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Figure 1: Semilingualism Flowchart 

Does the student speak 
his/her native language? 

YES. Does the student speak 
a "correct", standard-like 

language variety? 

NO. Does the student speak 
a nonstandard language 

variety? 

Spanglish? 

This student is not 
semilingual. This student is 
proficient in both English 

and Spanish and uses code-
switching to speak to other 

bilinguals. 

Does the student use 
"incorrect" forms like 

rompido/yo sabo/está 
freído? 

Is the student currently 
learning English? 

YES. Is the student 
"forgetting" his/her native 

language? 

YES. This student is not 
semilingual. This student is 
undergoing first language 

attrition. 

NO. This student is not 
semilingual. This student 

has mastery of his/her 
native language variety 
which happens to be a 

socially stigmatized variety. 

NO. This student is not 
semilingual. This student 

has mastery of his/her 
native language variety 
which happens to be a 

socially stigmatized variety. 

YES. The student is not 
semilingual. This student 

has mastery of his/her 
native language variety, 
which happens to be a 

socially accepted variety. 

NO. Did the student learn 
his/her native language 

from infancy? 

NO--"Wildchild" 
YES. Did the student suffer a 

psychological/emotional 
trauma? 

YES--The student is not 
semilingual. The student 

likely needs 
therapy/counseling in order 

to speak again 

NO--The student is not 
semilingual. Investigate 

other possible sources of 
reticence (e.g., first language 

attrition, stigmatization of 
home language variety, etc.) 
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 edited by Josue M. Gonzalez 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 



Mary Hudgens Henderson   mhudgens@unm.edu 
NMTESOL  April 11, 2015 

 

 
 
 

 

 



Mary Hudgens Henderson   mhudgens@unm.edu 
NMTESOL  April 11, 2015 

 

 
 
 
 
“Semilingualism” Comprehension Questions: 
 
1) What are Cummins’ three types of bilingualism? 
 
 
 
 
2) Why did Cummins believe immigrant children were at risk of semilingualism, and 
what was his solution? 
 
 
 
 
3) What is prescriptivism, and how was Cummins’ theory similar to prescriptivism? 
 
 
 
 
4) Do the authors support the term semilingualism? Why or why not? 



Mary Hudgens Henderson   mhudgens@unm.edu 
NMTESOL April 11, 2015 

Vocabulary. Match the vocabulary term with its definition. 

 

TERMS DEFINITIONS 

Semilingual A. A person who is equally proficient in both languages.  

First language 

attrition 

B. The ability to read and write. 

Code-Switching C. A hypothesis concerning second language acquisition set forth in a 

study by Cummins (1979) that stated that a minimum threshold in 

language proficiency must be passed before a second-language speaker 

can reap any benefits from language. 

Prescriptivism D. A bilingual person who is dominant in one language and less dominant 

in another. 

BICS and CALP E. A specific form of communication. A phrase preferred by linguists over 

“language” which many people associate only with the standard language, 

or “dialect” which is often associated with non-standard varieties thought 

of as less prestigious or "correct" than the standard.  

Threshold 

Hypothesis 

F. A language variety that is learned by a child at home, from family 

members, also called “native language”.  

Language 

Proficiency 

G. This occurs when a student loses his/her native language over time. 

Literacy H. A language variety that is specific to school-based contexts, also called 

“academic language”. 

Balanced 

bilingual 

I. According to Jim Cummins’ theory of language acquisition, Basic 

Interpersonal Communication Skills are needed for social communication 

and Cognitive Academic Language Proficiency includes listening, 

speaking, reading, and writing about subject area content material. 

Language 

dominance 

J. Often called “Spanglish”, this is the ability to switch between two 

languages within the same utterance. 

Language variety K. A language variety used by a group of people in formal discourse, 

which has undergone a process of standardization (e.g., elimination of 

competing variants). 

School-based 

language variety 

L. A student is not proficient in either of his/her languages. 

home-based 

language variety 

M. The ability of an individual to speak or perform in a language variety.  

Standard 

language variety 

N. A language variety used by a group of people in informal discourse, 

which has not undergone a process of standardization.  

Nonstandard 

language variety 

O. The belief that one language variety is superior to another. 

 


