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INTRODUCTION

Bilingual education is one of the most contentious and misunderstood

educational programs in the United States because it raises significant

questions about national identity, federalism, power, ethnicity, and peda-

gogy. It raises questions about how one defines an American in general

and the role of ethnicity in American life in particular. It also raises

questions about relations between federal, state, and local governments

and between majority and minority groups. Finally, it raises questions

about instructional methodologies and their relationship to immigrant

and native children. How do you teach immigrant children in general

and how do you teach English to them in particular? Also, how do you

teach foreign languages to American children in the elementary and sec-

ondary grades? 

Because of these issues, federal bilingual education policy over the

last three and a half decades has had a turbulent and contested history.

The contested nature of bilingual education is reflected in its uneven

development  and in the inconsistent pattern of popular support. In the

1960s and 1970s, bilingual education policy increasingly favored the use

of non-English languages and cultures. By the latter part of the 1980s

and 1990s, however, non-English languages and cultures played a small

and decreasing role in this policy. In the early years, a variety of federal,

state, and local agencies, educational groups, and lay people supported

bilingual education. This support visibly decreased by the 1990s.

The changes in bilingual education, in general, were the result of sev-

eral forces, including litigation, legislation, a changing political context,

and activism on the part of contending groups with competing notions

of ethnicity, assimilation, empowerment, and pedagogy. Of particular
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importance in its evolution was the role played by two major contending

groups: the opponents and the proponents of bilingual education.

The latter group, comprised of language specialists, Mexican-American

activists, newly enfranchised civil rights advocates, language minorities,

intellectuals, professional educators, teachers, students, and others, was

ideologically opposed to the assimilationist philosophy that underlay

the subtractive and conformist policies and practices in the schools.

Proponents were also opposed to the structural exclusion and institu-

tional discrimination against racialized groups, and to limited school

reform.

The proponents not only articulated oppositional ideologies, struc-

tures, and policies, they also proposed alternative ones aimed at support-

ing cultural and linguistic pluralism, a strong federal role, ethnic

minority political empowerment, and significant school change. More

specifically, they supported perspectives that viewed cultural resurgence

as the key to minority academic and socioeconomic success and signifi-

cant education reform as an instrument of political empowerment.

These varied individuals with their multiple perspectives collectively

challenged the cultural and political hegemony of the dominant groups

by promoting significant educational reforms and by supporting the re-

introduction of language, culture, and community into the public

schools. Specific reforms were proposed by activists including the elimi-

nation of the English-only laws, the enactment of federal and state legis-

lation supporting the use of non-English languages in the conduct and

operation of public institutions, especially the schools, and the hiring of

minority language administrators and teachers.

The opponents of bilingual education, comprised at different points

in time of conservative journalists, politicians, federal bureaucrats, Anglo

parent groups, school officials, administrators, and special interest groups

such as U.S. English, favored assimilationism, the structural exclusion of

and discrimination against ethnic minorities, and limited school reform.

These individuals and groups were not organized until the late 1970s.

In the late 1960s and 1970s, in fact, there was no active or organized

opposition to bilingual education although there was significant passive
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resistance to the use of non-English languages in the schools and to the

use of schools as instruments of minority empowerment. After 1978,

however, this group coalesced around several key ideas that included ide-

ological opposition to pluralism, an “intrusive” federal role, minority

empowerment, significant language-based school reform, and primary

language instruction in public education. The underlying tensions and

differences between these contending groups, I argue, led to the develop-

ment of contested school policy over the years.

The following pages provide only a brief sketch of the origins, evolu-

tion, and consequences of federal bilingual education policy during the

years from 1960 to 2001. They also describe and explain the role played

by the contending groups of supporters and opponents in its develop-

ment. Much more research needs to be done on the details of this history

and on those who shaped this policy. For now, only the outlines of the

major developments will be described.

Additionally, this book includes an extended bibliographic essay of

the sources written from 1960 to 2001 that can be used to do an in-depth

history of this policy. This essay is organized into the three major stages

of the policy-making cycle as discussed by James E. Anderson: the for-

mation, implementation, and impact or evaluation stages. These three

stages comprise one policy-making cycle. Bilingual education policy has

gone through six major policy cycles since it was first enacted. These

three stages occurred within each policy cycle and repeated themselves in

the following ones. The first policy cycle for the federal bilingual educa-

tion act occurred between 1965 and 1974. It ended with the reauthoriza-

tion of the bilingual bill in the latter year. Since 1974, this bill has been

reauthorized five additional times: 1978, 1984, 1988, 1994, and 2001.

