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Introduction and key concepts  

This paper is based on many years of engagement with London schools and bilingual pupils 

in my different roles as a teacher, ethnic minority adviser, researcher and teacher trainer. 

Having had the opportunity to engage with policy and practice in these different contexts, I 

have been struck by a high level awareness of the importance of learning and developing 

skills in selected foreign languages such as French, Spanish, German and increasingly 

Mandarin (to be equipped for the globalised world and ‘transnational careers’) on the one 

hand and a lack of recognition for the skills children already hold in their home languages on 

the other. I have tried to identify i.) processes which result in this dichotomy of high status and 

low status languages, which from now on I will term language hierarchies and ii.) pedagogical 

approaches which could help to create conditions for developing a hierarchy free policy and 

practice in education. 

Hierarchies of languages for the purpose of this paper are defined as the ranking of 

languages in which a small number of selected languages are considered high status, 

desirable to learn and ‘to have’, while a larger number of languages are not seen as an asset 

and have a very low value status. This type of phenomenon is most commonly theorised 

through concepts of language and power. Language and power relationships have been 

analysed in many different historical and geographical contexts. Based on the review of the 

relevant literature, I would like to suggest that four main processes shape the perceived and 

implied capital attributed to individual languages: i.) the process of capital accumulation, ii.) 

the dynamics of the market demand, iii.) the institutionalised discrimination of languages and 

iv.) the political processes on the continuum from colonisation and oppression to political 

autonomy. I will proceed by discussing each of these processes in turn below. 

Four processes  

1. Process of capital accumulation 

According to Bourdieu (1997) ‘not everything is equally possible or impossible’ in the process 

of accumulation which underpins the existence of all types of capital. Although Bourdieu 

(1997) does not write about language capital per se, we can assume that it is integrated in his 

notion of cultural capital. The recognition that cultural capital may be converted into economic 

capital and ‘institutionalised’ in the form of education qualifications (Bourdieu, 1997, p 47) 

provides the basis for this analysis. The inequality of languages with regards to their 

convertibility into qualifications is immediately obvious in the fact that not all languages 

provide access to recognised qualifications. For example, a GCSE in Albanian is not available 

in England, although the number of Albanian speakers in the last twenty years has increased. 

The request for its introduction by Shpresa, the Albanian community association in England, 

has been turned down on the ground of ‘lacking a business case’ according to the OCR exam 

board.
1
 This argument has been criticised by academics and representatives of the Albanian 

community, who object to the fact that the skills children have in their home language cannot 

be officially recognised. Along the same lines, a Somali GCSE has been refused by the OCR 

exam board.  

It is necessary to understand that the process of language capital accumulation is embedded 

in centuries of economic power, political domination and colonial gains, which have shaped 

the language capital of French, Spanish or English, in contrast to languages spoken by 

communities struggling for independence and international recognition, such as Kosovan 

Albanians, in order to appreciate Bourdieu’s ‘not everything is possible’ reality.  

                                                        
1
 http://www.tes.co.uk/article.aspx?storycode=6116531 
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Bourdieu (1997) writes about one’s expectations and self perceptions with regards to one’s  

place in a hierarchy of political power. The same process can be identified for language 

hierarchies. A 14-year old bilingual learner from a Bengali background attending a London 

school expressing ‘Bengali has no value, employers want French and Spanish’
2
 is a clear 

example of language capital self assessment within the perceived language hierarchy, 

determined by market demands in this case. Market demands are discussed in the next 

section. 

2. Dynamics of the market demands 

Booming economies, developing business networks at the international level, working for 

global companies are some of the more obvious factors which shape the dynamics of the 

market demands for languages. However business and economic growth are not the only 

factors influencing language demand. Humanitarian crises, which are often unpredictable, 

place instant language requests on social services, health services, NGOs, foreign offices 

and ministries of defence. Military interventions and political conflicts, for example, require 

immediate involvement of staff with relevant languages. September 11
th
 made languages 

such as Farsi and Dari, used in Afghanistan, of particular interest to military intelligence 

services.  As a more positive example, the bid for  the 2012 Olympic Games showed that the  

language capital of London as manifested in 233 languages being spoken was an important 

argument and advantage in comparison to other applicant cities (Eversley et al. 2010). 

These are few examples which illustrate that the market demand for languages is influenced 

by events with different predictability. Market demand is the key process which will result in 

what Bourdieu (1997) identifies as convertibility of one’s cultural capital into economic capital 

through increased employability. At the same time, market demands will also have an impact 

on the ranking of languages in the language hierarchy. Next, I explore further how 

discrimination of languages is institutionalised.   

