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Nurturing
Language Skills and
Cultural Identity in
Latino Students

Bilingual education programmes aim to

help students develop proficiency in multiple
languages while learning grade-level content.
However, the reality is often more complex,
especially for Latino students navigating
between Spanish and English in the USA.

Dr Alexandra Babino from Texas Woman's
University explores how these students develop
their language skills and identities in bilingual
educational settings. Her research provides

valuable insights to help educators nurture

students’ multilingual abilities and cultural

connections.
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The Promise and Challenges of Bilingual Education

Bilingual education programmes aim to develop students’
proficiency in two languages, typically through instruction in both
languages across subjects. For Latino students in the USA, these
programmes often focus on developing skills in both Spanish and
English. In theory, this approach should allow students to maintain
their home language while also gaining fluency in English.

However, the reality is often more complex. Even in well-designed
bilingual programmes, students may show a preference for English
over time. This shift can occur due to the dominance of English in
broader society and the subtle messages students receive about
the relative value and status of different languages.

Dr Alexandra Babino and her colleagues, Dr Mary Amanda Stewart
and Dr Kimberly Mufioz, have conducted extensive research
examining how Latino students navigate their language identities
and skills in bilingual educational contexts. Their work reveals

the nuanced ways that students’ language attitudes and usage
evolve, often in unexpected directions.

Language Shift in Dual Language Programmes

In one study, Drs Babino and Stewart surveyed 63 fifth-grade
Latino students in a dual language programme. These students
had been in the programme since kindergarten, receiving 50% of
instruction in Spanish and 50% in English.

The results were surprising. Although the students claimed Spanish
as their home language and valued both languages, other data
showed they preferred English in both academic and sociall
settings. For example, over half said they preferred to take tests in
English rather than Spanish.

This English dominance extended to social settings as well.
Students reported primarily using English or a mix of English

and Spanish with siblings and friends. Pure Spanish usage was
rare outside of interactions with parents or in specific cultural
contexts like church. Even after participating in a dual language
programme for six years and coming from Spanish-speaking
homes, these students had shifted to a complicated preference
for English both socially and academically.

Exploring Factors Behind Language Preferences

To better understand the factors influencing students’ language
attitudes and usage, Drs Babino and Stewart conducted in-depth
interviews with a subset of students and identified several key
themes. Notably, students believed that English was essential

for academic and career success, with one student stating

that English ‘makes you a lot better in life’ and is needed ‘to be
American’. Many students felt more comfortable with English
academically, explaining ‘I prefer English better because | know it
more’.

Socially, students reported primarily using English with friends and
for entertainment like music and TV. While they valued Spanish,
they saw it mainly as useful for communicating with Spanish-
speaking family members. The interviews also revealed complex
cultural identities, with students expressing pride in their Mexican
heritage and Spanish abilities but also feeling pressure to develop
strong English skills.

These findings highlight the complex linguistic environment Latino
students navigate, even in supportive bilingual programmes. While
valuing both languages, students often gravitate towards English
due to its perceived importance and social dominance.



The Role of Language Ideologies

The team'’s research emphasises how broader societal attitudes
about language, or language ideologies, shape students’
experiences. Even when bilingual programmes aim to treat
languages equally, students absorb messages about the relative
status and value of different languages.

For example, students noted that they needed to use English to
communicate with monolingual teachers and administrators who
held positions of authority. In contrast, their Spanish usage was
often limited to family settings or informal peer interactions.

These experiences reinforce the idea of English as the language of
power and success, while Spanish is viewed as less academically
and professionally valuable. Over time, this can lead students to
invest more in developing their English skills, even if they maintain
a connection to Spanish.

Long-term Language Investment

Drs Babino and Stewart conducted a study examining the
‘multilingual investment’ of young adult Latinas to explore how
language attitudes and skills develop over the lifespan. This
concept refers to an individual's commitment to developing and
using multiple languages. The study focused on three young
women who self-identified as Mexican and had strong Spanish
and Engllish skills. Through surveys and in-depth interviews, Drs
Babino and Stewart explored the factors contributing to their
continued investment in both languages..