Federal bilingual education policy, therefore, has gone through six policy

cycles. The extended essay discusses pertinent literature related to each

aspect of these six policy cycles.1

This book, then, has two parts. The first part is a brief interpretation

of the historical origins and evolution of federal bilingual education from

1960 to 2001. The second part is an extended bibliographic essay of mate-

rials pertinent to the history of federal bilingual education in the U.S.
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The first part contains an introduction, four chapters, and a conclu-

sion. The first chapter describes the political climate of the 1960s and

how the proponents of bilingual education utilized the swirl of ideas

associated with this period to develop the arguments in support of the

first Bilingual Education Act of 1968. It also describes the major events

leading up to the formulation and enactment of this bill. Chapter Two

focuses on the expansion and transformation of federal bilingual educa-

tion policy from a minor piece of legislation to a significant piece of

school reform. Chapter Three provides an explanation of the emergence

of opposition to bilingual education and the ideological and policy

changes it sought. The following chapter addresses the resurgence of

opposition to bilingual education in the latter part of the 1990s and its

success in repealing and replacing this bill with an English-only piece of

legislation. The conclusion discusses the major findings of this study.

The second part contains the extended bibliography essay of materi-

als pertinent to the history of bilingual education.

NOTES
1. James E. Anderson, Public Policy-making (New York: Praeger, 1975).
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CHAPTER 1

ORIG INS OF  FEDERAL
BIL INGUAL  EDUCATION POL ICY

Bilingual education is not a new phenomenon. It has existed in various

forms since this nation’s founding. The use of non-English languages as

well as the use of two or more languages to teach academic subjects to

individuals in the elementary, secondary, or post-secondary grades has

been supported, tolerated, or sanctioned by public and parochial school

officials since the 1600s.1 For the most part, local or state officials made

these language decisions. The federal government rarely legislated lan-

guage choice, although it discouraged the use of non-English languages

in American life, especially in the territories and among certain immi-

grant and racial minority groups.2 The tradition of refraining from tak-

ing official action related to language policies in general or school

language policies in particular ended in 1968. In this year, the U.S. Con-

gress passed the Bilingual Education Act.3 Why and how this occurred is

the emphasis of this chapter.

Professional educators and language specialists initiated the contem-

porary push for federal bilingual education policy in the early part of the

decade, but newly enfranchised Chicano/a activists, civil rights groups,

and educational activists soon joined them. Although activist educators,

language specialists, ethnic minorities, and others were crucial in the

origins of bilingual education policy, several significant contextual fac-

tors influenced their ideas and approaches. Among the most important

of these during the first half of the 1960s were bilingual research find-

ings, the civil rights movement, federal social legislation and the emerg-

ing Chicano and Chicana Movement. These contextual forces brought to

5



light questions about national identity, the federal role in school change,

power, and pedagogy, and eventually contributed to the enactment of the

federal Bilingual Education Act of 1968.

CONTEXTUAL  FACTORS
Research on bilingualism—i.e., on the impact and extent of “non-

English languages” in American society—began to influence many of

the arguments that advocates would use to support bilingual educa-

tion policy. This new research questioned two prominent myths in edu-

cation: the myth of the negative impact of bilingualism on intelligence

and on academic achievement and the myth of the declining signifi-

cance of ethnicity in American life as implied by the melting pot theory

of assimilation.

Research on Bilingualism
Since the 1920s, research on intelligence and achievement had indicated

that bilingualism was an obstacle to success. This research showed a neg-

ative relationship between dual language capabilities and intelligence.

However, in the early 1960s a gradual shift occurred in this literature.

Scholars found that bilingualism was an asset to learning in the schools

and that it played a positive role in intelligence.4 More specifically, they

found that bilingual children were either equal to or superior to mono-

linguals on intelligence tests and in other areas of language usage.5

Bilingual research studies also questioned the myth of underachieve-

ment based on language barriers. These new studies indicated that, in

conjunction with other reforms, “non-English” or native language

instruction could improve school achievement in general, rather than

retard it.6 These studies also indicated that bilingualism could improve

second language acquisition in particular. One such study, for example,

found that Spanish-speaking children instructed bilingually tended to

perform as well in English language skills and in the content areas as

comparable students taught only in English. At the same time, these

children were developing language skills in Spanish. Anglo students in

bilingual programs were not adversely affected in their English language
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development and in the content subjects, and were learning a second

language, Spanish.7

This new research likewise raised questions about assimilation. Tra-

ditional theory had argued that ethnicity in general and ethnic minority

languages and cultures in particular would disappear over time as a

result of ethnic group assimilation into American life. Research on bilin-

gualism, however, indicated that certain minority groups in the United

States maintained their language abilities and cultural identity over time.8

Bilingualism and biculturalism, in other words, were not disappearing

but being maintained and, in some cases, increasing. Much of this

bilingualism was due to the language maintenance among the French-

speaking groups in the Northeast and the Spanish-speaking population

in the Southwest. 9

This new bilingual research reinforced the work of scholars such

as Nathan Glazer and Daniel Moynihan. These two noted scholars of

the immigrant experience based their research on ethnic and immigrant

groups in New York City and argued that people maintained their

cultural identities and felt close affiliation to those of the same group.

