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Abstract

This theme review describes aspects related to bilingualism and its incidence 
in higher education. Specifically, the author shows a brief overview of what 
bilingualism means; what the National Bilingual Program started in 2004 and 
its evolution into Colombia, very well for 2015 entail in terms of their impact on 
both teaching and learning; and the importance for the Ministry to modify certain 
aspects regarding bilingualism in education in our country.

The paper also includes some studies and theories which support the author’s 
statements as well as the introduction of some current events at a private university 
in Sogamoso, Colombia, which are directly related to the matter of bilingualism. 
Finally, the author presents some conclusions from the present paper.

Key words: Bilingualism, Colombian Higher Education, National English 
Program.
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Resumen

Este artículo de revisión temática describe aspectos relacionados con el 
bilingüismo y su incidencia en la educación superior. Específicamente, el autor 
muestra un breve retrato acerca del significado del bilingüismo; lo que conlleva el 
Plan Nacional de Bilingüismo iniciado en el año 2004 y modificado en el 2015, no 
solo relacionado con el aprendizaje sino además con la enseñanza; y la importancia 
que tiene para el Ministerio modificar ciertos aspectos concernientes al bilingüismo 
en nuestro país.

El artículo también incluye algunos estudios y teorías que apoyan las 
declaraciones del autor, así como la introducción de eventos actuales de una 
universidad privada en Sogamoso, Colombia, los cuales están directamente 
relacionados con el bilingüismo. Finalmente, el autor presenta algunas conclusiones 
del presente artículo.

Palabras clave: Bilingüismo, Educación superior colombiana, Programa 
Nacional de inglés.
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Introduction

Bilingualism has become a very 
popular word today in Colombia. The 
importance of knowing English and/
or other foreign language(s) is evident, 
considering the different aspects that 
demonstrate how becoming bilingual 
is really beneficial for most people. 
The person who is fluent in more than 
one language has more possibilities 
to obtain a scholarship in foreign 
countries, to get a better job, to access 
a wider range of opportunities in life. 
Colombia nowadays is much more 
open to the rest of the world in business, 
education, and tourism, in part because 
of the possibilities afforded by the 
different entities that try to offer 
bilingual education. There are several 
private institutions where English has 
the same relevance or even more than 
other subjects taught. One example of 
this is a private university in Sogamoso, 
where students have six hours of 
English and two teachers per level, 
and they are also given useful tools to 
strengthen their different abilities and 
master their language skills. However, 
according to my personal experience, 
this is not observed in the first level of 
English where students have a low level 
in this language. Their low competency 
level illustrates how results from 
primary and secondary education have 
an influence on students’ performance 
in higher education.

When talking about bilingualism, 
it is relevant to discuss why it is useful 

for a person’s life, as has been defined 
by different authors and from my point 
of view. According to Asha (2004), 
bilingualism is defined as the use by 
an individual of at least two languages. 
This general definition reflects what the 
Colombian government has wanted 
to achieve since 2004; in Colombia, 
Spanish is our native language, but the 
objective for the government was to 
have citizens capable of communicating 
in English in order to be able to include 
the country in the processes of universal 
communication within the global 
economy and for intercultural exchange 
through the adoption of internationally 
comparable standards (MEN, 2006).

 The standards adopted are based 
on the Common European Framework 
of Reference for Languages (CEFR). 
The decision to adopt these standards 
was based on the government claims 
that adopting this foreign framework 
will allow Colombia to improve and 
advance in other contexts. Ayala and 
Álvarez (2005, p.12) address this issue 
as follows:

Because Colombian standards for foreign 
language teaching are barely structured, 
attention has been given to foreign models. 
In general, standards have been obtained by 
importing the ones that were developed in 
other places under different circumstances 
and contexts. Although those standards 
are valid and reliable for foreign academic 
communities, it does not mean that 
they would fit the particularities of our 
institutions, language learners and so on.
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 The key here is to understand how 
these adopted standards fit in our 
country and how student outcomes 
influence English learning at university 
level.

