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Submersion is Ineffective: 

A Case for Late-Exit Bilingual Programs

In California there is an increasing number of foreign language speaking students.  Most schools deal with these children by throwing them into English-only classrooms in the hope that they will just catch on English and the subject matter.  But these submersion programs are ineffective and in fact harmful to the student.  Instead, programs like Late-Exit are effective and lead to bilingualism and biculturalism.

Submersion is one of the many types of immersion programs that exist for non-English speaking students.  Submersion classes are conducted entirely in a language foreign to the student.  In California this typically is a Spanish speaker in an English classroom.  The belief is that being “submersed” in the language allows students to learn more quickly, and therefore be able to function in the mainstream classroom faster.


Late-exit on the other hand is a transitional program that provides more support for the foreign language speaker.  Instead of just being thrown into an English classroom and being expected to pick up the language like in submersion programs, late-exit students have content-based instruction in their native language.  Typically the student is taught in their first language in kindergarten, and the amount of English instruction increases thereafter up to about 60% in grades 5 and 6.  Therefore the process is more gradual, and allows students more time to develop both languages.

Three theorists have theories and beliefs that relate to the main arguments for late-exit.  One theorist is Krashen, and his belief about comprehensible input.  Krashen believes that in order for a student to be able to learn and understand, the knowledge or “input” that the student is receiving must be clear and meaningful.  This relates to the foreign language speaker because that student must be able to understand the language in order to understand what is being taught.  The information must be comprehensible, so students thrown into an English only classroom are not able to understand the language and are not able to learn.


Krashen’s Affective Filter hypothesis is also important.  He thinks that if “the student who is trying to learn the language is anxious or has low self-esteem, then he/she will not understand the input, and the affective filter will block it out”(Krashen, 1992, 6).  The student will begin to raise his/her affective filter, and it will become increasingly difficult to learn the language.  So students in an English only classroom become extremely nervous and anxious, and this causes there self-esteem to drop and impairs their learning ability.

Krahsen also believes in the idea that knowledge transfers.  He believes that it transfers not only from one language to another, but also from subject to subject.  This is an important argument for late-exit proponents because this would mean that knowledge learned in the first language could be transferred over to the second.  Therefore students could take there time learning English without the fear of having to re-learn everything.


McLaughlin is another theorist whose beliefs relate to the argument of submersion versus late-exit programs.  He strongly feels that bilingualism is an asset that should be fostered and nurtured.  Bilingualism is important for the personal and cultural development of children, and leads to a positive identity.  Late-exit helps to develop bilingualism and biculturalism and leads to high self-esteem and self-concept.

The third theorist is Crawford, who believes that it is the quality not the quantity of knowledge that is important.  He feels that the knowledge being taught to children must be meaningful and comprehensible in order for the student to learn.  Therefore it does not matter how much knowledge is being imparted onto the student if he/she does not understand it.  This relates to late exit, because students must first understand English before they can learn it.  Simply sitting in a classroom with constant English being spoken is less effective than slowly learning comprehensible and “quality” knowledge.


Proponents of Immersion have some main beliefs.  They believe that students have to learn English first in order to understand the subject matter.  Because of this, the focus is on learning English, and that is most important.  They also believe that bilingualism, learning two languages, is confusing, and that it hinders student’s ability to learn English.  Therefore students should focus just on English, because that is all that is needed to be academically successful as well as successful in the future.

So while Immersion proponents believe students should learn English first, proponents of late-exit believe that students should gradually acquire English through the subject matter.  They think that language learning and subject matter are tied together and linked; therefore students need to learn both at the same time in order to be successful.  They also think that literacy and subject matter knowledge transfer from language to language.  And finally, they argue that late-exit is not a waste of time because children will be getting comprehensible input and will actually be able to understand what is being taught.

Despite the arguments for Immersion, the arguments against it are very poignant.  One argument is that students in Immersion are faced with a sink-or-swim affect, and either they will catch on or they won’t and will fail.  This added pressure, frustration, and anxiety then raises the affective filter making it even harder to learn and succeed.  As Krashen says, students can only acquire a language when pressure is low and they are comfortable.  Students must have a low affective filter in order to learn English as well as the other subjects.


Immersion can also cause students to withdraw from learning.  If they don’t understand the language they will just stop listening and give up.  It is important that students have a positive learning experience in early schooling so that they can build self-esteem and motivation to expand there minds throughout their academic career.


Immersion also dissuades bilingualism and biculturalism.  When students are not encouraged to speak there native language, they begin to reject their own language and culture.  When English is taught to be the only language and culture of importance, students being to feel inferior and internalize feelings of self-hatred.  Because Immersion leads to one language and one culture, this can be extremely harmful to student’s feelings about themselves and their identity.

Late-exit programs are superior to Immersion programs because they have been proven to be effective and successful.  The time-on-task theory has been shown to be false, and in fact it is the quality of instruction over the quantity of instruction that most matters.  Students in late-exit programs who are allowed more time to learn with quality instruction have been shown to be more proficient in both languages.  In general, test scores have been higher for those in late-exit, and demonstrate the success of the programs.


Most important, late-exit is socioculturally supportive.  By teaching subject matter in the L1 and comprehensible input in the L2, it supports both languages and cultures, and allows students to become bilingual and bicultural.  They learn to value both aspects of themselves, and develop a positive self identity.  They are not taught that one language/culture is superior, but that both are valuable and can work together.  

While it seems clear that late-exit programs are more beneficial and effective than submersion, it is important for educators and policy makers to take into account everyone’s learning differences.  All students vary in there innate ability, in sociocultural aspects, in their motivation, and affective filter.  So while some students have a support network, others do not, and while some children have natural ability others have learning difficulties.  So while there is not one program that will work for everyone, policy makers should look to pick the best program that will work for the majority of students.  And this policy is late-exit.
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