According to them, cultural and linguistic pluralism was a much more

common phenomenon than previously assumed. More specifically, eth-

nic and language minority groups were not melting and ethnicity was

not declining as rapidly as many scholars had believed. The melting pot,

in other words, was a myth.10

Civil Rights Movement
Domestic concerns, especially the growth of the civil rights movements

and the passage of the War on Poverty legislation in the early 1960s,

focused increased attention on the problems experienced by people of

color living in poverty and the role that the federal government could

play in resolving these issues.

The growing strength of the black civil rights movement, that is, the

struggle for voting rights, equal employment, and an end to segregation

in public facilities, as well as the enactment of civil rights policies, focused

attention on the presence of racial discrimination in American life. The
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civil rights movement also suggested new means for eliminating discrim-

inatory policies and practices, including the use of protest, demonstra-

tions, pickets, and increased federal involvement.11

Language scholars and ethnic minority activists strongly supported

the civil rights movement. They, however, began to argue that discrimi-

nation was not simply based on race but on other factors such as

national origin, religion, and gender. In the case of Spanish-speaking

children and with respect to bilingual education arguments, civil rights

leaders and educators began to emphasize the impact and significance of

discrimination based on language and culture. This type of discrimina-

tion, many activists and scholars argued, negatively impacted the school

achievement of Mexican Americans in particular and language minority

children in general.12

These activists also began to argue that the federal government had a

responsibility for overcoming all forms of discrimination. Like racial dis-

crimination, many of them noted, inequitable treatment on the basis of

language and culture could be eliminated in the schools with the support

of the federal government.

Social Legislation
The enactment of poverty legislation also influenced the arguments

for bilingual education. This type of legislation led to a renewed consid-

eration of poverty and educational underachievement especially among

language minority groups in general and Spanish speaking minority

children in particular. It also encouraged individuals to look for a stronger

federal role in eliminating poverty.

The federal government discovered poverty in the early 1960s and

declared war on it. Education became instrumental in winning this war

on poverty. With respect to public education, Congress enacted two

major pieces of legislation aimed at developing social and educational

programs to meet this federal goal: the Economic Opportunity Act of

1964 and the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965. The for-

mer, among other things, required the involvement of poor parents in

the development and implementation of federal programs. The latter
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provided funds to public schools and led to a renewed emphasis on elim-

inating poverty in the ghettos and barrios through education.13

The War on Poverty legislation and increased federal involvement in

education encouraged scholars to focus on the factors impacting school

performance among poor children of color residing in ghettos, barrios,

and reservations. Those interested in the education of Latino children

emphasized the impact that structural exclusion of the community and

discriminatory school policies such as no-Spanish speaking rules and

English-only laws had on the underachievement of poor Spanish-speaking

children. Structural exclusion and institutional discrimination, they argued,

led to the lowering of self-esteem and eventual school failure of language

minority students.14

Other activists, especially language specialists, argued that English-

only laws and practices led to the waste of necessary national language

resources that could benefit the country.15

The ultimate result of these debates was to shift the blame for under-

achievement from minority children and their language and culture to

larger institutional and structural forces, especially discriminatory school

policies.

Activists and Cultural Pluralism 
Finally, the emerging Chicano and Chicana movement became an impor-

tant ingredient in the rationale for bilingual education. The activists of

the 1960s, among other things, were ideologically opposed to assimila-

tion, cultural repression, and Anglo hegemony in the public schools.

They strongly opposed assimilation and viewed themselves as being cul-

turally victimized and structurally excluded by the dominant society and

its institutions, including the schools. They also viewed themselves as

being controlled by an Anglo political and economic elite not interested

in their academic or societal progress. For most activists of this period,

political empowerment and cultural identity were necessary for minority

academic and socioeconomic progress.16

The activists of the 1960s and early 1970s, in conjunction with others,

challenged the cultural and political hegemony of the dominant groups
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and promoted significant educational reforms, including bilingual edu-

cation. They supported bilingual education for at least four reasons.