 This paper intends to discuss how 
bilingualism is being implemented 
in higher education, taking as point 
of departure the education in the 
schools, the challenges regarding this 
implementation, and the roles teachers 
and students have in this process; I 
describe these aspects from different 
authors’ opinions, academic studies, 
and my personal experience. At the 
same time, it describes the standards 
that guide the bilingualism program 
in our country as an important issue to 
be analyzed and considered due to its 
implications on higher education.

Literature Review

Bilingualism.
Bilingualism has a lot of definitions, 

often in accordance to the focus people 
give to it. Linguists and psychologists 
usually define bilingualism in terms 
of the way people control both their 
languages and of bilingual language 
competence (Skutnabb-Kangas 1984). 
Bloomfield (1933, p.56) quoted the 
classical definition of bilingualism in 
Skutnabb-Kangas: “native-like control 
of two or more languages” (1981, p. 
85). This means that a person should 
be able to use two or more languages 
as well as a native speaker. Braun (1937, 
p.115) cited in Skutnabb-Kangas (1981) 

states that a person should be able to 
have a complete command over two or 
more languages. The researcher agrees 
with Skutnabb-Kangas considering 
that bilingualism describes the ability 
people have to understand and make 
themselves understood in two different 
languages. Bilingual proficiency entails 
being able to effectively communicate 
our thoughts, ideas, feelings, points of 
view and be part of a community in 
both languages.

Being bilingual results from diffe-
rent circumstances. One of them is the 
opportunity a person has if s/he is a child 
growing up in a place or family where 
a second language is used or needed 
for the accomplishment of different 
tasks. Another reason is geographical 
migration due to the political, social 
or economic situation in someone’s 
home country, as well as cultural and 
educational factors. This often leads to 
intermarriage, marriage between two 
immigrants from different countries 
or marriage between an immigrant 
and a native person (Grosjean, 1982), 
and reinforces the need for bilingual 
proficiency.

Two facts about language acquisition 
are consistently supported in research. 
First, most everyone can learn one or 
several languages; and second, the 
success of this learning depends on 
the real need or wish to use the new 
language(s) in authentic communication 
(Snow, 2007). According to this assertion, 
nearly any person has the possibility to 
learn a language, but it depends on the 
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degree of necessity and potential for use 
in real life. The problem in Colombia is 
that our sociolinguistic context is mostly 
monolingual in Spanish. This means 
that we do not need to use English to 
function in society. As De Mejía (2011) 
states, bilingualism should be seen as 
an opportunity to understand, respect, 
and protect the cultural and linguistic 
diversity of the world, and not as a way 
to extol a particular language.

English is seen mainly as a means 
to increased competitiveness and inter-
nationalization in Colombia, and this 
is reflected in the ethos of the National 
Bilingualism Program which, in spite 
of its title, only refers to one type of 
bilingualism: English-Spanish. It also 
does not take into account the many 
other languages spoken in the country. 
In fact, Valencia Giraldo (2005) has 
observed that:

As a result of globalization and widespread 
use of English worldwide, the term 
´bilingüismo´ [bilingualism] has acquired 
a different meaning in the Colombian 
context. It is used by many (...) to refer 
almost exclusively to Spanish/English 
bilingualism (...) This focus on Spanish/
English bilingualism now predominates, 
and the other dimensions of multilingualism 
and cultural difference in Colombia are often 
ignored (p. 1).

Private university context.

In the case of this specific private 
university in Sogamoso, bilingualism 
is one of the most important aspects to 

develop because the academic vision 
states that students will reach the A2 
level according to the standards of 
the Common European Framework 
of Reference for Languages (CEFR). 
Students come from different schools, 
especially from public institutions. They 
only have two levels of English, with a 
third one that is optional for them. At 
the end of their studies, students must 
take an English proficiency test on 
which they should demonstrate they 
have an A2 level in order to graduate. 
The issue here is that most of the 
students fail this test, and some have 
to take it several times to succeed. This 
issue needs to be analyzed in order to 
find why this is happening and how 
bilingualism is being implemented in 
this university by all parties involved.

