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Introduction
     Cognitive Academic Language Proficiency (CALP) was first identified by Jim Cummins in 1979, along with the term Basic Interpersonal Communication Skills (BICS).  He presented these two domains to accentuate the different amounts of time that English learners need to become proficient in conversational vs. academic English.  Cummins’ research found that although second language learners may become conversationally fluent in English (BICS) within two years, it typically takes five to seven years for them to develop grade level academic second language skills (CALP).  Cummins (2003) stated that failure to take into account this distinction between BICS and CALP has led to some students’ “premature exit from language support programs … into mainstream classes”  (¶ 1).

     Students who have reached BICS may appear to be fluent in English because they have acquired English conversational skills equal to their peers who are native speakers. However, the social setting for this type of language interaction is rich in auditory and non-verbal context and interpersonal clues.  The academic setting has only a limited amount of contextualization of input and demands a greater distinct vocabulary.  It takes students five to seven years to reach CALP because students need to have a higher level of English proficiency to succeed in the more cognitively challenging and decontextualized academic setting (Cummins, 2003; Diaz-Rico & Weed, 1995; iteachilearn.com, 2003).

Research

     Cummins (2003) reported that his postulation of the BICS and CALP domains is supported by research:

Skutnabb-Kangas and Toukomaa (1976) brought attention to the fact that Finnish immigrant children in Sweden often appeared to educators to be fluent in both Finnish and Swedish but still showed levels of verbal academic performance in both languages considerably below grade/age expectations. Similarly, analysis of psychological assessments administered to minority students showed that teachers and psychologists often assumed that children who had attained fluency in English had overcome all difficulties with English (Cummins, 1984). Yet these children frequently performed poorly on English academic tasks as well as in psychological assessment situations. Cummins (1981a) provided further evidence for the BICS/CALP distinction in a reanalysis of data from the Toronto Board of Education. Despite teacher observation that peer-appropriate conversational fluency in English developed rapidly, a period of 5-7 years was required, on average, for immigrant students to approach grade norms in academic aspects of English (¶ 2).

Implications For Schooling
     Even though the level of English fluency exhibited by English learners who have reached BICS appears to be high because of effective social conversation skills, schools should not limit English language development programs to two years.  The support of these programs should be offered until a student reaches CALP (Cummins, 2003).   

     Bilingual education, where students receive content instruction in their first language while developing their second language, has been shown to be an appropriate educational intervention because of the long (5-7 years) time that it takes students to reach CALP.  It has been argued that instruction should be provided in students’ first language while they fully develop their English skills and have the opportunity to be able to succeed in learning in their second language (iteachilearn.com, 2003).  Furthermore, this time period required to reach CALP “reinforces the need for maintenance bilingual programs in which students do not transition into English abruptly (Diaz-Rico & Weed, 1995, pg. 30).”  

Reflection
     What I understand to be true about schooling is that many English learners may not be enrolled in English language development programs for the amount of time required to reach CALP.  Also, many English learners are not supported in programs that teach content in their first languages, even though this is believed by many to be a highly effective intervention for helping students learn content while reaching CALP.  

     My professional philosophy, however, supports both of these ideas.  The research Jim Cummins presented about BICS and CALP domains was convincing to me, and I have made observations consistent with these concepts.  I have studied research during these past few months showing that curriculum learned in one’s first language is transferable to English after learning English.  Also, I have learned about the importance of students developing their first languages while learning English.  These mentioned realizations, along with the evidence of it typically taking students five to seven years to reach CALP, have convinced me that whenever it is feasible, teaching content in students’ first languages while they are developing English language skills should be considered a best practice teaching method.

     It is very possible that while teaching special education in the public school system, I may be in a school that does not teach content in their students’ first languages and does not keep them enrolled in English development programs for the full time period required to reach CALP.  No matter what type of English development programs are offered at schools I may teach in, I will certainly consider each student’s levels of development toward CALP when implementing lesson plans, curriculum adaptations, and assignment modifications, regardless of the student’s English language development program status.
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