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Why not both? Balancing equitable approaches
to multilingual education for linguistically
minoritized students

Kaycee Rogers & Lisa Velarde

Considering the widespread growth of bilingual programming models to serve English learners
(ELs), it is necessary to ask: what are the effects of school districts primarily providing English
as a second language (ESL) services through a bilingual model on students representing less
common linguistic minorities? This analysis examines the current research on ESL-aligned and
bilingual approaches to English language development, identifying overlaps and gaps between
them. The authors suggest that both approaches need to coexist in schools to meet the needs of
all language learners, particularly those from less common, linguistically minoritized
backgrounds.
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In a time of increasing numbers of multilingual learners and decreasing resources and funding to
support those students, schools and districts often face the challenge of selecting a multilingual
service program model to meet the needs of their English learner (EL)' populations. As
decision-makers refer to research, they discover that bilingual education models consistently
prove to be effective strategies for helping ELs acquire and develop English language
proficiency, supporting home language development, and facilitating academic content learning
(Gandara & Escamilla, 2016). Administrators are often confronted with a perspective that
under-emphasizes the overlapping nature of English as a second language (ESL) and bilingual
education and instead places these models along a spectrum that often positions ESL models at
one end and promotes bilingual models as the optimal approach at the other end for English
language development (Duran, 1993). While researchers like Garcia and Kleifgen (2018) have
explored models that draw from both fields, promoting an ideal of “dynamic bi/plurilingualism”
— programs where the linguistic repertoires of ELs, regardless of their home language, are
valued, leveraged, and expanded — programs like these are few and far between. A growing
number of schools are adopting English-Spanish bilingual programming as their primary English
language development program (Office of English Language Acquisition [OELA], 2025), even
though not all EL populations align neatly with an English-Spanish bilingual model. For
instance, for students whose home language differs from Spanish, both their home language and
English may be unintentionally deprioritized in the implementation of an English-Spanish

! The authors acknowledge a wide variety of terminology used to describe students who are in the process of
learning English, including asset-focused terms like multilingual learner (ML) and emergent bilingual (EB). In this
article, we have chosen English Learner (EL) to identify those students that have been specifically identified for
services under state and federal guidelines.
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bilingual program. This may result in less time and fewer resources dedicated to their English
language development.

Do we really need both?

As current teacher educators and former ESL and bilingual teachers, we advocate for a both/and
approach rather than discussing ESL and bilingual education in theoretical and programmatic
silos. We aim to revisit the space of overlap and assert the necessity of both approaches,
emphasizing that students speaking languages other than Spanish or English deserve English
language development that supports and affirms their home languages while providing critical
access to content. In reviewing current literature and state policies regarding ESL education and
bilingual education, we aim to put the two approaches in conversation and identify the overlaps
and gaps that emerge in practice between them. Using the theoretical framework of language
ecology, which examines the interconnectedness of languages within particular sociocultural
contexts (Hornberger, 2002; Skutnabb-Kangas & Phillipson, 1996), we investigate the potential
side effects of school districts transitioning all ESL services to a bilingual model. The language
ecology framework helps us see beyond the binary of “best” and “worst” models, and instead ask
questions such as:

1. How are different program models serving multilingual learners conceptualized and
positioned in education research?

2. How are students who speak less common, linguistically minoritized languages
considered in the implementation of English-Spanish bilingual models?

To address these questions, we examined cases of schools and districts from educational research
studies that have implemented bilingual models to determine the side effects, challenges, and
opportunities of serving distinct and diverse groups of ELs.

As stated above, the goal of this study was not to place ESL programming in opposition to
bilingual programming (Escamilla, 1999) but rather to suggest that in the pursuit of educational
equity, we must consider the side effects of schools and districts adopting bilingual education
models to the exclusion of ESL approaches. Both approaches need to coexist in schools to meet
the needs of all language learners, especially those from linguistically minoritized backgrounds.
The challenge we face is that in many school districts, ESL and bilingual programs do not
coordinate with each other; instead, they operate independently, with limited collaboration or
coordination across their service models. It is an either/or. Students can either be in bilingual
programs or have targeted ESL services; this creates ambiguity in the purpose of language
programming and, naturally, leaves some students out.
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What is the relationship between bilingual and ESL
programming?

Bilingual education models serve students who share a common language and often require a
large cohort of speakers of the same language in order to be implemented. Suppose a school or
district opts to fulfill their state’s ESL programming guidelines through a bilingual approach. In
that case, students who speak less common linguistically minoritized languages may be left out
of language programming and receive fewer language supports than a more comprehensive ESL
approach would have offered (Wis. Stat. § 115.95, 1999). As Walqui and Heritage (2012) noted,
ELs from diverse linguistic backgrounds require diverse approaches to language support and
development to thrive; one size does not fit all (Honigsfeld, 2009). Granle (2022) cautions
against overgeneralization in bilingual education programs as schools and districts adopt
dual-language education and begin to view their ELs as monolithic Spanish speakers. It is
essential to note that ELs in U.S. public schools represent over 400 language backgrounds.