National Bilingual Program and its 
influence in higher education.

In 2004, the Colombian government 
outlined its plan for bilingualism in 
Colombia, which evolved in 2015 to a 
program called Colombia, Very Well, 
the mandate for which extends up to 
2025. It is the answer to the challenge 
imposed by competitiveness and 
globalization, to improve educational 
quality by means of developing English 
language competencies in children 
and young people throughout the 
country. This program focuses on 
three fundamental components to be 
developed over ten years: the first 
one is strategies for teacher training 
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and design of pedagogical materials, 
followed by the enhancement of quality, 
accompaniment and funding for higher 
education, and finally by coordination 
with the private sector.

The National Bilingualism Program 
was created with the objective that 
teachers and students attain certain 
English levels established by the 
Common European Framework of 
Reference (CEFR). The reasons given 
for adopting the CEFR were that it was 
the result of ten years of research and 
that it provided a common language to 
establish foreign language performance 
levels throughout the Colombian edu-
cational system, particularly in relation 
to international standards. The Ministry 
of National Education explains that “the 
adoption of a common referent with 
other countries will allow Colombia to 
examine advances in relation to other 
nations and introduce international 
parameters at local level” (MEN, 2006).

The colonial ideology in which 
Europe was presented as the para-
digm of what the world should be 
like (Pennycook, 1998; Ruiseco and 
Slunecko, 2006) was so pervasive 
that even today, in some fields like 
education, we adopt Eurocentric mo-
dels guided by the idea that they know 
better (Ayala and Álvarez, 2005). The 
adoption of not only the CEFR but also 
of the instructional methodologies, 
teaching training programs, materials 
and tests perpetuates the inequity 
between local knowledge and the 

knowledge of the former colonial 
powers (González, 2007).

This program has raised several 
criticisms by different academics from 
some of the leading universities in the 
country, some of whom have carried 
out studies related to bilingualism in 
our country and with direct actors 
such as teachers and directors. Some of 
these academics are: Fandiño, Ramos 
and Bermúdez (2016), who address 
in their article the necessity of teacher 
training to transform and innovate 
foreign language teaching; Cárdenas, 
Chávez and Hernández (2015), who 
implemented the National Bilingualism 
Program in Cali and uncovered the real 
situation from the teachers, students, 
parents, and administrative staff; 
González (2015), who criticizes the 
policies that promote bilingualism in 
Latin America; Usma (2015), whose 
studyhighlights the unpredictable 
nature of policymaking processes, that 
even when transnational organizations 
act as policy lenders and guarantors 
of success and credibility, the policy 
mandates are often accompanied by 
standards, tests, frameworks, and 
timelines that do not necessarily 
respond to the local needs and ex-
pectations of local educational actors 
and communities. These criticisms 
have shown the positive and ne-
gative impacts which the National 
Bilingualism Program is having on the 
different Colombian institutions where 
it is being applied.
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One of the criticisms some re-
searchers have made about the adoption 
of the CEFR is the nature of particular 
sociocultural conditions in the country. 
Cárdenas (2006) postulates that the 
reality established in the CEFR would 
have to be contrasted with the conditions 
of Colombian educational institutions, 
namely in terms of infrastructure, 
curriculum organization, use of foreign 
languages in the academic and cultural 
domains of the country, working hours 
and language teacher competency.

The aforementioned factors are 
relevant in terms of implementing a 
program based on other contexts and 
places. Does it make sense to apply 
some standards used in other countries 
totally different from Colombia 
and expect them to work and be 
successful here, as intended? National 
governments tend to adopt different 
rhetoric and models accepted by an 
imaginary “international community” 
or a concrete other which is evoked as 
a source of external authority (Usma, 
2004).

In November, 2007, Cely, academic 
consultant to the National Bilingual 
Program at the Ministry of Education 
considered that the CEFR was the 
framework that could best guide some 
of the policies for English education in 
the country. She noted specifically that,

The Ministry found the CEFR to be a guiding 
document which is flexible, adaptable to our 
Colombian context, complete, sufficiently 
researched, used throughout the world in 
general and in the Latin American context 

in particular, which has finally been accepted 
as the referent for the Bilingual Program. 
(Cely, 2007, p. 12).

