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Dispelling the Myth of “English Only”: 
Understanding the Importance of the First Language in  

Second Language Learning

Elsa Billings and Aída Walqui, WestEd

Throughout the world, learning two or more languages is the norm and not the exception. Calculations about the 

one language, the contexts in which individuals take on that second language can vary considerably. Accordingly, 
Valdés and Figueroa (1994) distinguish between two categories of bilinguals: elective and circumstantial. Elective 
bilinguals are those bilinguals who choose to learn a new language through foreign language courses or by living 
or traveling abroad. The high school student taking French, the child in a dual immersion program, or the college 
student living abroad for a semester are all examples of elective bilinguals. For elective bilinguals, the new language 
they are learning is not critical to their survival in society. Instead, elective bilinguals are selecting to add another 
language to their linguistic repertoire in a context in which their home language is the dominant language and the 
language of prestige1.

By contrast, circumstantial bilinguals in the U.S. are individuals who find themselves in a situation in which they must 
learn another language in order to survive. The family language spoken by circumstantial bilinguals is not the major-
ity language, the language of prestige. Thus, in order to participate economically and civically in the new society in 
which they find themselves, circumstantial bilinguals must acquire the dominant language. Very often, societal pres-
sures to add the dominant language, coupled with the low prestige of the native language (L1), leads to marginaliza-
tion or even total loss of the native language in favor of English. 

In the case of the U.S., the education of English Language Learners (ELLs)/Multilingual Learners (MLLs), who can be 
considered circumstantial bilinguals, is heavily influenced by larger political issues, such as anti-immigration senti-
ment. ELLs/MLLs’ education is further affected by the misconception by some Americans that promoting languages 
other than English poses a threat to the status of English – and to the society. Stemming partially from these political 
concerns and partially from misunderstandings about how a second language is acquired, students have tradition-
ally been discouraged from using their first language in the classroom (and recently several states have even passed 
laws forbidding it2
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of language choice. Studies show that bilinguals tend to be more sensitive to this information as compared to 
their monolingual peers (Nicoladis & Genesee, 1996; Yow & Markman, 2011). Research examining effects of 
bilingualism during the elementary school years further demonstrates that interpersonal skills increase more 
rapidly among bilingual students as compared to their English monolingual peers from kindergarten to fifth 
grade (Han, 2012). 

C. Academic Bene�ts
 In addition to the metacognitive and social-emotional benefits of bilingualism, research also reveals its academic 

benefits. In general, higher proficiency levels in the native language are associated with reaching higher English 
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