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Sandra Mercuri and Sandra Musanti, 
suggest leveraging biliteracy 
development for all bilingual learners. 

For the purpose of this article, the term bilingual /earners 
is used as opposed to English /earners or English language 
/earners to encompass the id ea that students can and should 

use their complex linguistic repertoire for meaning making 
and legitimizes all languages as valued resources for learning. 
Bil ingua l learners include simultaneous bi lingua ls-who grew 
up acquiring both languages-and sequential bilinguals

who are acquiring English as a second language. 
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units of exploratory learning; b) provide students with multiple 
opportunities for practice of the four language domains (listen
ing, speaking, reading, and writing); c) focus student attention 
on words and patterns as they read and write about or discuss 
content they are learning; d) teach students to become cri tica l 
thinkers by evaluating each other's contributions about particular 

content or evidence presented on their investigations (Musanti 
and Mercuri, 2016). 

A curriculum that is interdisciplinary in nature presents con
tent, skil ls, thinking processes, and assessments through exploring 

connections among the disciplines. This interdiscip linary approach 
accelerates the developing of bi literacy in dual-language pro
grams. 

Defining Biliteracy 
When bilingual students develop literacy ski ll s in either of 

their two languages, this development positively contributes to 
the growth of their li teracy skil ls in the other language (Manyak, 
2006; Reyes, 2012). Recent research has shown the strong and 
fluid relationship between bilinguals' individual languages and 
how they dynamically use them in different contexts, including the 

school and classroom context. This understanding challenges the 
strict separation of languages that is stil l reinforced as the result of 
monoglossic language ideologies that perpetuate English as the 
main language for instruction (Garcia, 2014). Bil iteracy develop

ment should become the norm for teach ing, learning, and assess
ing students' achievement. 

This is only possible if al l stakeholders (administrators, teach

ers, families, students, and the community) embrace a holistic and 
dynamic view of biliteracy development, acknowledging bi lingua l 
learners' new and complex linguistic repertoire is a product of the 
continuum of two languages that intersect in multiple dimensions 

(Garcia, 2009; Dworin , 2003; Hornberger, 2004). Biliteracy is an 
ongoing, flexible, and dynamic process that bi linguals experience 
as they engage in using both languages to communicate, make 
meaning from printed text, and represent their knowledge in mu l

tiple ways. It is important that bi lingua l teachers understand that 
bi literacy ski ll s do not develop in unison and that students' trajec
tories through bi literacy development differ depending, among 
other sociocultural and psychological factors, on their experiences 
and opportunities to use and interact with languages (Bauer and 
Gort, 2012). 

In practice, wel l-implemented dual-language programs strive 

to provide teachers and students with opportunities for bi li teracy 
to develop through intentional p lanning and hybrid spaces where 
languages are strategica lly used . This allows students to better un
derstand how their languages are similar or different and to reach 
high levels of academic achievement. Drawing from the notion 
of the zone of proximal development (Vygostky, 
1978) and the gradual release of respon
sibi lity model (Pearson and Galla-

gher, 1983), initial explicit 
instruction that 
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ishes comparisons across languages, 
Id language, and conceptual transfer 

are i porta nt to move students from de
pend'n g on the teacher to make those con
necti ns to being able to do it on their own. 

With his in mind, cross-linguistic opportuni
ties i phonology, morphology, syntax, and 
gram ar pragmatics should happen every 
day, hen possible, to facilitate the transfer 

of ski Is. Several researchers and practitioners 
have iscussed the concept of transfer and 
label tin different ways, from "the bridge" 
(Bee an and Urwo, 2013) to contrastive 
anal is, metalanguage (Escami lla et al, 
2014) and metalinguistic awareness (Mer
curi, usanti and Rodrfguez, forthcoming). 
Meta inguistic awareness is strategic and 
inten ional discussion that happens in hybrid 
prepl nned spaces where students have the 
o~ unity to analyze language structures 
in b h minority and majority languages 
side y side at the phonology, morphology, 
gram ar, syntax, semantics, and pragmatics 
level . This type of activity is explorato-

ry in ature, and the teacher functions as 
the oderator of the discussion whi le the 
stude ts discuss the language structures or 

ulary provided for comparison. 

isciplinary Biliteracy 
isciplinary biliteracy is a dynamic and 

otts Ic process in which literacy practices 
are intertwined and enacted across content 
areas. That means that in the process of 
planning, teaching, and learning interdis

cip linary units of inquiry, literacy skills are 
developed through language intersection, 
affording students the opportunity to draw 
from their complex and whole linguistic 
repertoire in English and the minority lan
guage. In the context of a balanced literacy 
approach, teachers working with bilingual 

learners create spaces to establish cross- lin
guistic connections, to develop meta linguis
tic awareness, and to use both languages 
as resources for learning. Drawing from 
content-based instruction and the gradual 
release of responsibility model for literacy 
instruction, an interdisciplinary biliteracy 
approach includes: 
• Planning for biliteracy where languages 

are used to access and produce knowl

edge in multiple directions based on 
students' competencies; 

36 

Teaching reading and writing in the 
dominant and target languages with 

scaffolds; 
Providing spaces for oral language 
development where the two languages 

could be used to deepen understanding 
of content; 
Discussing similarities and differences 
between the linguistic features of the 
languages of instruction strategically; 

Using language, learning about lan
guage, and ta lking about language 
(Halliday, 1981). 