This statement shows that we are 
following foreign standards which have 
worked successfully in other places, 
but without taking into account our 
own needs and context. English is not a 
priority in many places in the country, 
particularly in remote rural areas and in 
areas with displaced populations due 
to the internal conflict. Therefore, in 
order to work effectively, application of 
the CEFR would need to be modified to 
fit the particularities of the Colombian 
context. In this case, the expectation 
that school students reach level B1 is 
unrealistic, based on historical evidence. 
The government should first analyze 
the context in which this program is 
going to be applied and then identify 
aspects to improve. In the private 
university in Sogamoso, the students 
are compelled to acquire an A2 level of 
English as a graduation requirement. 
This level is even lower than the level 
which students are supposed to acquire 
in schools, but based on my experience, 
students are entering higher education 
with a really rudimentary foundation 
in English.

Regarding the implementation 
of the bilingual program in specific 
geographical locations, there have 
been voices raised in support of a 
more inclusive vision. One of these is 
Cárdenas (2003) who has argued for 
the importance of including a more 
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egalitarian viewpoint in relation to 
language policy. In a letter written in 
2003 to Antanas Mockus, the Mayor 
of Bogotá at the time, in relation to the 
policy of Bogotá Bilingüe, she states:

A bilingual strategy would have to privilege, 
in equal conditions, the treatment given to 
the first, or the majority language of the 
population, as well as the language which is 
being promoted for academic or competitive 
goals. Even though there is an urgent need 
to be competent in English, the strategy that 
people have decided on for the city cannot be 
limited to two languages (p. 154). 

Teachers’ position.
It is important to pay attention to 

the warning against exclusivity of one 
language of power and prestige. We 
need to look both outwards towards a 
globalized world as well as inwards to 
focus on local linguistic complexities. 
Another challenge is to know how the 
acquisition of a foreign language is 
contributing to relevant outcomes such 
as a more understanding and tolerant 
society. It is not only about paving the 
way to a better job or higher standard 
of living.

A further important point of dissent 
is the role of foreign agencies in the 
implementation of the official language 
and education policies governing the 
teaching and learning of English. The 
adoption of the CEFR as the point of 
reference for policies concerning the 
National Bilingual Program has meant 
that private agencies, in particular 
the British Council, have assumed 

a dominant role in many of these 
processes, even imposing British tests. 
At the same time, there is a development 
that has touched Colombian teachers, 
that of the arrival of foreign assistants 
at public schools. Sometimes these 
assistants are not English native spea-
kers or teachers, but are simply people 
who speak this language. The author is 
not against the opportunity of teachers 
to have an assistant whose role is to 
help them and support their work, 
thus making it better for students; 
however, the government should give 
local teachers the chance to participate 
in this kind of program, taking into 
account the fact that there are many 
local teachers who have been abroad 
and can thus carry out the same tasks 
as the foreign assistants.

The author considers that the go-
vernment must invest more money in 
courses and teacher training for English 
teachers as a means of improving tea-
ching effectiveness. There are many 
English teachers who have graduated 
from excellent, recognized universities 
in Colombia; nonetheless, they are not 
paid well in the public school systems, 
where sometimes the government pre-
fers to ask teachers of other subjects 
to teach English classes, regardless of 
whether they have the abilities and 
knowledge needed to help students 
acquire higher English proficiency le-
vels.

According to Cárdenas (2006), there 
is also a tendency towards dependence 
on the results of examinations based on 
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the CEFR in order to make decisions 
about students’ foreign language pro-
ficiency, rather than considering ad-
ditional indicators within the language 
learning process. Aspects such as 
the proficiency demonstrated across 
the different activities carried out in 
class during the school year as well as 
the students’ overall communicative 
ability in a different language are not 
taken into account when determining 
if a student has a particular proficiency 
level in English. Another problematic 
aspect is that universities are forcing 
students to obtain certain level of 
English to graduate, without taking 
into account the low level they have 
from their schools nor the sometimes 
inadequate number levels of English 
available at the university. Regardless, 
at the private university in Sogamoso, 
for example, students still have to take 
a proficiency test at the end of their 
studies as a graduation requirement.

