
Investing in Our Languages

The research evidence on bilingualism and 
complementary schooling

Research shows that:

• bilingualism aids cognitive development and enhances educational achievement;
• bilingual children find it easier to learn other languages;
•  children who are fluent in their home language as well as English develop positive identities and self-esteem, feel 

well accepted in their communities and in the wider society, and are effective inter-cultural communicators.

Our bilingual young people are a resource for the UK. They are well prepared for global employment opportunities 
and can facilitate community cohesion. It is therefore important to invest in bilingualism, by supporting the 
development of children’s languages.

All languages learned will contribute to the cognitive, educational and inter-cultural benefits described above.  
The National Languages Strategy encourages primary and secondary schools to broaden the range of languages 
taught, from French and Spanish to world languages such as Arabic and Chinese. Bengali, for example, is the 
seventh language in the world with over 100 million speakers. 

New research funded by the Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC) shows it is also vital to support 
children’s learning at complementary schools (after-school and weekend classes run by different language 
communities). These schools give ‘added value’ to mainstream learning by:

• enabling students to explore their identities in relation to languages and cultures;
• developing bilingual teaching approaches that suit students’ different needs;
• building students’ confidence and skills as learners.

Complementary schools have strong links with families and involve parents as key partners in children’s learning. 
Share Our Languages, a recent research study as part of the Our Languages project, demonstrated that:

•  family learning (where parents and children work together on educational tasks) is very successful when 
conducted bilingually, facilitating children’s understanding in home languages as well as English.
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