3. Institutionalising discrimination of languages 

The division of languages used in the education discourse in England, which distinguishes 

between community languages and modern foreign languages, is one of the main 

contributors to the process of discrimination and devaluing of many languages spoken by 

minority groups. This division of languages is historically based on the Orders for Modern 

Languages in 1989. The Orders introduced foreign languages as a compulsory subject for the 

first time, but also classified languages into two categories. The first category listed the 

languages of the European Community at the time, while the category two listed languages 

spoken by large minority groups: Arabic, Bengali, Chinese, Gujarati, Hebrew, Punjabi, 

Russian, Turkish and Urdu. Schools were obliged to offer one of the languages from the first 

category, while all others were optional. Although schools today have much greater freedom 

with regards to their language offer, many languages still suffer from being perceived as of 

lesser value: they are ‘community languages’. My argument is that in order to depart from 

practices of institutionalised discrimination of languages it is necessary to identify the 

category ‘community languages’ as a label which devalues languages and supports the 

hierarchical ranking of languages. This is manifested in the following example: 

‘There are 76 languages spoken by children in my school and we operate English only   

rule on site. All these languages are invisible apart from Spanish and German as 

Modern Foreign Languages.’  

(Data collected with PGCE students, Mehmedbegovic at al., 2015) 

                                                        
2
 Interview data, Mehmedbegovic, 2011 
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This example is an individual experience and I am not suggesting that it is representative of 

London schools. However, my attempt is to present an alternative approach to all languages 

in education which is about creating conditions, discourses and understandings which have 

the potential to completely eradicate these types of experiences. This approach will be 

presented in the second part of this paper. 

4. Political processes on the continuum from colonisation and oppression to political 

autonomy 

For those interested in studying what can be done and undone to a language through means 

of political oppression and revitalization, Wales is a case study par excellence. With the Act of 

Union between England and Wales in 1563, Welsh lost its status as official language. English 

took over as the language of education, law and stately functions, while Welsh was pushed 

out into the private sphere of family and community life. This oppression of Welsh remained 

unchallenged until 1942. Only in 1967. was the official status of Welsh restored in the 

Language Act. The Language Act was followed by a period of thirty years of a full scale 

language revival process (Ager, 2003, p 69). According to interview data with several lead 

professionals in education in Wales (Mehmedbegovic, 2011), their parents chose not to teach 

Welsh to their children as they could not see the value for their future education or 

employment. Now, as parents themselves who do not speak Welsh, they send their children 

to bilingual English Welsh schools. Today, the value of Welsh has been restored especially 

since the greater Welsh political autonomy in 1997 and it has now become a requirement for 

those working in the public sector to be proficient in Welsh.  

The case of Wales is an impressive example of a language being transformed from an 

endangered language, whose community of speakers suffered symbolic violence (Bourdieu, 

1997) by internalising the devalued status of their language and contributing themselves to its 

disappearance, to the cultural capital that is now at the core of the co-constructing process of 

the contemporary Welsh identity. Although the lesser value associated with it in the past has 

not fully disappeared. In the words of one adult interviewee: ‘it is a surprise that we Welsh 

speakers have survived at all, but now we are glad to be regarded as European rather than 

just British, it gives us more status as a nation and a language’ (Interview data, 

Mehmedbegovic, 2011). The European Union as a wider community with a wide variety of 

languages, bigger and smaller communities of speakers, seems to provide a reassuring wider 

context juxtaposed against Britain where the dominance of English can still be daunting 

especially to community groups who reflect on their languages by saying: ‘we are surprised to  

have survived alongside English’ (ibid, 2011). 

Overcoming the hierarchy of languages 

In the second part of this paper, I will outline my proposal for overcoming the above analysed 

processes which result in a language hierarchy and its implications on education system and 

learners. My proposal is based on one unique aspect of developing bilingual skills which is of 

equal value independent from the combination of languages. I would like to argue that this 

approach to languages and bilingualism can even overturn the ‘not everything is equally 

possible’ principle argued by Bourdieu (1997). 

Equal values of all languages based on the cognitive aspect evidence 

My main argument in this paper is that learning another language results in a considerable 

cognitive advantage which is evidenced in a range of studies covering all life stages from 

early years, compulsory education, adulthood and more recently even advanced age. A key 

point to this argument is that cognitive advantages of bilingualism are the same for any 

combination of languages: English-French; English-Bengali, English-Welsh or indeed other 
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options which do not include English. In this section I will present the research evidence in 

support of this argument. 