One of the reasons given by the 
Ministry of National Education for 
adopting the framework in Colombia 
was the amount of research evidence 
available; but in fact, according to 
Hulstijn (2010), the CEFR is not based 
on empirical evidence taken from L2 
learner data. Instead, its empirical 
base consists of judgments of language 
teachers and other experts with 
respect to the scaling of descriptors. 
This statement speaks to our national 
circumstance, in that the standards 
do not fit our context and educational 
needs, plus the imposed framework is 

not a result of in-depth research made 
in Colombia but rather in Europe. 
Analysis of foreign contexts was used 
to decide and plan to implement a 
program like this here.

Teachers are not given too 
much relevance when it comes to 
implementing government demands. 
The English teacher’s role is considered 
quite mechanical (Guerrero and Quin-
tero, 2005), and they are not usually 
thought of as intellectuals (Giroux, 
1988) who can tackle critical issues 
within their classes nor challenge 
the status quo at all. However, many 
Colombian teachers of English have 
proved them wrong and have started to 
see their profession as much more than 
teaching empty structures (González, 
2007; Vargas et al., 2008).

Low English level from schools.
When talking about the challenges 

facing bilingualism in higher education, 
it is necessary to describe what is 
happening in the schools regarding 
the English level the students have 
when graduating from high school and 
entering higher education.

There are some reasons why English 
proficiency is often at such a low 
level among Colombian students. An 
investigation conducted by Sánchez-
Jabba (2013), from the Banco de la 
República, found that 90 percent of 
secondary school students reach a 
maximum level of A1 – a very basic 
level – and that only 6.5 percent of 
students in higher education finish with 
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a B+ level, the minimum level to be 
considered bilingual. The bleak report 
from 2013 showed that only 2 percent 
of students leave secondary school with 
a B1 level of English, the basic level 
which gives the ability to understand 
and converse but which is by no means 
fluent.

This report is cause for concern 
because it means that something is 
not working as it should be; there are 
aspects to be evaluated and modified. 
From the author’s point of view, the 
government must conduct a thorough 
analysis at all institutions to pinpoint 
their necessities and understand the 
contexts in which the programs are to 
be implemented. This does not mean 
that applying the standards of the 
CEFR is not worthy of consideration, 
but it could be valuable for Colombian 
educators and officials to develop their 
own standards based on the findings of 
such an analysis.

According to research made in 
Colombia, several factors have contri-
buted to the problems people now 
face in bilingual education programs. 
The main actors in the process are, of 
course, teachers and students, both of 
whom have been judged negatively 
based on the results attained up to now. 
The results of the report from Banco 
de la República show that it is not 
only students who have a low level of 
English. In fact, the report showed that 
nearly fifty percent of English teachers 
in public schools did not have a B1 
level of English, the basic level needed 

to communicate and understand the 
language (MEN, 2009).

A 2013 report showed a slight 
improvement, with 25 percent of 
teachers in public education achieving 
a level higher than B and 35 percent 
holding the most basic B1 level. 
However, 14.4 percent of teachers 
teaching English to students hold a level 
of A-, meaning that they have a minimal 
grasp of the language and would 
struggle to understand or communicate 
in spoken or written English. This factor 
often has to do with the universities 
these teachers are graduated from and 
the education they received during 
their major. Another consideration is, 
as the author has experienced, that it is 
not enough to be an excellent English 
speaker and to have a high level of 
proficiency, but it is also necessary to be 
a teacher able to transmit knowledge, a 
teacher with communicative abilities 
and who is an active part of the 
educational community. Only in this 
way will teachers be able to understand 
their context in enough depth and 
employ the best tools to help their 
students understand and learn via an 
appropriate approach to the learning 
process.

