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INTERVIEW

In Conversation with James Cummins

Shiti Malhotra

James Cummins is Professor Emeritus with the Department of Curriculum, 
Teaching, and Learning at the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education of 
the University of Toronto. He has held a Canada Research Chair (Tier 1) and 
has been a recipient of the International Reading Association’s Albert J. Harris 
Award (1979). He also received an honorary doctorate in Humane Letters 
from the Bank Street College of Education in New York City (1997). Professor 
Cummins is a world-renowned scholar who has significantly contributed to 
the advancement of research on bilingualism and language diversity as well as 
language policies. 

Background and Experience

Shiti Malhotra (SM): Your contribution to the field of education has not 
only left an indelible mark on educators and researchers but has also 
inspired and shaped the future of language education. What motivated 
you to begin your journey in the field of education and what inspires 
you to continue working in the field?

James Cummins (JC): My initial degree at University College Dublin 
(UCD) was in Psychology with a minor in Philosophy. After that, 
I completed a one-year Diploma in Applied Psychology at UCD. I 
was interested in pursuing graduate studies and was accepted at the 
University of Alberta in western Canada in the Department of Educational 
Psychology. My initial interest was in the broad area of language and 
education, but that got narrowed down to bilingualism and education 
when I was assigned to work as a graduate research assistant for my 
supervisor Professor Metro Gulutsan. Metro had become very interested 
in the area of bilingual education in the wake of the 1969 report of the 
Royal Commission on Bilingualism and Biculturalism that recommended 
the national policy of ‘multiculturalism within a bilingual framework’. 
This happened at the same time as French immersion programmes were 
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beginning to spread across the country. I ended up getting interested in 
issues related to bilingual education and focused my PhD dissertation 
on that topic.

After completing my doctorate, I returned to Ireland between 1974 and 
1976 and worked at the Educational Research Centre in Dublin. During 
that time, I was able to carry out research on students’ academic progress 
in Gaelscoileanna—Irish-medium schools that taught through Irish for 
about 80 per cent of the instructional time.

I then returned to Canada and spent two years back in Edmonton at 
the University of Alberta working as a Research Associate. At this point 
in the late 1970s, bilingual education issues were becoming highly 
controversial in the United States after the Supreme Court in 1974 had 
mandated that states and school systems were required to support 
the academic development of minority group students who spoke a 
language other than English at home. The Office of Civil Rights in the 
United States interpreted this decision in such a way that transitional 
bilingual education was viewed as the preferred ‘remedy’ to address 
students’ underachievement.

During the late 1970s and early 1980s after I had moved to Toronto, I 
became involved in these issues and proposed some theoretical concepts 
that proved helpful for educators and policy makers who supported the 
implementation of bilingual education. At this point, it was clear that 
language education policies and instructional practices intersected with 
issues of social justice and the broader societal struggle against racism. 
This struggle continues and I remain involved because social justice is a 
fundamental prerequisite for the functioning of a healthy society, and I 
am committed to promoting this goal in any way I can. 

Inclusive Learning Environment

SM :	 1.	How do we ensure inclusivity in a multilingual or bilingual 
class-room, considering students with different language 
backgrounds and abilities?

	 2.	What practical strategies can teachers use to create an inclusive 
and supportive environment for students with diverse language 
backgrounds? How do we adapt our instructional methods to 
accommodate various proficiency levels within a multilingual 
classroom? 
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	 3.	How do we assess language proficiency and track language 
learning progress in a multilingual education setting? 

JC: These are broad, complex, and important questions. A first step for 
many educators in exploring what is possible educationally in teaching 
in multilingual contexts is to become familiar with the ‘Language 
Friendly Schools’ movement (languagefriendlyschool.org) (Le Pichon & 
Kambel, 2022). This is a recent development whose goals and history 
are outlined in their website. I have also described a significant number 
of ‘language-friendly’ initiatives (although that term did not exist when 
these schools were implementing multilingual pedagogies) in my 2021 
book Rethinking the Education of Multilingual Learners: A Critical Analysis 
of Theoretical Concepts (e.g., Leoni et al., 2011).

At a more general level, the framework I proposed in that book addresses 
many of the issues you have raised. I am reproducing this framework 
below. This framework proposes that a first step in thinking about 
educational policies and pedagogical practices that might be effective in 
reversing patterns of underachievement among minoritized students is 
to examine the research evidence regarding causes of underachievement 
(see Table 1). Three sources of potential educational disadvantage can be 
identified (excluding special education needs): 

	 l	 Home-school language switch requiring students to learn academic 
content through a new language. 

	 l	 Social disadvantage associated with low family income and/or low 
levels of parental education.

	 l	 Marginalized group status deriving from societal discrimination 
and/or racism in the wider society. 

These three ‘risk factors’ for underachievement can be aligned with 
evidence-based instructional responses that respond specifically to 
(a) the challenges multilingual students experience in learning a 
new language and catching up to ‘mainstream’ students in academic 
achievement across the curriculum, (b) the effects of poverty and other 
forms of social disadvantage, and (c) the effects of social and educational 
discrimination faced by minoritized students. Thus, in attempting to 
create an inclusive and supportive environment for students with diverse 
language backgrounds, we need to pursue the following strategies:

	 l	 Support students in learning the school language and the language 
of schooling.
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	 l	 Enable students to become actively engaged with literacy.
	 l	 Nurture identities of competence among students from marginalized 

communities.
I have elaborated on these strategies in numerous articles that readers 
can consult if they are interested (e.g., Cummins, 2020; 2021)

Table 1: Evidence-Based Instructional Responses to Sources of Potential 
Underachievement

Language Models and Approaches

SM :	 1.	What language models or approaches do you find most effective 
in a multilingual or bilingual curriculum (e.g., immersion, dual 
language, transitional bilingual)?

