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Learning a language is never easy. I can attest to that as I am currently learning a sixth 

language – Latin. It takes months and years of dedication, study and practice to master 

a second or third language. Unless, like a five-year-old, you do it naturally, instinctively, 

and fearlessly because you genuinely want to communicate with others who speak a 

different language.  

Teaching a language is equally challenging: assessing to determine who might have 

some exposure to the target language, what their goal is in learning the language, and if 

they might, by happy coincidence, have some gift at learning languages.  Follow that 

with repetitive drills, exceptions to the rule and convincing students that nouns like 

airplane and pizza might have a gender and one can see that teaching language is no 

easy task. 

And that is where this column may be helpful: in looking at the many aspects of learning 

and teaching language so that students can approach that ideal rank of “bilingual”.  And 

why me? The leadership of NABE was very kind in extending me an opportunity to write 

occasionally for this magazine on some of the more specialized aspects of bilingual 

education because of my life story, and what I have been able to accomplish with the 

help of multiple languages. Coming from Portugal and then New York, I arrived in South 

Florida as an immigrant and immediately started to learn Spanish, a highly practical skill 

in our community.  

At Miami-Dade County Public Schools (M-DCPS), we enroll more than 15,000 new, 

foreign-born students every year, many of whom need language instruction.  Our district 

has a commitment to bilingual education, as evidenced by this year’s recognition of 

School Board Chair Perla Tabares Hantman with NABE’s Lifelong Educator award. 

Fortunately, our district also employs an army of dedicated, professional language 

instructors, some of whom were involved in the nation’s first bilingual public-school 

program. They will be the ones helping me by suggesting some of the material you see 

here in future editions. Because of our demographics and position as a center of 

immigration, our school district can contribute a unique perspective to this conversation, 

one that may not have been experienced in smaller, less urban districts, but one that 

may be a reality in the near future. 

In the months ahead, we will be taking a look at the term bilingual, and just what that 

means to various stakeholders, including parents, educators, and employers, as well as 

why it is important for us to provide extensive funding to help students become bilingual. 

We will look at a checklist for parents who want their children to be bilingual – when to 



start their education, some bilingual success stories for inspiration, and the possibility of 

earning a bilingual diploma. 

I’ll provide you a guide to M-DCPS’ huge catalog of language programs, their 

differences and similarities, their effectiveness with various age groups, and the 

programs that are currently most popular including English for Speakers of Other 

Languages. 

We will examine the technology of teaching: best practices, materials available to 

language teachers, new technology that is revolutionizing language learning, and the 

tried and true practices that survive through the years. 

The culture of language learning is of particular fascination – seeing a group of students 

from many lands coming together for a meal, the differences between and the 

similarities among them, and the simple act of breaking bread that transforms lunch into 

a memorable learning experience.  

We will also look at the science of language learning: the bilingual brain and what it 

means to cognition and general health, as well as the negative psycho-social setbacks 

of students who do not benefit from bilingual education.   

There are always challenges to bilingual education, the most enduring being budgetary 

constraints, personnel and certification. In addition, recent years have brought us the 

threat of immigration officials interrupting the educational process, and fearful parents 

who won’t register for free services.   

Language education is a fascinating mosaic of people, places, ideas and achievements, 

and this mosaic is well-worth exploring.  I hope this column brings you adventure, 

wonder, fresh ideas and motivation that will benefit you and your students.      