The fo llowing figure shows the intersect
ing nature of the development of biliteracy. 
The interdisciplinary biliteracy perspective 

grows from the understanding of bi literacy 
as a multidirectional and holistic process 
in which reading and writing are used to 
access and produce knowledge within and 
across the two languages of instruction and 
metalinguistic connections are strategically 
designed to faci litate language transfer, skil ls 
development, and content learning across 

the two languages of instruction. 

Figure 1.1. Learning content through literacy 
and interdisciplinary and cross- linguistic 
connections 

One pedagogical framework that opens 

space for cross- linguistic connection and 
the development of meta linguistic aware
ness is the preview-view-review structure. 
This is a three-step structure that facilitates 

language learning and supports language 
transfer. In the first step, preview, concepts 
are introduced and discussed in the minority 

language; in the second step, view, stu
dents work with those concepts in the target 
language through different activities and/ 
or materials; and in the third step, review, 

students review the concepts in the minority 
language to summarize, clarify, and ask ques
tions (Mercuri, 201S; Freeman, Freeman, and 
Mercuri, 2018). 

Interdisciplinary Biliteracy in the First 
Grade 
As we enter Ms. Yadira's first-grade du
al-language classroom, we are welcomed 
by a rumbustious group of young students 
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interested in learning about maps. Yadira 
has been teaching for several years and has 

a deep understanding of the importance of 
integration. Like any other bilingual teacher 
in a dual-language context, Yadira capita lizes 

on the students' dominant language as a tool 
for teaching and learn ing. For social studies, 
Yadira has intentionally planned to use the 
two languages in order to strategica lly create 

opportunities for biliteracy to develop. Below 
are a series of linguistic scaffolds Yadira uses 
to provide opportunities for her students' 
interdiscip linary bili teracy deve lopment 

through a conscious implementation of the 
preview-view-review structure during a series 
of lessons. 

The preview: Even though Yadira p lans 

with her grade-level team, she sets aside 
time to plan a mini-lesson in Spanish-the 
preview-in order to build students' back

ground knowledge so they will be successful 
during the socia l stud ies lesson that, by 
program model, is offered in English-the 
view. During the preview, she plans for 

literacy approaches such as a picture walk to 
help her record concepts, including stu
dents' contributions, on a graphic organizer 
for future use. The purpose of this graphic 
organ izer is twofold: a) to col lect ideas about 
the topic of study and b) to target Spanish 
academic- language development through 
the introduction and discussion of key terms 

and pictures to enhance comprehension. The 
preview ends with a brief review of nouns, 
as most of the terms discussed are nouns. 

Strategical ly, Yadira plans this activity to later 
come back and complete the graph with the 
English vocabu lary through cross- linguistic 
connections during the English lesson. 

The view: For bi literacy to develop, 
language, li teracy, and content shou Id be 
intertwined in every lesson with the neces
sary scaffo lds to make input comprehensi

ble for emergent bi lingual students. Yadira 
demonstrates literacy-<:ontent integration 
by doing an interactive read-aloud of the 
book Getting Around Town. While this is 

a social studies lesson, she also includes 
book-handling strateg ies, and concepts of 
print are discussed or reviewed during the 

reading about maps. In addition, text-to-self 
and text-to-world connections are drawn. 
To assure that students make connections 
across the two languages of instruction at the 

content academic level, Yadira selects differ
ent pages of the reading for discussing key 
vocabulary in English as she and her students 
complete the side-by-side content-specific 

vocabulary graphic organizer initiated during 

October 2018 
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the Spanish preview time. 

After the vocabu lary has been discussed, the class focuses on 
contextua lized word studies and oral and written conventions by 
revisiting the concept of nouns reviewed during Spanish t ime and 
identify ing nouns in the Engli sh text. Yadira helps students divide 

the new vocabulary into categories and supports them in drawing 
interlinguistic connections by d iscovering that nouns are catego
rized simi larly in both Spanish and Eng lish. 

After the read-a loud, students move to their sma ll groups to 

ana lyze different types of maps. Yadira helps the class write a col
laborative expository text on how maps help people find places 
or provide different information, such as weather maps. Students 

discuss with their partners in either Engl ish or Spanish; they share 
in their preferred language, but text is written in Engl ish since the 
teacher is the scribe and models for stud ents the Engl ish dis
course patterns. The possibility provided to students to use both 
of their languages to access, discuss, or demonstrate knowledge, 
with teacher support or independently, is a signature of the inter
disciplinary bi literacy we propose. 

The review: Furthermore, since Ya di ra wants to extend her 

students' understanding of plurals, she addresses p lurals using 
examples of the nouns ending in /s/ in both Spanish and Engl ish 
from the co-constructed graphic organizer. During this activity, 
the discussion happens in Spanish. The students, guided by their 

teacher, discuss simi larities and differences between plura ls with 
/s/ in English and Spanish. For example: "map/maps and mapa/ 
ma pas". 

As they discuss these terms, Yadi ra asks students to come 
to the front of the class and highlight the patterns that they have 
discovered with their partners about these words This thought-
fu l p lanning for strategic integration of Eng lish and Spanish to 

support biliteracy development in a socia l stud ies lesson illustrates 
one possible approach to design instruction in an interdisciplinary 
manner, purposefu lly creating spaces where teachers can engage 
students in taking about languages in meaningful ways. Research 

has demonstrated that students transfer information and skills 
bidirectiona lly as they emerge as readers and writers (Bauer and 
Gort, 2012; Escamilla et al, 2014). Across the elementary grades, 
teachers can create supportive learning experi ences in which stu
dents can read, write, and represent knowledge in different ways 
across disciplines and using their whole linguistic repertoire. 

References available at www.languagemagazine.com/referenc
es_interdisciplina,y_biliteracy 
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