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Abstract

Educators’ attitudes, expectations and ideas about bilingualism play a central role regarding
the stance their students will adopt towards home or first language (L1), and eventually in
terms of the type of bilingualism their students will develop. On the other hand, the mapping
of teachers’ potential prejudices and misconceptions about bilingualism could contribute to
the design of more efficient intercultural education programs, by pinpointing those areas
needing particular attention for conceptual change. The relevant literature indicates several
myths circulating about bilingualism. However, there are quite a few empirical studies
exploring whether and to what extent teachers in general, as well in different socio-cultural
settings, hold some or most of these misconceptions.

In the present study we draw upon the teaching experience gained from two
intercultural education training programs for pre- and in-service teachers organized by the
University of Thessaly (Volos, Greece). It is noteworthy that although teachers form a widely
heterogeneous group (i.e. geographical background, years of teaching experience, working
either in primary or in secondary schools, subjects taught), most of them seem to share the
same misconceptions about bilingualism. This signals Greek society’s immaturity in issues of
bilingualism.

Keywords: L1 maintenance, bilingual students, language choice, attitudes towards
bilingualism, Greek as L2

HNepiinyn

Ot otéoelc, o1 TPOCOOKIEC Kol Ol OVIIAMWELS TOV EKTOOELTIKMOV Yo TN OlyAwooio
SdpapatiCovy oNUOVTIKO POAO avVOEOPIKE e TNV avTipeT®nion mov Ha vioBetcovy ot
panTéc/tplég Tovg mpog T pnTpkn N tpdtn YA®ooa (I'l), kot telkd o emmpedcovv Tov
TOmo TG SiyAwociog mov ot pantéc/tpiéc toug Bo avamto&ovy. Amd v GAAN TALLPA, M
YOPTOYPAPNCT] T®V TPOKATOANYEWDV Kol TOPUVONGE®Y mov mHavoév va  €youvv ot
eEKTOOEVTIKOlL  oyeTikd pe T OyAwoocio pmopel  vo  cupPdAiel  oTtov  oYESOGUO
OMOTEAECUATIKOTEP®V  TPOYPUUUATOV  OMOMTICUIKNG  ekmaidevong, eviomiloviog Tig
YVOOTIKES TTEPLOYEG TOV ypeldloviarl Waitepn TPocoyn ®ote va. emtevyBel vvoloAoyIKn
aAlayn. H oyetwkn Piproypapio deiyver 6Tt vdpyovv apketoi pobor mov KLKAOPOPOVLV
OYETIKA pe TN dyAwocia. Qo1dc0, vIapyovy TOAD AMyeg eumelpikég Epevveg mov e&etdlovv
av, Kot o€ oo Pobud, ot ekmodevTiKol Yevikd OAAG KOl GE OLPOPETIKE KOWVMOVIKO-
TOMTICUIKE TEPPAALOVTO KAVOLV OPIGUEVEG 1| TIC TEPIGCOTEPES OO OTEG TIG TOPAVOT|CELS.

Xmv mapodoo epyoacio. avtAovpe otoyeld amd TNV EKMOOELTIKN eumepio VO
EMUOPPOTIKMOV TPOYPOUUUATOV SIOUTOMTICUIKNG EKTOIOELONG Y10 VIINPETOVVTEC/OVGES Kol L)
VANPETOVVTEC/OVGES EKTALOEVTIKOVG oL opyavadnkoav amd to Ilavemompo Osocariog
(Borog). Eivar a&oonueioto mwg mapOA0 TOL 01 EKTOUOEVTIKOL GLYKPOTOOV oL TATPOG
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Thessaly and scientific coordinator of the two intercultural education training programs upon which the present
paper has been largely premised, for appointing her to teach the units of bilingualism and linguistic variation at
school in the two aforementioned programs. She would like also to thank the teachers who participated in the
two training programs and whose thoughts and ideas about bilingualism have fertilized this work.



erepoyevn ouddo (OMA. YE®YPOPIKN TPOEAELGT, OIOOKTIKY EUTEPin, OWOACKOAIN OE
mpoToPadia 1 devtepoPdOuia ekmaidevon, £WOKOTNTA), Ol TEPIGGOTEPOUES MO AVTOVG/EG
Qoivetol TG KAvouv TS 101G TOPOVONCELS Yo TN OlyAwooio. AvTd KATUOEIKVVEL TNV
AVOPLULOTNTA TG EAANVIKTG Kotvaviog o€ Bépata dtyAwoaciog.