First, they viewed this program as a strategy for the structural inclusion

of those elements that had been historically excluded from the schools in

the past: the Spanish language, Mexican culture, and the Mexican origin

community.17 Second, many activists viewed bilingual education as “a

vehicle for institutional change.”18 Although a few of them initially were

suspicious of bilingual education,19 most came to believe that the enact-

ment of bilingual language policies could lead to the elimination of dis-

criminatory school policies and practices and to significant changes in

assimilationist curricular policies and inappropriate teaching strate-

gies.20 This particular view of bilingual education was best summarized

by Manuel Ramirez III when he said,

We must view bilingual programs not only as providing opportuni-

ties for introducing the Spanish language, Mexican history, and Mexi-

can American history into the system, but as vehicles for restructuring

that system to insure the academic survival of Chicano children and

the political and economic strength of the Chicano community.21 

Fourth, many activists saw this reform as a means to deal more effec-

tively with cultural assimilation. Initially, supporters looked at this pro-

gram as a way to help minority children adjust to the Anglo culture of

the school. But over the years, bilingual education was viewed as a means

for preserving the Spanish language and Mexican culture of the Chicano

and Chicana community. Bilingual education, noted Atilano A. Valencia,

the director of Related Programs for Chicanos at the Southwestern

Cooperative Educational Laboratory in Albuquerque, was “a quest for

bilingual survival.”22

These activists and countless others led the community’s struggle

against assimilationism and for both pluralism and academic success in

the schools. By the end of the decade this effort was concentrated in the

struggle for bilingual education in the United States.23
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Impact of Context on Bilingual Education Proponents

These new social concerns coupled with research on bilingualism had

significant implications for society in general and for the education of

ethnic Mexican children in particular. They focused increased attention

on the extent and effect of school discrimination on the ethnic identity

and academic progress of poor Mexican-origin children.

With respect to the social implications, these studies added new

dimensions to domestic issues of civil rights and poverty. More specifi-

cally, they extended the definition of discrimination to include language

and culture. They also reinforced the notion that poverty had a linguistic

dimension. These new studies likewise led to new attitudes towards bi-

lingualism and bilinguals. Non-English languages came to be viewed in a

positive light and as a precious resource that should be conserved. Bilin-

guals also came to be viewed more positively during these years. Finally,

these studies seriously questioned the reality of the melting pot theory

and provided support for cultural pluralism in American life.

These contextual forces also had educational implications. They led

to a reassessment of specific educational practices that had detrimental

impact on the ethnic identity and academic performance of poor Span-

ish speaking children. Among these practices were English-only laws, no-

Spanish rules, and the structural exclusion of Mexican Americans from

public education. Finally, they led to the promotion of language and cul-

ture-based school reforms such as the hiring of Spanish-speaking teachers,

the incorporation of “non-English” languages and minority cultures into

public education, and the repeal of English-only and no-Spanish speak-

ing policies.

The early proponents of bilingual education took these novel ideas

surrounding poverty and discrimination and applied them to the his-

toric problems confronting schools with large numbers of Mexican chil-

dren in the Southwest. In general they focused on explaining the historic

pattern of underachievement experienced by Mexican-origin children

and argued that they had negative school experiences, excessively high

dropout rates, and low educational attainments because of poverty,
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negative attitudes towards Mexican-origin children and discriminatory

school actions such as structural exclusion, school discrimination, cul-

tural suppression, and inappropriate English-only instruction. Bilingual-

ism, they added, would help reverse these historical patterns by replacing

exclusionary, discriminatory and English-only school policies with native

language instruction, a culturally appropriate curriculum, inclusive hir-

ing practices, and strong parental involvement. Structural inclusion of

community, language, and culture, in other words, would lead to increased

school success among language minority children. It also would lead to

minority political empowerment and to the replacement of assimilation

ideals in this country with pluralism.

ENACTING FEDERAL  B I L INGUAL  EDUCATION LEG ISLAT ION,  1965–1968
The official push for bilingual education began with the publication of

an important report issued by the National Education Association in 1966.

This report publicized the negative impact of the schools on Mexican-

American cultural identity and on their school performance. It docu-

mented many of the discriminatory educational policies affecting these

children and argued that they contributed to low school performance

and to alienation from the larger society. Traditional school policies and

practices such as rigid “Anglicization” practices, English-only policies,

no-Spanish speaking rules, and cultural degradation, the report argued,

led to “damaged” self-esteem, resentment, psychological withdrawal from

school and underachievement.24

This report not only documented the major problems confronting

educators, it also proposed bilingualism as a solution for improving the

education of Mexican-American children. Bilingualism, it argued, could

help overcome decades of cultural degradation caused by rigid assimila-

tionist policies and of exclusionary practices in the schools.25 If schools

hired Spanish-speaking teachers and adapted their curricular and admin-

istrative practices to the cultural and intellectual needs of Mexican-

American children, it further argued, their self-esteem, cultural identity,

and school performance would improve.26
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