Teachers also need to be trained to 
adapt the standards from the CEFR 
into their lessons. They are given the 
syllabus and program and told what 
level students must attain. According to 
the author’s experience, teachers are not 
given the chance to learn how to apply 
these standards in their English classes. 
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Teachers need to be updated with new 
trends and concepts in education. If the 
government requires qualified teachers, 
it then needs to provide quality training. 
This training must be promoted among 
young teachers with the purpose of 
building a new generation of educators 
able to apply new knowledge in 
their local contexts and overcome the 
weaknesses of the bilingual program 
the government has promoted. Stu-
dents are the main client group and are 
the reason teachers are working in the 
first place. It is surprising, then, that 
over 90 percent of Colombian student 
population is failing to meet the goals 
of the National Bilingual Program, 
which aims to ensure Colombians have 
at least B1 English. There is a disconnect 
between theory and reality.

With this National Bilingual Program, 
students are left with two options: leave 
school with a very basic level of English 
which does actually not meet the 
published exit standards, or enroll in a 
private language academy. The second 
option has been gaining popularity 
as of late, with many students from 
public and private schools taking 
supplementary English courses for 
support in attaining a higher English 
proficiency level. However, not everyone 
can pick the second option because these 
courses are usually not cheap and will 
undoubtedly be unavailable for many 
students who are not from wealthy 
backgrounds. Students should not be 
faced with choosing one of these options, 
as the government itself states that 

students have the right to receive quality 
education, including the opportunity to 
attain a B1 level in English. That means 
the Ministry of National Education 
must guarantee that this right be 
afforded to students in all schools, 
independent of their socio-cultural 
or socioeconomic circumstances. If 
students are guaranteed this right, 
surely they will have a better chance to 
attain the required English level in their 
higher education.

Having discussed the National 
Bilingual Program and bilingualism 
in our country, and bearing in mind 
the main topic of this article, the 
following part focuses on bilingualism 
in Colombian higher education, for 
which there is not much information 
about the incidence of bilingualism. 
Over recent years, universities have 
begun facing the challenge of moving 
from monolingual higher education to 
bilingual higher education.

Bilingualism at university level.
Bilingualism in university contexts 

is as important as in schools. For post-
secondary students, learning a second 
language presents students with wider 
range of opportunities to improve in 
different aspects of their lives. The 
possibility to travel, to experience 
other cultures, to communicate with 
different people, and to obtain better 
job opportunities are among other 
crucial factors which motivate students 
who dream of a bright future. There 
are other facts in favor of participating 
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in university bilingual programs. As 
Lasagabaster (2008) rightly noted, the 
overall benefits of this type of education 
are linked to improved motivation, 
the strengthening of intercultural 
communicative competence, meaning-
centered and communication-centered 
learning, and improvement of overall 
target language proficiency.

For the Colombian context, one of 
the most evident problems is the lack 
of opportunities to practice English 
outside the university language 
class; i.e., students do not have many 
chances to use what they are learning 
in the classrooms or tutoring sessions. 
Other academic departments and even 
administrative boards not directly re-
lated to the Languages Department 
seem not to consider English as 
pertinent to their work and usually 
wash their hands out of it, discharging 
all the responsibility onto language 
educators, unaware that for a bilingual 
program to be successful, all the stake-
holders need to contribute. In the 
aforementioned private university in 
Sogamoso, particularly, bilingualism 
is language teachers’ responsibility. 
What students learn and do not learn is 
often because of their teachers; in order 
to succeed in this task of producing 
bilingual graduates, it is necessary 
to have the commitment of everyone 
involved in the education process. 
If students receive support from all 
the faculties, they are going to see 
bilingualism as worthy in their lives. 
As McGroarty (2001) explains, the ideal 

conditions for bilingual programs to 
be effective require a sound curricular 
articulation, acquisition of resources in 
both languages, availability of qualified 
staff in both languages, a systematic 
assessment of the achievements attai-
ned, and the participation of the whole 
academic community: educational di-
rectors, administrative staff, teachers 
and students. Combined, these create 
the conditions in which a person can 
become bilingual.