AéEgic-khednd: dwatnpnon g I'l, diyhwocoveg pabntég/tpiec, YA®ooIKY| EMA0YY, OTAGELS
pog T StyAwooia, 1 EAANVIKN og ['2

Introduction

One of the major concerns of interculturalism is the social integration of minority and
immigrational ethnic groups through the maintenance of their particular cultural and linguistic
capital rather than their assimilation by the dominant language and culture. In particular, the
maintenance of the home language of students is seen as a necessary prerequisite for their
school success, by enhancing their self-esteem, eliminating the prejudices of the whole class,
and helping to the more successful learning of the majority language (e.g. Baker 2000,
Cummins 2000). From this perspective, language education should aim at making students
“additive” rather than “subtractive bilinguals” (Baker 1996). In the former case, the
knowledge of the majority or second language (L2) is added to that of the home or first
language (L1), enriching the students’ existent linguistic capital. In the latter case, the
knowledge of L2 replaces that of L1, leading to language death.

Although attitudes and perceptions about certain languages or linguistic phenomena
constitute subjective judgments being usually in contrast to scientific evidence, they still
affect the objective reality of those linguistic codes and phenomena (Ryan et al. 1992). In this
sense, educators’ attitudes, expectations and ideas about bilingualism play a central role
regarding the stance their students will adopt towards L1, and eventually in terms of the type
of bilingualism their students will develop. For instance, in a study with Spanish speaking
Mexican background children in the United States, Ernst-Slavit (1997) concluded that the
disapproval of their versions of Spanish vocabulary by the Castilian-speaking teacher
contributed for them to develop a subtractive form of bilingualism. The exploration of
teachers’ thoughts about bilingualism is particularly important considering the Greek context,
the education of which has been oriented towards monoglot, monoethnic orthodox Christian
students, although immigrants (mainly from Albania) constitute over 10% of its total
population at the moment (Michail 2004). Consequently, Greek language is practically taught
as L1 for all students (Chatzidaki 2000). On the other hand, the relevant literature indicates
several myths circulating about bilingualism, which also discourage L1 maintenance (e.g.
Cummins 2000). A more practical implication from the mapping of teachers’ potential
prejudices and misconceptions about bilingualism would be the design of more efficient
intercultural education programs, by helping to pinpoint those areas needing particular
attention for conceptual change.

In the present study, we draw upon the teaching experience gained from two
intercultural education training programs for pre- and in-service teachers organized by the
University of Thessaly (Volos, Greece). We attempt to map the teachers’ common
misconceptions about bilingualism by premising upon the initial discussion held with trainees
at the beginning of the lectures (and thus before they have been introduced to the ideas of
bilingualism), as well as upon the structured interviews that some of the trainees have
conducted with in-service teachers.

Literature review: The myths about bilingualism



In western powerful European language speaking societies, monolingualism is considered to
be the only “normal” and accepted state of affairs (Wardhaugh 1992). In contrast,
bilingualism is associated in the mind of many people with poverty, immigration, minorities,
intermarriage, and so on (Skutnabb-Kangas 1984). Consequently, there are several
commonsensical ideas about bilingualism which reside in the prejudices linked to this
concept. In fact, the negative stereotypes about bilingualism have also dominated the
scientific practices until the 1960s; several studies of the time, and most conducted in the
U.S., “proved” the cognitive disadvantages of bilingualism by comparing the 1Q tests of
bilingual students (written all in English —and thus in L2 for bilinguals) with those of
monolinguals (Baker 1996). According to the same author, although scientific evidence has
ever since shown —sometimes even with enormous zeal— the multiple advantages of bilingual
children (e.g. creative thinking, metalinguistic awareness, communicative sensitivity), lay
people still seem to hold wrong ideas about bilingualism.

