 

errors, educators need to look at all the grammatical components used within a 

clause to create meaning within a text.  Together, these factors form a formula for 

the overall success of L2 writing development. 

Future Research 

    In order to make better future political and educational decisions 

concerning best practices and successful environments for ELLS, more studies need 

to be conducted on the benefits of dual language programs.  There are many areas of 

studies that can provide evidence on the positive effects of native language 

instruction.  Researchers and interested parties need to study the sociocultural, 

linguistic, cognitive and academic structures involved in the process of becoming 

proficient in one or more than one language.    

On the sociocultural level more studies are needed to identify the specific 

social factors that contribute to success in L2 writing.  According to Urquhart and 

Weir (1998), “Second language learners acquire much of their lexicon and 

knowledge of complex grammatical structure via the written language, and if access 
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to the written language is differentiated by social factors, it follows that second 

language acquisition is inextricably linked to social factors” (p. 24).   

Linguistically more studies are needed on how L1 facilitate in the acquisition 

of L2.  SLA must be its own entity separate from that of first language acquisition.  

New ideas and hypothesis need to be developed specifically geared to second 

language learning especially in the field of writing.  This area is wide opened for 

exploration.  Cumming (1998) states that right now “…we are far from seeing 

models that adequately explain learning to write in a second language or precisely 

how biliterate writing should be taught” (p.68). 

Moreover, there is more exploration needed on the cognitive processes of 

ELLs.  An understanding of how ELLs receive and interpret information in the L2 

will give more insight on how to better instruct and evaluate student performance.  

Cognitive theories developed for L1 have helped in understanding some processes 

involved in L2 development, since the majority of the processes are similar. 

However L1 theories have not adequately explained the acquisition of L2 writing 

and other language specific phenomena observed in ELLs.      

Finally, studies on academic strategies need to be addressed since another 

important factor contributing ELL success is the teacher.  The teacher sets the stage 

for academic failure or success in the classroom.  Studies on how teachers can best 

instruct students are needed in order to create knowledgeable and effective 

professionals.  In order to accomplish this goal, attitudes towards native language 

instruction needs to change.  Escamilla (2000) strongly feels that in order to make a 

difference in an ELLs’ educational experience one must first abandon the “…view 
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that language diversity is a problem to be overcome in school, rather than a 

resource to be developed” (p. 123).  Until this happens there will still be inaccurate 

assumptions on the best way to educate ELLs.  Therefore, it is the obligation of all 

those who have experienced or have an understanding of the positive outcomes of 

dual language programs to conduct studies that provide concrete evidence of ELLs’ 

academic success. 
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APPENDIX 
 

 
Coded Sample Student Text   
______________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 It was 1836, Santa Anna was ready to attack the Alamo. // complex 

There were about 5,000 Mexican soldiers that marched too San Antonio.// complex 

In February 24 the fighting began.// complex  

Travis sent a letter  “To the people of Texas and all Americans in the world.” // simple  

It was a plea for help. //simple 

March 6 Santa Anna was sent to drive the Texans out of the Alamo.// complex 

The government wanted to prove to the Texas army that Mexico still ruled Texas.// 

complex 

 All Texas soldiers died in the Alamo. //simple 

About eight Mexican soldiers died in the Alamo.// simple 

Santa Anna was a great leader of Mexican soldiers.// simple 
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
Note: Sentences were written with corrected spelling 
Proper nouns were not counted as part of the technical noun group  
______= general and technical nouns; BOLD= prepositional phrases; //=clauses 
 


