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BREMERTON — “La letra de la semana es ‘f,’” Hortensia West tells her class of

kindergartners at Naval Avenue Early Learning Center. “Listos? Vamos a empezar.”

In September, none of these students knew a lick of Spanish, except what few words they

might have picked up from “Dora the Explorer.” Three months later, they follow simple

directions in their second language and easily parrot back to West, “falda” (skirt), “flora”

(flower) and “fantasma” (ghost).

Later, when West puts more words up on display, the students spontaneously sound them

out without her help.

“That was my ‘wow’ moment today,” said West, who teaches the class all in Spanish.

There are “wow” moments every day for her and the 10 other teachers in Bremerton School

District’s Spanish immersion program. Typically, it’s when students shift from mimicking

teachers to forming their own thoughts and sentences.

West and other multilingual experts cite multiple benefits of language immersion, including

heightened sensory acuity, sharper cognitive skills and a deeper appreciation for other

cultures. Getting jobs is easier if you know more than one language, and there’s even a

suggestion that being multilingual can help keep the brain nimble into old age.

Most everyone agrees the earlier language immersion begins the better. Because mastery of

language still is fluid in babies and young children, their brains are primed to absorb the

sounds and rules of a different language.

“They’re sponges,” West said.
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Bremerton’s is the longest-running dual language program in Kitsap County and the largest

with more than 200 enrolled at Naval Avenue, Kitsap Lake Elementary and Mountain View

Middle School.

Students in kindergarten when the program started in 2007 are now seventh-graders at

Mountain View. They can comfortably converse in Spanish, just short of native fluency.

“Me gusta mucho,” said Ella Falk, talking about her appreciation for the class. “Es un muy

bien experiencia para yo, y es muy diferente de los otros clases.”

North Kitsap’s dual language program, established in 2008, enrolls 162 at Vinland

Elementary and Poulsbo Middle School. North Kitsap School District in 2012 received a

$500,000 Department of Defense Education Activity grant which helped with staffing,

training and curriculum, according to Patricia Moore, the district’s director of instructional

programs.

Finding materials and teachers certified to teach Spanish immersion is a challenge, say West

and other immersion specialists.

Bainbridge Island piloted a program in 2012 and now has two dual language classes (a K-1

class and a 2-3 class) at Ordway Elementary. The program got off to a rocky start when

parents questioned how students were selected. Now, when space is limited in the

kindergarten class — as in the past two years — students are enrolled by lottery. The El

Velero program has grown from 27 students in the pilot year to 48. The district plans to add

a third classroom.

South Kitsap this year launched a dual language program in one first-grade class at Burley

Glenwood Elementary School, with ambitious plans to add a grade level per year through

high school. Central Kitsap is the only Kitsap district without Spanish immersion.

Language immersion or dual language programs are more common now in the state than

when Bremerton and North Kitsap jumped on board. In 2014, 47 of the state’s 295 districts

had elementary level programs (seven in languages other than Spanish), according research

by the University of Washington’s College of Education.



Middle school continuation programs, like in Bremerton and North Kitsap, are far less

common. Most don’t have Spanish instruction of multiple subjects but consist of a single

class. At Mountain View, language arts is taught as an immersion class.

In 2006, Bremerton School District was looking for a way to shore up sagging enrollment at

Naval Avenue.

“Our enrollment was hovering around 200-plus students at that school and we wanted to

draw families back into the district by providing new options,” district spokeswoman Patty

Glaser said.

West was in on the ground level with then-Assistant Superintendent Linda Jenkins, who

had heard of other Western Washington districts having success with language immersion.

“It was a risk for myself, for many of us, because we weren’t sure about the numbers,” West

said. “We weren’t sure who was going to want to be in the program. And before you know it,

before school started, we had a full class of 20 (kindergartners).”

The program has steadily grown from one class to 11 K-7 classes districtwide. Of the original

20 students, only six remain in the district and feel a certain solidarity.

“We’ve stayed together all this time, and we’re like family now,” Analise Saylor said. “We’ve

been through all the challenges, and we understand each other. Like, yeah, I consider them

my brothers and sisters.”

When these students started school, little did they know they were part of a grand

experiment.

“I just thought it was what everyone else was doing,” Tristen Tate said.

When Tate’s parents later gave him the choice of switching to a regular class, “I wasn’t

thinking about the program; I was thinking about my friends.”

Tate often thinks in Spanish and sometimes forgets to shift gears, blurting out Spanish

during math class or gym. He and the others have provided child care for English language

learners and their younger siblings at Bremerton’s Spanish family orientation nights. In the



spring, the students travel to Puerto Rico with district staff.

In districts like North Kitsap with large numbers of native Spanish speakers, dual language

programs enroll significant numbers of English language learners, or ELL students.

“We have both populations in our program,” Moore said. “When the program started, that

was not the intent. It has evolved to include English language learners.”

The percentage of immersion in elementary programs varies. Bremerton’s is a 90/10 model,

with special classes like library and PE taught in English. North and South Kitsap use a

50/50 model. On Bainbridge, the K-1 class is 80 percent in Spanish; the 2-3 class is 60

percent Spanish.

“There’s no hard research out there saying one’s necessarily better than another,” Burley

Glenwood Principal Darek Grant said. “I think the driving force is who’s teaching.”
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