Bostwick (2001), describing a 
successful program in Japan, mentions 
teacher certification and recruitment 
as one of the features contributing 
to the quality of a program. In the 
same way, Weber (2001), describing a 
similar circumstance in Indiana, USA, 
specifies the need to engage and retain 
high quality staff in order to maintain 
effectiveness. Teachers are considered 
a vital part of the success of bilingual 
programs, but are they given the right 
pedagogical tools and assessment 
mechanisms to do their job in the best 
way? Teachers are important actors 
in the process, thus they need to be 
effectively trained (pre- and in-service) 
to become high quality teachers.

For example, the situation at the 
private university is very complex. It is 
very common that only the professors 
belonging to the Languages Department 
know another language. When taking 
a look at the other departments, it can 
be observed that most of them are 
monolingual. They only speak Spanish 
and the few professors that speak 
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English have not been trained to teach 
their disciplines in a foreign language. 
According to Granados (2013), a similar 
situation occurred at Universidad Cen-
tral in Bogotá, where only teachers from 
the Languages Department speak more 
than one language.

In that regard, the directors of the 
different faculties have thought about 
the possibility of opening an English 
course to all the teachers who desire 
to learn a foreign language. There has 
been a problem concerning the time 
schedule, considering the already hea-
vy workload most professors carry, 
in addition to reservations about the 
amount of money they have to pay for 
this course. Offering it for free might 
motivate teachers to learn and improve 
their English level.

Cummins (2008) states, there are 
other ways to foster bilingualism, and 
one is the implementation of bilingual 
programs for students at the university. 
These programs range from what is 
technically considered as bilingual 
education, the use of two languages of 
instruction at some point in a student’s 
school career, to the implementation 
of specific learning activities in which 
the target language is used as a tool to 
develop new learning about a subject 
area or theme. Indeed, attempts are 
now being made to develop a more 
organized structure which seeks to 
encourage teachers to begin teaching 
their subjects in the students’ shared 
second language.

However, the implementation of 
such programs requires more than just 
the good intentions of the university 
administrators and faculty involved 
(Marsh, Pavón and Frigols, 2013). 
Unfortunately, there are many miscon-
ceptions that lead some people to 
believe that these programs can be 
implemented simply by changing the 
language in which the subjects are 
taught. There are several other aspects 
involved in order for the program to be 
effective.

One of the principle aims of 
implementing content-based bilingual 
programs which teach academic sub-
jects at universities in another language 
is to improve students’ competence in 
the second language, thus equipping 
them with a very useful tool for their 
professional future. Following Lorenzo 
et al. (2011), another aim is to promote 
multilingual competencies that will 
enable citizens to participate in social 
processes in international contexts. 
According to Coleman (2006), there are 
important reasons that explain why 
English is being increasingly used as the 
language of instruction at the university 
level, namely internationalization, stu-
dent exchanges, teaching and research 
materials, staff mobility, graduate em-
ployability, and the growing number of 
foreign students enrolling in university 
studies.

The implementation of a content-
based bilingual program in a university 
is not an easy undertaking in part due 
to the difficulties that students find in 
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assimilating complex academic content 
through a language that they may not 
have yet mastered. Such students run 
the risk of not successfully acquiring 
the same level of content knowledge as 
would be the case if they were taught 
in their mother tongue. As noted by 
Lawrence (2007), the acquisition of 
productive skills (speaking and writing) 
may be impaired, and at the same 
time, the assimilation of the content 
could also be altered by the mediation 
of the second language. To this point, 
the author emphasizes the importance 
of offering bilingual education from 
even the very beginning levels of 
primary school. If children are taught 
English from early on and are given 
the necessary tools and strategies to 
cope with receiving content delivery 
in English, they certainly will have 
a significant a scholastic advantage 
over those who first enroll in bilingual 
programs as adults.

However, Hellever and Wilkinson 
(2009) report that recent studies con-
ducted at the University of Maastricht 
revealed that students engaged in 
academic programs using an additional 
language achieve the same or even 
better academic performance than their 
peers who study in programs taught 
in their mother tongue. This finding 
is really interesting because it shows 
the impact bilingual education has on 
overall university level learning.