Although Spanish is the most common home language for ELs in the United States, individual
states have anywhere from five to 225 languages represented (U.S. Department of Education,
2017). Particularly when serving growing numbers of students with limited or interrupted formal
education (SLIFE) and refugee students, the range of home languages represented among ELs
grows ever wider (Schachter, 2013). Students who speak less common linguistically minoritized
languages, such as Wolof, Amharic, Karen, and Arabic, are enrolled in schools that have
Spanish-English bilingual programs in fulfillment of ESL programming requirements, with
fewer resources and little funding available to specifically support their home and English
language development needed for academic success (Wisconsin Department of Public
Instruction, 2023).

The history of bilingual education includes a fight for legitimacy, opportunity, and access in
schools (Moore, 2021). In the quest for acceptance and implementation, bilingual education
advocates have often extolled the virtues of bilingual education in relation to economic
opportunities for both native English-speaking students and ELs (Cervantes-Soon, 2014). The
unintended consequences of that approach have been explored by many researchers, notably that
some bilingual programs include an overrepresentation of English-speaking students and leave
minoritized students fighting for access to their own language instruction (Escamilla, 1999).
Now, bilingual programs are expanding in U.S. public schools and are considered key
approaches to serving the nation’s growing population of ELs (Center for Applied Linguistics,
2017). Six states require a form of bilingual education once a threshold number of students is
met; only one state, Arizona, has restricted bilingual education, and the remaining states vary in
their stance on bilingual education, from no guidance to allowing districts and states to choose
bilingual approaches if they meet the needs of ELs (Rutherford-Quach et. al, 2021).
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Separate studies, separate conversations

After conducting a systematic review that resulted in a full-text review of 88 educational
research studies on multilingual programs, we found that, in general, studies exploring program
models for serving multilingual learners rarely discuss both bilingual and ESL programming as
coexisting in the same schools or districts. These two models are presented without consideration
of their interconnectedness, with bilingual programming consistently regarded as the most
effective approach for serving multilingual students. When discussing the side effects or
unintended consequences of bilingual programs, they are often framed in terms of privileged
families co-opting the program for their own purposes and personal gain (Sun & Wang, 2023).
When languages other than English and Spanish were discussed in the studies, the less
commonly represented language was often used as a stand-in for Spanish in bilingual
programming. Mandarin Chinese, Cantonese, Korean, French, Italian, American Sign Language
(ASL), and Portuguese dual-language programs were all featured in the studies in the final
sample for this review, but are again discussed in bilingual terms, omitting references to students
in these schools from other linguistic backgrounds.

Several studies have directly addressed questions of inclusion and exclusion in bilingual
programs, with Gomez and Cisneros’s (2020) article specifically exploring the paradox of
excluding students identified as ELs in dual-language programs in Arizona. Other studies
examined race/ethnicity and language programming. One study acknowledged the linguistic
diversity of Maya students and suggests translanguaging practices may be the most appropriate
pedagogical approach to meet their needs (Hernéndez et al., 2023). Likewise, several studies
discuss Black or African American language practices and the need for inclusionary linguistic
pedagogies and practices to affirm the linguistic practices of Black students (Morales et al.,
2019; Frieson, 2021; Dorner et al., 2023). Another study highlighted the potential for a
plurilingual approach to language programming by implementing and offering International
Baccalaureate Diploma Programmes, which promote both English language proficiency and
home language proficiency for bilingual students (Lew, 2020). This model aligns more closely
with the bi/plurilingual approaches described by Garcia and Kleifgen (2018), which can cater to
the needs of students from a broader range of language backgrounds.

Upon reviewing, coding, and summarizing the results of this review, we found that our specific
questions about linguistically minoritized students were not being addressed in the studies
examining bilingual programming. Generally, even though ESL and bilingual programming are
related topics, our findings showed that they are being studied and assessed separately. With the
proliferation of bilingual programming, often supplanting ESL programming previously offered
in schools, these models should be studied together.



MinneTESOL Journal, 41(2), 2025

Moving forward together

One potential research area for future studies is to investigate how schools interpret the
relationship between ESL and bilingual programming at the (1) ideological level, (2) policy
level, (3) programmatic level, and (4) instructional level. A study like the one proposed here
would help illuminate the areas in need of alignment between the approaches, as well as the
unique possibilities of coexistence and cross-programming for students from less commonly
represented linguistic backgrounds.

To meet the needs of all multilingual learners, we must consider how school-based multilingual
programming can support speakers of less commonly represented languages. Both approaches
should coexist in schools to address the needs of all language learners, particularly those from
linguistically minoritized backgrounds that are less commonly represented. To ensure that all
ELs thrive in U.S. schools, schools and districts should engage in plurilingual (Piccardo, 2013;
Prasad, 2015) and translingual (Bartlett & Garcia, 2011) programming, which embraces the
cultural and linguistic identities of students who speak majority-minority languages, such as
Spanish, alongside less commonly represented linguistically minoritized languages.

In light of a political climate that threatens multilingualism in educational spaces and may further
limit programming, this study emphasizes the importance of disrupting unnecessary binaries in
language education, which can have unintended consequences for linguistically minoritized
students (Villegas & Garcia, 2025). As we seek remedies for unjust language practices, we must
be aware of the side effects on students from less commonly represented linguistic backgrounds.
It is time for educational research, policy, and practice to adopt a plurilingual lens on language
education and explore the possibilities of repair that arise from translanguaging pedagogies,
thereby broadening the scope of focus beyond either ESL or bilingual programming. Our
multilingual learners need both.
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