One of the most important myths about bilingualism is the so-called “balance theory”,
upon which the early studies about bilingualism have been grounded. According to this
theory, L1 and L2 are separately stored —like the two pans of a balance— in a limited space of
the brain of bilinguals. Thus, the more the one language develops, the more the balance tips to
the one side. In other words, L1 and L2 develop separately and to the detriment of one
another. According to Cummins (1980), this theory promotes the “model of separate
underlying proficiency”, that is, L1 and L2 are seen as two completely autonomous systems
from each other. The balance theory has proven scientifically unsound and has been
challenged by the “iceberg theory”. This alternative theory regards L1 and L2 as two icebergs
above the surface, namely, looking separate from each other, but which are fused under the
water. This means that L1 and L2 are controlled by the same central processing system, that
is, bilinguals are endowed with a “common underlying proficiency” (Cummins 1980, 1981),
and thus irrespectively of the language one speaks or writes, his/her thinking may be made in
another language.

Seeing bilingualism in light of the balance theory means two related self-evident and
uncontested “truths”: that the maintenance of L1 has no utility for the purposes of L2
acquisition, and that the maximum exposure to L2 leads to its more successful and faster
learning. More specifically, teachers, in the context of attitude change towards otherness
under the influence of intercultural education ideas, have started considering bilingualism as
resource by recognizing its benefits, such as cognitive and communicative flexibility, and
cultural enrichment (Tsokalidou 2008a). Yet, the supportive arguments for L1 maintenance
do not include the positive effect it has on L2 learning. L1 is still viewed as interference for
the learning of L2, since it is conceptualized as being separate from L2. In contrast, in the
framework of the iceberg theory, L1 and L2 are considered developmentally interdependent
(Cummins 2000). This means that the home language of students is not an obstacle but
instead supports and contributes significantly to the learning of the majority language, and
therefore the more the L1 is developed, the easier the L2 is learned. Numerous studies have
confirmed this claim (e.g. Carlisle & Beeman 2000, Collier 1992, Lépez & Tashakkori 2006).
Thus, students activate and transfer the literacy skills and concepts they know from L1 to the
learning of L2, that is, they exploit their knowledge from L1 in order to approach the
unknown land of L2.> Consequently, L1 may be absent in monolingual L2 classes but is

% Certainly, this is not the only reason why L1 maintenance leads to faster L2 acquisition and to school success.
The valuation of a child’s mother tongue (and therefore also of his/her identity and culture) at school enhances
his/her motivation and self-confidence, which are also closely related to successful educational programs
(Skutnabb-Kangas 1988). However, here we only consider the developmental interdependence of L1 and L2,
which is a less known issue about bilingualism.



present in the mind of bilingual students, and therefore teachers must build on their students’
L1 in order for them to have better chances to develop not only linguistically but also
cognitively (Skourtou 2002).

The myth of the maximum exposure to L2 is also closely linked to the supposed
separation of L1 from L2. According to this idea, the more a bilingual student is exposed to
the target language (L2), the faster and better he/she will learn it (Cummins 2000). Seeing L1
as independent from L2, the former is regarded as wasting valuable time from the learning of
the latter. In light of this, teachers often encourage and advise the parents of their bilingual
students to use L2 at home (Smith 2004, Sutton 2006, Tsokalidou 2005). Except for the fact
that such a recommendation is ultimately detrimental to the overall linguistic and cognitive
development of bilinguals, it constitutes an externally imposed replacement of L1 with L2,
which is different from the gradual language shift to the majority language often desired and
opted for by bilingual families themselves for reasons of social inclusion and mobility (Ogbu
1990).

Another misconception often linked to bilingualism is that bilingual students have
difficulty and need much support in the so-called “theoretical” school subjects, such as history
and language activities, while they have no problem, or even have advantage, in mathematics
and science. This myth resides in the idea that science subjects are supposed to require least
language content. However, as sociologists of language (e.g. Bernstein 1990) and
sociolinguists (e.g. Gee 1996, Halliday 1998) have shown, the linguistic variety taught and
required at school is an “elaborated code” which is structurally distinct (e.g. passive voice,
nominalizations, subordinate clauses) from the primary discourse that students bring from
home. The -elaborated code is appropriate for developing abstract thinking and
decontextualized communication, namely, it is needed for the transition that takes place at
school from common sense to scientific knowledge. Consequently, the elaborated code is
mainly used in science rather than in theoretical school subjects. While all students speak the
primary discourse, only those coming from the middle and upper social strata have access to
the elaborated code. Therefore, students from lower social strata have a disadvantage at
school, since they need to make greater effort to acquire the linguistic code of the school.

