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L1 as a component of identity

The first language is an important component of the learner’s identity and a source of cultural pride and self-esteem. A sense of pride in their bilingual capabilities can have strong positive effects on students’ orientation to the wider community and their sense of efficacy and self-esteem, which in turn can lead to higher academic achievement.

Positively bilingual

According to studies conducted in Britain, learning their own language helps children develop a positive sense of their compound identity, and many view their bilingualism as a sign of sophistication and flexibility. The following comments by students are from the U.K. report Positively Plurilingual (2006): 
I think in both languages.

I use Bengali outside when I see older people; it’s rude for me to speak to them in English, so I salaam them ….

Most of us would have gone to a doctor’s or a solicitor’s or something with someone and translated for them ….

Or, as Rhea Chatterjea from Singapore put it,

English and Bengali, together they make me truly me.

CILT, the National Centre for Languages (2006), p. 4
In contrast, lack of support for students’ languages can have negative effects on student learning and self-confidence. Some students may resist complete acquisition of the second language if others encourage them to leave behind their own linguistic and cultural background in order to embrace the language of the school and assimilate into the dominant culture. Their self-esteem may also be threatened if the second language appears to be more valued by the wider community than the first language. Students who feel marginalized in the wider society may reject opportunities for linguistic and social integration and bond exclusively with members of their own cultural and linguistic group. 

Other students may respond differently, rejecting their first language and culture and attempting to assimilate completely into the dominant culture.  Their development in the first language may cease from the first day they enter the school environment. This represents a loss of a precious personal resource and a rejection of the child’s identity as a member of a linguistic and cultural minority, and may have adverse effects on self-esteem. 

Learning a second language or another variety of the language need not threaten the first. Schools can ensure that students’ own languages and cultures are accorded equal status with English, and, at the same time, help students to understand the pragmatic value of becoming proficient in English as the language of school and the language of power in the wider society. 
L1 as a resource to the family 

If their own language receives little or no recognition or support at school, some children abandon it quickly, switching almost exclusively to L2 not only at school but in the home as well with their siblings. They may respond in L2 to their parents even when addressed in L1. They may become less and less able to engage in L1 discussion about ideas and experiences with their parents and grandparents. This can have negative effects on students’ relationships with family members and with other members of their cultural community.

Access to L1 as a human right

The present practices of educating indigenous children through the medium of dominant national/state languages are completely contrary both to solid theories and to empirical research results about how best to achieve the goals for good education … and to the rights that indigenous and tribal children have in international law, including educational rights ... In addition, present practices also violate the parents’ right to intergenerational transmission of their values, including their languages.

Skutnaab-Kangas and Dunbar, 2010, p. 11
The importance of L1 in the home
When parents are unable to talk to their children, they cannot easily convey to them their values, beliefs, understandings, or wisdom about how to cope with their experiences. They cannot teach them about the meaning of work, or about personal responsibility, or what it means to be a moral or ethical person in a world with too many choices and too few guideposts to follow. What is lost are the bits of advice, the consejos parents should be able to offer children in their everyday interactions with them. Talk is a crucial link between parents and children: It is how parents impart their cultures to their children and enable them to become the kind of men and women they want them to be. When parents lose the means for socializing and influencing their children, rifts develop and families lose the intimacy that comes from shared beliefs and understandings. 

Wong Fillmore, 1991, p. 343   
Language diversity as a resource to the whole community

There is wide consensus about the value of proficiency in languages in addition to the official or school language. Global trade and diplomacy demand effective communication across linguistic and cultural barriers, and the future of the planet may depend on collaboration and understanding across linguistic and cultural barriers.

Language diversity as an economic resource

There is an increasing range of job opportunities for speakers of many different languages in both the public and private sectors. Language skills enhance employability and bring benefits to both individuals and employers. There is a need for bilingual workers in a range of public service fields, from housing to relationship counselling. Employers are increasingly recognising the advantage and good marketing sense of communicating in the language of their customers. Globalisation means that the vast majority of businesses have customers, partners, suppliers or employees from other parts of the world. The predicted dramatic growth of the ‘BRIC’ economies (Brazil, Russia, India and China) will boost demand for the languages spoken in these countries.

CILT, the National Centre for Languages (2008), p. 5
Valuing and promoting language diversity and the learning of additional languages can enrich the cultural knowledge of all students and teachers, enabling them better to appreciate their own linguistic and cultural backgrounds while expanding their knowledge of other languages and cultures. If the school values the language backgrounds of all students, and promotes bilingualism as a worthy and attainable goal for all students, speakers of the dominant language or school language may be encouraged to learn additional languages— something that, traditionally, many speakers of world languages such as English have rejected as unnecessary, expecting the rest of the world to communicate with them in English. 

Students’ languages as a cultural resource

Just as biodiversity is seen as providing a resource for the planet and our future survival, so the wisdom and understanding represented in the diverse range of languages spoken by our schoolchildren provides a cultural resource capable of enriching us all. Schools and communities which draw on this provide vibrant, creative environments in which to live and develop.

CILT, the National Centre for Languages (2008), p. 5
L1 as a foundation for second language learning

Second language acquisition is more successful when the first language is well developed. For example, children who can already read in one language do not have to rediscover the principle of reading when they learn a new language, although they may have to learn a new script and learn how to read in another direction. Learners who already understand concepts such as rhyme or figurative language in their own language will more readily recognize and learn to use these features in the new language. Students who already have some explicit knowledge about language, such as the concept of verb tenses, have a useful tool when they are learning a new language. 

Proficiency in L1 supports acquisition of L2

The level of development of children's mother tongue is a strong predictor of their second language development. Children who come to school with a solid foundation in their mother tongue develop stronger literacy abilities in the school language.
Cummins,J. (n.d.) http://www.iteachilearn.com/cummins/mother.htm

Literacy in more than one language

The development of literacy in two languages entails linguistic and cognitive advantages for bilingual students. There are hundreds of research studies carried out since the early 1960s that report significant advantages for bilingual students on a variety of metalinguistic and cognitive tasks…Bilingual students get more practice in learning language resulting in greater attentional control and higher levels of metalinguistic awareness.

Cummins, 2008, p. iii
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