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DENVER— A growing number of Denver schools will be offering
language immersion programs this year, on par with a national trend
to increase global literacy.

As educators realize that a childs early years are crucial for language
acquisition, preschools and kindergartens are quickly creating
bilingual curriculums in a variety of languages, from Chinese to

Russian to Spanish. Most of these schools rely on full immersion, where every subject is taught in both
English and a secondary language, but children rarely end the year with more than a handful of foreign
vocabulary words and some studies show they are misunderstanding fundamental concepts. According to
Fred Genesee of the University of Minnesota, bilingual children are more likely to outperform monolingual
children academically and socially, but while Denver families may be eager to enroll in dual-language
programs, its important to understand the long-term benefits. Instead of attempting linguistic fluency,
bilingual programs should be fostering brain development in young children, said Punum Bhatia, executive
director of Montessori Casa International Preschool (MCI), a Chinese-English integrated laboratory school.
Our intention is not to have our students speaking perfect Chinese, Bhatia said. But to awaken their neural
pathways into processing a language that is so completely different from English. A pictorial and tonal-
based language with few grammar rules, Bhatia believes Chinese will equip her students with the tools to
learn additional languages in the future—be it Arabic or Swahili—and also to excel in other academic
pursuits as it teaches them to absorb patterns of information in different ways.

The dual-language environment is also in accordance with the Montessori Method, said Bhatia, which
emphasizes independence and intrinsic self-motivation. Students are encouraged to switch freely between
languages, and unlike popular immersion programs, all MCI teachers are conversant in both languages and
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lessons are taught in a seamless integration of Chinese and English.

We want to inspire a passion for learning, Bhatia said. Another language just opens up a whole new way of
seeing the world. Founded in 2004, Montessori Casa International provides instruction for teachers in the
Montessori Method; it is now expanding to include a lab school, where educational theories will be tested
and best-practice research contributed to the field of early childhood education. For more information on
this topic, or to schedule an interview with Punum Bhatia, please call 303.523.7590, or email Punum at
pb@mcidenver.edu.
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