Several themes emerged. In particular, strong family relationships,
especially with Spanish-speaking relatives, motivated ongoing
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Spanish use and development. A strong sense of Mexican identity
was tied to the Spanish language abilities of these young women.
Finally, access to Spanish courses in high school and college
helped participants maintain and improve their academic
Spanish skills.

For one participant, a dual language programme in elementary
school provided a strong foundation in both languages. Another
participant who completed most of her schooling in Mexico before
moving to the USA maintained strong Spanish skills.

These findings suggest multiple pathways for Spanish-

speaking students to maintain robust bilingual abilities, even in
predominantly English environments. Importantly, formal Spanish
instruction at secondary and post-secondary levels can play a
crucial role when early bilingual education is not available.

Insights for Educators

This body of research offers several key insights for educators
working with bilingual Latino students. Given the dominance of
English, educators need to create intentional opportunities for
students to develop and use Spanish in academic contexts. In
doing so, it is important to help students critically examine societal
attitudes about different languages and their relative status.

Providing ongoing language support is crucial, including offering
Spanish language courses and content instruction in Spanish
beyond elementary school. Educators should support students

in developing positive cultural identities tied to their heritage
language and partner with Spanish-speaking families to reinforce
the value of bilingualism. Creating meaningful uses for Spanish
ensures students have authentic reasons to use academic
Spanish beyond family commmunication.

While the work of Dr Babino

and her colleagues highlights
challenges in bilingual education,
it also underscores the potential
for agency when students
successfully develop strong skills
in multiple languages.
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By understanding the complex
dynamics of bilingual development,
we can create educational
approaches that truly support
linguistically diverse communities
and help students thrive across
languages and cultures.

By implementing these strategies, educators can help counter
the tendency for English to dominate and support students in
developing truly balanced bilingual skills.

The Benefits of Bilingualism

While the work of Dr Babino and her colleagues highlights
challenges in bilingual education, it also underscores the potential
benefits when students successfully develop strong skills in
multiple languages. Research suggests bilingualism can enhance
cognitive flexibility, problem-solving skills, and metalinguistic
awareness. Strong skills in both languages can also support
academic achievement across subjects. Bilingualism allows
students to engage more deeply with their heritage culture while
also havigating mainstream society.

Proficiency in multiple languages and positive cultural identities
can engender agency to use languages for one’s own goals. This
is especially true when educators focus on cultivating positive
multicultural identities. Drs Babino, Stewart, and Munoz emphasise

that these benefits make it crucial to find ways to nurture students’

bilingual development throughout their educational journey.

Bilingual Identities and Skills Across the Lifespan

Looking ahead, Dr Babino and her team hope to further explore
how bilingual identities and skills evolve across the lifespan.

They are particularly interested in examining how educational
experiences across the school pipeline in officially bilingual and
‘English” classrooms influence language attitudes and abilities into
adulthood and beyond.

Specifically, they see a need for more research on effective
strategies for promoting academic Spanish skills at the secondary
and post-secondary levels. This could include investigating
innovative approaches to content instruction in Spanish and
exploring how to leverage students’ bilingual abilities across the
curriculum. Ultimately, their team’s work aims to support educators
in creating learning environments that truly value and develop
students’ full linguistic repertoires. By nurturing bilingualism, they
believe we can help students reap the cognitive, academic, and
cultural dimensions of multilingualism while developing strong,
positive identities.

A Holistic View of Bilingual Development

Drs Babino, Stewart, and Munoz's research paints a nuanced
picture of bilingual education and development. While challenges
exist in helping students maintain strong skills in minority
languages like Spanish, their work also reveals multiple pathways
to fostering robust bilingualism in complex social contexts.

By taking a holistic view that considers cognitive, social, and
identity factors, educators can better support students’ holistic
bilingual development. This approach recognises that language
learning is about more than just acquiring vocabulary and
grammar — it is intimately tied to how students see themselves
and engage with the world around them.

As our societies become increasingly multilingual and
multicultural, the insights from research projects such as this take
on added importance. By understanding the complex dynamics
of bilingual development, we can create educational approaches
that truly support linguistically diverse communities and help
students thrive across languages and cultures.
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