Regarding bilingual students, they are expected to learn a specific variety of L2 at
school, that is, academic rather than simply conversational L2. According to Cummins
(1984), bilinguals need to develop at school “cognitive academic language proficiency”,
namely, a linguistic variety of L2 with increasing linguistic demands, and not only “basic
interpersonal communicative skills”. Thomas & Collier (1997) have shown that acquiring
academic English is a slow process, taking five to seven years longer than conversational
English. Taking into account that many bilinguals (e.g. immigrants) come also from lower
social strata, they have no access to the elaborated code of their L1 either. Therefore, in order
for these students to transfer concepts from L1 to the learning of L2, the support for further
developing L1 should be available throughout their education and not on a short-term basis
only (Baker 1996).

Finally, there are many prejudices associated with the linguistic behaviour of
bilinguals to alter between L1 and L2 across different or within the same communicative
event, a practice known as “code switching” (Gumperz 1982). It is commonly believed that
code switching is a random phenomenon, which signals bilinguals’ lack of proficiency in the
languages they speak, or it is interpreted as a rude behaviour on their part (Wardhaugh 1992).
Negative attitudes towards code switching are even held by bilinguals themselves (e.g. Diaz
2004). Such feelings stem from the negative stereotypes associated with bilingualism in



general, but also from the assumption that a bilingual person is, or must be, equal with the
total of two monolinguals (Tsokalidou 2008b).

In contrast, ssociolinguistics has indicated that bilinguals exhibit a particular linguistic
behaviour by exploiting the resources of the two language systems they speak for their
communicative purposes (Gumperz 1982). From this perspective, code switching is a central
communicative practice on the part of bilinguals, linked to the social meaning with each
language variety is invested. More specifically, bilinguals typically use L1 and L2 in a
complementary way (e.g. L1 at home and L2 at school) in terms of the circumstances under
which they speak (e.g. topic, participants, purpose). Thus, the situation type predicts which
language variety a speaker employs (“situational code switching”: ibid.). However, they often
alter between codes within the same communicative event when something in the situation
has changed, or when the speaker himself/herself wishes to re-negotiate the communicative
circumstances, such as the demarcation of the private (through the use of 1) and the public
domain (through the use of L2) (“conversational code switching”: ibid.). According to
Gumperz (ibid.), there is also the case in which a speaker switches code in order to convey a
special communicative effect, such as humor, irony, emphasis, disapproval etc.
(“metaphorical code switching”). Finally, more practical reasons may impose code switching,
such as clarification (“interpretative code switching”: Romaine 1994).

From the above, it is concluded that code switching is an utterly explicable
phenomenon, constituting a way for the bilinguals to make their language choices depending
on the situational context. However, since language is primarily a symbol of social identity,
code switching also signals the fluid and dual nature of the bilinguals’ identity (Tsokalidou
2008b). On the other hand, code switching is a completed structured phenomenon, following
specific rules. In fact, it has been found that when code switching occurs within a turn, there
are specific linguistic rules for its constraints, such as the “equivalence constraint”, according
to which code switching only occurs where languages structurally overlap (e.g. Poplack
1980).

Although myths about bilingualism have been clearly pinpointed in the relevant
literature, there are quite a few empirical studies exploring whether and to what extent
teachers in general, as well in different socio-cultural settings, hold some or most of these
misconceptions. The limited research in the area —addressing only few of the above myths—
suggests that most educators, in different countries and socio-cultural contexts, share the myth
of the maximum exposure to L2 (e.g. Mehmedbegovic 2008, Smith 2004, Sutton 2006). The
few Greek studies show that the same seems to hold true for Greek teachers (Philippardou
1997, Tsokalidou 2005, 2008a, Vratsalis & Skourtou 2000). In this paper, we attempt to
contribute to the filling of this gap, by mapping Greek teachers’ thoughts about bilingualism
with respect to the above myths presented. Since the teachers participating in our study form a
widely heterogeneous group (i.e. geographical background, years of teaching experience,
working either in primary or in secondary schools), we are able to explore whether there are
some patterns of commonalities about bilingualism shared by most Greek educators in
general.