The most effective way to avoid 
potential language problems would be 
to establish an initial level of linguistic 

competence for students. It can be 
demonstrated by means of an initial 
proficiency exam which accurately and 
objectively measures the student’s level 
of competence in English. Moreover, 
the university could also offer language 
preparation courses for those who 
do not meet the minimum entry level 
requirement.

A second problem is related to tea-
chers’ language proficiency. Teachers 
may also suffer from stress when rea-
lizing that they lack the necessary 
resources to address a variety of class-
room situations. Dafouz and Núñez 
(2009) explain that university teachers 
should combine two different types 
of competences: the first is related to 
a general language proficiency and 
competence in the different linguistic 
skills, and the second to the other genre-
based specific competences particular 
for academic contexts: “…university 
teachers would need to successfully 
exploit generic and textual competences 
at two different levels: a situational and 
global one and a disciplinary or local 
one” (Dafouz and Núñez, 2009, p. 108). 
University teachers need the tools to 
take advantage of what they know to 
guide their students and, at the same 
time, feel free to teach without any 
interference.

Conclusions

One way to expand bilingual 
education is to implement more pro-
grams which teach students through 
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English, underpinned by the specific 
needs, objectives and, above all, the 
characteristics of the particular edu-
cational context in which they are im-
plemented. This presents a tall mountain 
to climb because, as the author has 
experienced, the linguistic competence 
of the teachers and students is often 
insufficient. Implementing a bilingual 
program which is based on specific and 
widely tested methodology should start 
with a clear definition of the objectives 
to be achieved, taking into account 
the time needed to achieve them and 
the particular characteristics of each 
university. An analysis of the level 
of competency of both, teachers and 
students as well as current methodology 
effectiveness will determine the specific 
measures to be taken to ensure a su-
ccessful program. These would likely 
include training teachers in language and 
bilingual methodology, coordinating 
the teaching of academic content 
and language needs, and improving 
students’ second language competence. 
To achieve the desired results, it is 
important that bilingual programs 
involve dedicated teachers and 
interested students, and they need to be 
supported by university administrators 
and program leaders that understand 
the management and pedagogical 
principles involved. McGroarty (2001) 
states the need for concerted efforts 
among teachers, institutions, students 
and families for successful bilingual 
programs, while Baker (2011) talks 
about a shared vision, mission and goals 

among staff as well as the leadership of 
the institution as begin critical factors 
for success.

If those in charge want the programs 
aimed at promoting English in the 
different institutions to amount to 
more than “good paper intentions” 
(Shohamy, 2006, p.143), it is necessary 
to act in a serious way. Colombia 
requires a reform process in which all 
the educational actors are involved and 
which checks all the levels. Significant 
responsibility falls on the people who 
are in charge of bilingual program 
management and those in charge of 
English teaching.

Bilingual education in our country, 
as has been illustrated throughout 
this article, has many difficulties that 
impede its ability to achieve the best 
possible outcomes. Accordingly, 
higher education institutions should 
develop strategies and plans that let 
teachers continuously improve their 
second language teaching effectiveness 
and that let students improve their 
second language competence based on 
the levels they have upon entering the 
university. Another challenge involves 
changing the importance learning En-
glish has for university students. For 
the most part, it is seen as simply as 
an additional graduation requirement 
rather than a valuable asset for their 
future.

It is vital to monitor the creation and 
implementation of bilingual programs 
in higher education since they are often 
focused more on generating income 
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than on supplying students with real 
second language competencies. There is 
also a tendency to demand that students 
in higher education become bilingual 
within four or five years, not taking into 
account that they often do not have even 
a basic English level upon entry. The 
universities are charged with producing 
bilingual Colombians, but many students 
lack the linguistic foundation to achieve 
that goal. Therefore, it is necessary that 
the national government demonstrate a 
clearer and more rigorous focus on the 
implementation of English as a foreign 
language instruction throughout their 
schooling, starting in the earliest grades.
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