	 2.	How do you suggest the CUP would operate in a multilingual 
context like India? Do you believe that CALP level abilities in 
L1 can get transferred to L2 in case the BICS are acquired in L2?

JC: In most contexts transitional bilingual programs are likely to be less 
successful than programmes that aspire to develop literacy in students’ 
home language(s) as well as in the societal dominant language (L2). 
This is because they typically do not aspire to challenge societal power 
relations in any sustained way, and they don’t promote students’ home 
language literacy and academic development beyond the very early 
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grades of schooling. In the United States and elsewhere, evaluations 
of dual language programmes for linguistic minority students have 
shown them to be superior both to L2-only programmes and transitional 
programmes that teach through the minority language only in the initial 
grades of primary school.
Depending on the context (e.g., availability of bilingual teachers and L1 
curriculum materials), dual language programmes that teach 50 per cent 
of the time in each language throughout primary school and those that 
initially teach predominantly through students’ L1 can be successful. 
For example, the ‘Literacy Squared’ 50/50 model implemented by Kathy 
Escamilla and colleagues in the United States has demonstrated strong 
outcomes for Spanish-speaking minority group students (Escamilla et 
al., 2014). This model teaches literacy in both languages throughout 
primary school and explicitly promotes transfer across both languages.
The construct of the ‘common underlying proficiency’ (CUP) has been 
strongly supported in multiple research studies and in reviews of the 
research literature. The stronger students’ L1 is developed the greater 
the foundation for building L2 language and literacy skills throughout 
the primary and secondary grades. In my 2021 book, I identified 
several conditions that must be met for two-way transfer to occur. For 
example, the degree of L1/L2 interdependence depends on the extent 
to which the socio-linguistic and instructional contexts are conducive 
to the development of additive as opposed to subtractive bilingualism. 
Patterns of L1 and L2 language and literacy trajectories will also make a 
difference in the degree of cross-linguistic transfer that occurs. Finally, 
the measurement instruments used for assessing oral and literate 
competence in each language will affect the kinds of cross-linguistic 
relationships that are observed.
In the Indian context, the more cognitive/academic language proficiency 
(CALP) can be developed in students’ home language, the greater the 
potential for strong CALP development in the dominant societal and 
instructional language. Ideally, conversational fluency will be promoted 
and developed in each language in addition to literacy-related skills.

Curriculum Design and Implementation

SM:	 1.	In a multilingual setting, what consideration should we have 
to design a curriculum that supports language learners as they 
progress in their proficiency?
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	 2.	How do we ensure that teachers are prepared to effectively 
imple-ment the curriculum? What instructional strategies and 
resources are effective in supporting students?

JC: Again, each context is unique in certain respects both within India 
and internationally. Therefore, it is not possible to generalize what is 
likely to be feasible and effective across all contexts. The instructional 
strategies outlined in Table 1 are strongly supported in contexts 
involving immigrant-background students and also in contexts involving 
Indigenous communities who have experienced coercive relations of 
power across multiple generations. In these contexts, instruction must be 
oriented to challenging the operation of these coercive power relations. 
Engaging students’ multilingual resources is one important instructional 
strategy, but instruction must also be oriented to connecting curriculum 
content to students’ lives and experiences, decolonizing education, and 
affirming students’ cultural and linguistic identities.

With respect to teacher preparation, in tribal contexts in India, teachers 
should ideally come from the communities whose languages are 
represented in the school. Examples of multilingual instruction across 
many contexts can be found in the language-friendly schools’ network 
and in various publications focusing on India (e.g., publications by 
Professor Ajit Mohanty and colleagues and internationally) (e.g., Chapter 
11 in Cummins, 2021). These international examples could be discussed 
in teacher education courses in India to assess the extent to which they 
could be adapted for the various instructional contexts in which teachers 
will be working.

Future Trends

SM:	 1.	What do you see as emerging trends or challenges in the field of 
language education, and how can educators prepare themselves 
for these challenges?

JC: In many educational contexts, the major challenge is political. For 
example, in many contexts such as European countries and the United 
States, xenophobic and assimilationist attitudes predominate among 
politicians and many educators such that they are unwilling to even 
consider multilingual educational options. However, there are positive 
examples. One of them comes from the Irish context (Little & Kirwin, 2019, 
2023) where official Ministry of Education policy has changed recently 
to strongly promote the acceptance and instructional promotion of the 
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languages of immigrant communities. (e.g., https://languagesconnect.
ie/; https://ppli.ie/ppli-primary-guidelines/).

In short, among researchers and an increasing number of educators, 
there is a growing acceptance of multilingual instructional initiatives 
as both feasible and effective. This positive trend is counterbalanced 
by resistance among many teachers and rejection by policymakers who 
remain sceptical of the research evidence, largely because they typically 
refuse to even look at it.
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