According to Beardsmore (2003), myths about bilingualism are particularly resistant
in societies with no or few experience of multilingualism, in which bilingualism is the
exception and monolingualism the norm. Moreover, these myths seem to be associated with
societies which feel threatened by the influx of massive immigration (Marshall 1986). Greek
society constitutes a similar case, in which in the last two decades a considerable surge of
immigrants from the Balkans have come, among other countries, to Greece. This mosaic of
people has disturbed the imagined “homogeneity” upon which the Modern Greek nation was



established (Michail 2008). Consequently, it is hypothesized that Greek teachers would share
most of the above myths about bilingualism.

Greek teachers’ common misconceptions about bilingualism: Evidence from the
intercultural education training programs

The context of the study

In this paper, we present empirical data as emerging from the teaching experience gained
from two intercultural education training programs for pre- and in-service teachers organized
by the University of Thessaly (Volos, Greece). The two training programs lasted from
January to June 2007 and 2008. The teachers enrolled in the programs were exposed to
general issues of intercultural education (e.g. otherness, racism, multiculturalism and science),
as well as to topics being relevant to the Greek case (e.g. immigrants in Greece, emigrant
Greeks, Greek minorities, intercultural schools in Greece). The central aim of the training
programs was to equip teachers with scientific information about intercultural education, in
order for them to cope with the challenges posed by the contemporary culturally diverse
Greek school, as well as to actively engage them in small research projects exploring by
themselves some intercultural education topic under the supervision of the programs’
instructors.

The first author was responsible for teaching the sociolinguistic topics relevant to
interculturalism. Specifically, she introduced teachers to the notion and types of bilingualism,
to the models of bilingual education, and to the form of education offered to bilingual students
in Greece. With the aim to cast the net a little wider, she also taught them about linguistic
variation at school (e.g. geographical, social), approaching bilingualism as a particular type of
linguistic diversity. During the lectures, she put emphasis on the common ideas circulating
about bilingualism, asking for the trainees’ thoughts, before providing them with the way
these myths have been challenged by scientific evidence. At the end of the programs, in the
context of the small research projects conducted by all trainees, she prepared a questionnaire
about bilingualism consisting of close-ended questions, and gave it to some of the trainees in
order for them to carry out structured interviews with in-service teachers who did not enroll in
the training programs. The aim of this procedure was for the trainees to explore whether their
colleagues had similar ideas about bilingualism with themselves before participating in the
program.

Consequently, in this paper, we map teachers’ misconceptions as derived from the
initial discussion held with trainees at the beginning of the lectures (and thus before they have
been introduced to the ideas of bilingualism), as well as upon the structured interviews that
some of the trainees have conducted with in-service teachers. The trainees who enrolled in the
training program of each year (2007 and 2008) were approximately one hundred fifty, divided
in two even groups. The one group was taught in Volos (city of central Greece), and the other
in Athens (Greek capital, located in the south). Both groups were taught on the same topics by
the same instructors. Trainees represented a widely heterogeneous group. They were both pre-
and in-service teachers (with varying degree of teaching experience), working most of them in
secondary schools (but some also in primary schools), and teaching both language and science
subjects (though most of them were language teachers). Trainees were also geographically
dispersed. The group of trainees in Volos came mostly from Thessaly (rural area in central
Greece) and from Thessaloniki (the second biggest Greek city, located in the north), while the
group in Athens came mainly from Athens and southern Greece. Similarly, the in-service



teachers (N=108) who served as interviewees formed a highly diverse group, being compiled
by teachers whom the trainees could access.”