Clinical research studies carried out in the second part of the 20
th
 century involving bilinguals 

and monolinguals provide significant evidence which covers differences between both groups 

on a variety of variables: visual presentation and processing, audio processing, cortical 

activity of each hemisphere, levels of the right hemisphere engagement, levels of 

lateralisation and  heterogeneity in the hemispheric organization (Hammers and Blanc, 1989). 

Equally, Jim Cummins in his book Power, language and pedagogy (2001) lists 160 education 

focus studies from different countries and contexts: all of which provide evidence that 

bilingual children perform better across the curriculum. Studies conducted with early years 

and school age children have found that bilingual pre-school children demonstrate a better 

focus on task while ignoring distractions than their monolingual peers. A similar enhanced 

ability to concentrate, a sign of a well functioning working memory, has been found in 

bilingual adults, particularly those who became fluent in two languages at an early age. 

Managing two languages helps the brain sharpen and retain its ability to focus while ignoring 

irrelevant information (Bialystok, 1991).  

More recent studies with adults have provided insights into physical changes which happen to 

the brain when two languages are used and demonstrated the enhancement of the brain 

matter. Bilingual adults have denser gray matter (brain tissue packed with information 

processing nerve cells and fibers), especially in the brain’s left hemisphere, where most 

language and communication skills are controlled. The effect is strongest in people who 

acquired a second language before the age of five and in those who are most proficient at 

their second language. This finding suggests that being bilingual from an early age 

significantly alters the brain’s structure, but that the proficiency and intensity of use result in 

the same benefits (Kovelman at al, 2008). Similarly a study with of over 800 participants who 

were first tested as children in 1947 and retested as adults in 2008-10 found that: ‘bilinguals 

performed significantly better than predicted from their baseline cognitive abilities, with 

strongest effects on general intelligence and reading. The results suggest a positive effect of 

bilingualism on later-life cognition, including in those who acquired their second language in 

adulthood.’ (Bak at al, 2014a) This type of evidence is crucial in raising awareness on the 

importance of language learning as a life-long activity while overcoming perceptions that 

learning a language beyond certain age might be too late in terms of impact on certain 

cognitive benefits. The ‘Never too late?’ study (Bak at all, 2014b) provides evidence that 

although there might be a difference in scope between early and late bilinguals in terms of 

enhanced attention switching, selective attention and auditory domain, both types show 

significant advantage in comparisons to monolinguals.  

Bilinguals also show significantly more activity in the right brain hemisphere than monolingual 

speakers, particularly in a frontal area identified as the source of the bilingual advantages in 

attention and control. This expanded neural activity is so consistent on brain scans that it has 

been labeled as “neurological signature” for bilingualism (Kovelman at al, 2008).  

Latest evidence is even more significant in terms of individual well-being. Research studies 

conducted in Canada point to bilingualism as a big hope in equipping ourselves better to 

engage with the threat of dementia: ‘Executive brain power’ developed by the use of two 

languages, has been identified as a key factor in prolonging quality life in later life and fighting 

off the onset of dementia by 3 to 5 years (Bialystok at al, 2012, Freedman at al, 2014).  

Similarly, researchers from University of Edinburgh examined medical records of over 600 

people in India and found that people who spoke two languages did not show any signs of 

three types of dementia for more than four years longer than those who were monolingual. 

They also established that bilingual advantage is not caused by any differences in education. 
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Their illiterate participants with no formal education displayed the same benefits (Mortimer at 

all, 2014, Freedman at al, 2014).  

Based on this evidence bilingualism is increasingly appreciated as successful brain training, 

contributing to cognitive reserve which can help delay dementia. Thomas Bak, the principle 

researcher at University of Edinburgh, states that: ‘These findings suggest that bilingualism 

might have a stronger influence on dementia that any currently available drugs. This makes 

the study of the relationship between bilingualism and cognition one of our highest priorities’
3
 

What implication do these findings have for our priorities for bilingualism in education?  

New strategy: Healthy Linguistic Diet 

My concept of a Healthy Linguistic Diet is based on the principle that all languages used by 

school children need to be supported in order to be maintained and developed further for the 

purposes of cognitive benefits. Benefits are not only important for the individual, but also for 

schools (implying better results in league tables) and governments (implying savings in later 

life care). 