As a result, due to the conditions under which the empirical data were collected, we
could not isolate the possible factors determining the teachers’ perceptions about
bilingualism. Our aim, instead, is to see whether there are some common patterns in the
misconceptions Greek teachers hold about bilingualism, despite their heterogeneity. We
believe that this question is particularly relevant to the designers of intercultural education
programs aiming at general populations of teachers.

Finally, it should be noted that the two sources of empirical data (i.e. discussion with
trainees about bilingualism during the lectures, structured interviews conducted by trainees
with in-service students) are linked to two distinct social activities in which teachers’ ideas
about bilingualism were examined, affecting the way their thoughts developed. Thus, in the
present study, we take the view that attitudes and beliefs are not fixed entities to be simply
extracted by the researcher, but are dynamic ones closely knitted to the situational context in
which they should be interpreted (e.g. Antaki & Widdicombe 1998). Specifically, in the
discussion about bilingualism during the lectures, the teachers examined were trainees
enrolled (on a voluntary basis) in an intercultural education program. This means that these
educators might not possess specialized knowledge about the ideas of interculturalism and
bilingualism, but we could assume that they had probably an interest and sensitivity towards
these issues. On the other hand, the institutional presence of the instructor might increase the
so-called “social desirability effect” on their responses, which refers to the danger of social
researcher to collect “‘politically correct’ attitudes rather than the °‘real’ attitudes of
respondents” (Smith 2004: 131). In contrast, the structured interviews were conducted out of
the context of intercultural education, and hence with teachers not necessarily sensitized to
relevant issues. Moreover, the interviewees could probably speak more openly about
bilingualism before their colleagues (i.e. trainees as interviewers) rather than under the
influence of the institutional role of the instructor. Taking all this contextual information into
account, in the next section, we present teachers’ ideas about bilingualism as emerging from
these two different sources of data.

Greek teachers’ ideas about bilingualism

One of the topics discussed with trainees and explored through the interviews with in-service
teachers was whether the L1 of bilingual students should be maintained and why. It is
noteworthy that not only —quite expectedly— trainees, but almost unanimously the
interviewed teachers (90% + 2%; mean + standard deviation) responded supportively for the
maintenance of L1.* The reasons provided by trainees for L1 maintenance were linked to the
ideas of interculturalism, such as “it is a cultural capital”, “it enriches children cognitively and
communicatively”, and “it is a symbol of identity”. Interviewees were more restrictive in their
answers, relating language mainly to issues of identity (66% =+ 20%). It should be pointed out
that none of the trainees mentioned that L1 maintenance could facilitate L2 acquisition, while,
although interviewees were provided with this alternative, very few of them opted for this
answer (4% = 1%). This comes in contrast to the trainees’ view during the discussion with
them that L1 does not interfere in the learning of L2. This contradiction might by explained

3 The trainees (participating as groups in three different research projects) who conducted interviews with in-
service teachers were in alphabetical order the following: A. Alexandridou, A. Balassi, I. Konstantinidou, D.
Lazaridis, 1. Stamopoulos, P. Toumbelis, D. Tzara and V. Vassiliou.

* In brackets, quantitative results from the interviews are provided. They involve the mean and the standard
deviation of interview results as derived from the three different research projects of trainees.



by the social desirability effect. Although trainees hesitated to associate L1 with the
negatively connoted word “interference”, they were unable to see the positive effect of L1 on
the learning of L2 either. On the other hand, interviewees more openly admitted that L1
makes more difficult the learning of L2 (50% + 15%), or that neither helped nor hindered L2
acquisition (21% + 8%).

Regarding the myth of the maximum exposure to L2, few of the trainees during the
discussion believed that bilingual students should use L2 at home. Instead, most of them
thought that students should be taught L1 and use it with their parents and relatives. In
contrast, during interviews, many teachers admitted to have often advised the parents of their
bilingual students to use L2 at home (68% =+ 12%). Moreover, although some of the
interviewees supported the use of L1 at home (32% =+ 15%), very few of them were
favourable towards its teaching (10% =+ 2%). This brings out an important issue, namely, that
L1 maintenance is seen by teachers as a “right” rather than as a “resource” for bilinguals. The
former view means that the responsibility for L1 maintenance rests in the bilingual
community itself, whereas the latter recognizes the institutional role of the host country to
give bilinguals the opportunity to learn systematically L1 (Baker 1996).