A Healthy Linguistic Diet is a strategy which would in the first instance provide a structured 

space for children and adults to discuss ‘being bilingual’ with the aim of raising awareness of 

benefits of bilingualism. The reason I start with the explicit discussions about bilingualism is a 

‘critical incident’ moment I had in a London school, which led to my conceptualisation of the 

Healthy Linguistic Diet. While facilitating a focus discussion group focusing on exploring 

reasons for underachievement with a group of Bangladeshi boys, one participant stated: ‘We 

underachieve because we speak two languages’. His friend replied: ’It is not true, I read in a 

scientific journal that bilingualism improves your brain.’ (Mehmedbegovic, 2011). What struck 

me here as a critical incident was realising that 14 year old bilingual children were not given 

opportunities to learn about the research evidence and impact of bilingualism on cognitive 

functioning. From this example it is visible that some children internalise deficit model of 

bilingualism through a lack of other models or explicit information on what it means to be 

bilingual, while those who are in search of knowledge about bilingualism have to do their own 

search outside of expected interests and readings for young people in secondary education.  

Based on this first-hand experience from an inner London school, I have been working on 

developing principles and strategies which can be used for an approach conceptualised as 

thinking about a healthy diet – in this case it is a linguistic diet. Considering a big push for 

healthy life styles and healthy eating under the umbrella initiate Healthy Schools – I would like 

to suggest that the concept of a healthy linguistic diet should be integrated into Healthy 

Schools Initiative.
4
 It has a real potential to contribute to its aims of  raising achievement 

across the curriculum, improving long term health, enhancing wellbeing and improving 

inclusion. The following are suggestions for key whole school strategies: 

 Providing regular and rich opportunities for engagement and use of both or several 

languages: teachers and school leaders need to find regular opportunities to provide a 

consistent flow of affirmative messages with the aim of eliminating misconceptions about 

bilingualism as a problem  and bad practices based on these misconceptions. 

 Providing access to and sharing relevant knowledge on values and advantages of 

bilingualism: bilingual children and their parents need to be given clear, affirmative and 

consistent messages by schools and their teachers in terms of benefits of bilingualism 

and home language support. Students (and parents) should be given advice on what they 

                                                        
3
 ( http://www.bilingualism-matters.ppls.ed.ac.uk) 

4
 http://dera.ioe.ac.uk/6798/1/Introduction.pdf 
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can do themselves in order to support their own bilingual development. These messages 

should include raising awareness on cognitive advantages of bilingualism, which are 

applicable to all languages.  

 Providing access to and sharing relevant knowledge on values and advantages of 

bilingualism: Teachers need to be provided with examples of good practice, 

guidance and training to develop skills essential for integrating home languages across 

the curriculum.  This shift in practice should be led by the awareness that, where home 

languages are a part of teaching and learning throughout schooling with the aim of 

supporting bilingual children in developing their full potential and positive attitudes 

towards this specific intellectual potential that they have, the impact of it will be evident in 

improved results across the curriculum as a whole. 

 Providing a framework which supports life-long development of bilingual 

competencies: All children (monolingual and bilingual/multilingual) and adults 

(monolingual and bilingual/multilingual) in schools should be encouraged to develop 

behaviours and habits which would support life-long development of bilingual 

competencies. These practices need to become an integral part of our efforts to bring up 

children in the spirit of the Healthy School Initiative leading to a healthy life style.  

Implementation of these key strategies should be driven by creative approaches such as the 

bilingual theatre outlined in Kenner and Hickey ed (2008), be inclusive for bilinguals and 

monolinguals, children and adults and embedded in the school ethos and policy.  

Conclusion 

The National Audit Office estimates that nationally, dementia costs health and social care 

services £8.2 billion each year. Alzheimer’s Research UK has estimated that the overall cost 

of dementia to society as a whole is £23 billion a year. But it is estimated that savings of £80 

million could be made every year by improving hospital care.  What savings can be made by 

promoting bilingualism –  a Healthy Linguistic Diet?  

The loss of home language is often presented as a natural language shift or freedom of 

choice. Evidence shows that underprivileged communities suffer greater language loss than 

the affluent once. However, language loss is a loss for all who aim to achieve i.) better 

attainment across the curriculum; ii.) a better equipped workforce for a globalised world; iii.) 

better self- esteem at the individual level; and longer dementia free lives – significant savings 

for society. 

Therefore factors which shape language hierarchies and the position of certain languages as 

low value languages, as explored in the first part of this paper, need to be exposed and 

fought against like any other type of discrimination in our education system. Equality of 

cognitive benefits linked to bilingualism regardless of what combination of languages needs to 

be promoted and explicitly communicated to all stakeholders: children, parents, carers, 

teachers and school leaders.  
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