The myth that science and mathematics subjects require less proficiency in L2 than do
theoretical and language subjects, and thus that the former pose less learning difficulties for
bilinguals than the latter, seems to be a widely shared misconception by Greek educators in
general. Specifically, both trainees and interviewees believed that bilingual students have
disadvantage in theoretical subjects such as history (interviewees: 67% + 15%), while they
have no problem (interviewees: 62% =+ 18%), or even advantage in mathematics
(interviewees: 55% =+ 19%). Interestingly, during the discussion with them, some of the
trainees supported this view by saying that “mathematics is a universal language and way of
thinking, and therefore is independent from one’s mother tongue”, while “history contains
difficult wording”, and that “bilingual students are not interested in the history of another
country”. Nevertheless, it is worth mentioning that most teachers (both trainees and
interviewees) believed that bilingual students’ failure at school is not an exclusively linguistic
problem (interviewees: 23% + 9%), but recognized the social dimension of school failure as
well (interviewees: 56% =+ 21%). Some of the social factors mentioned by trainees were the
“lack of parental support” and “phenomena of racism and social exclusion at school that some
bilingual students undergo”.

Finally, with respect to code switching, trainees said that they had noticed this
linguistic behaviour: e.g. “sometimes students resort to words of their L1”, “some words of
their L1 may crop up while talking”. Despite the fact that they did not believe that this
behaviour was made at random, they could not supply any explanation for this either. In
interviews, on the other hand, although most teachers were knowledgeable of this
phenomenon (81% =+ 18%), there were also some who admitted to ignore it (25% = 16%).
Moreover, contrary to trainees, many interviewed teachers believed that this behaviour was
made at random (38% =+ 10%), while some of them responded to have noticed this
phenomenon when bilinguals wished to exclude Greeks from their conversation (10% +£2%).
Being provided with alternatives as possible explanations for code switching, most
interviewees responded that it was due to lack of L2 proficiency (63% +16%), while less
teachers attributed this behaviour to communicative purposes (16% +6%). Quite interestingly,
some of them believed that it was a signal of impoliteness (11% +8%). Regarding the
management of code switching by teachers, most of the trainees answered that it should not
be corrected by teachers. In contrast, interviewees were quite ambivalent: some of them
responded that code switching should be brought to the attention of their bilingual students



(31% £9%), others that it should be ignored (37% +6%), and others that it should be corrected
(37% £23%).

Conclusions

Due to the distinct social activities knitted to the two sources of empirical data, some
inconsistencies in the teachers’ ideas about bilingualism were revealed. Specifically, in the
discussion during the lectures, teachers tended to provide more politically correct answers
about bilingualism than in the interviews, probably due to the presence of instructor, and
because they responded in the framework of an intercultural education program. Although the
interviewed teachers spoke more openly about bilingualism (e.g. by admitting that they
encouraged the parents of their bilingual students to use L2 at home, and that they attributed
code switching to the lack of L2 proficiency), during the discussion, teachers provided us with
more qualitative data, such as the reasons why they believed bilingual students had advantage
in science and mathematics subjects, or the underlying social factors of school failure.
Moreover, despite the fact that teachers formed a highly diverse group, most of them seemed
to share the same ideas about bilingualism. The teachers’ consensus is clearly indicated in the
quantitative results of the interviews, in which the standard deviation among the different
research projects of trainees ranged from + 1% to + 23%.

Hence, the present study suggests that some shared patterns of commonalities
regarding bilingualism do exist among Greek teachers. In fact, Greek educators seem to hold
most of the commonest myths circulating about bilingualism. This signals Greek society’s
immaturity in issues of bilingualism, being for many years a monolingual country sending
emigrants to settle to the U.S., Australia, Germany and Sweden, rather than a multilingual one
hosting immigrants from the Balkans. We believe that intercultural education in general, and
Greek one in particular making its initial steps, should consider the misconceptions as
revealed by this study for the design of more efficient educational programs aiming at
dispersing prejudices and commonsensical ideas about bilingualism.
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