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Pol itics of Language: The Cal iforn ia Bil ingual 
Education In itiative 

Amara Holstein 

This essay examines issues of power and mu lticu ltu r
al ism in relation to the education of ch i ldren th rough 
debate over monol ingual versus b i l ingual education 
and how language is a source of power. 

The in it iative on bi l ingual education which passed in the 
1 998 summer election in Cal iforn ia was touted by its detractors 
as the next anti - immigration in itiative . The in it iative cal led for 
an end to bi l ingual education , advocating instead to have one 
year of "sheltered immersion" in Engl ish for students who do 
not speak Engl ish . Under this in itiative almost al l  ch i ldren wi l l  
be taught in Engl ish only un less requested otherwise by the 
parents of the chi ld ,  and funds wi l l  be provided to parents who 
agree to tutor thei r chi ldren in the fam i ly's native language. 
Said by many to be another immigrant-hating piece of legisla
tion , its supporters and opponents were expected to fal l along 
s imi lar l ines to previous such legislation . As a lawyer for the 
Mexican American Legal Defense and Education Fund said ,  
"This is the th i rd in a chain of anti- immig rant, anti-Latino pro
posals" (Streisand 36) . 

The debates su rrounding th is in itiative expl icitly concerned 
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bi l ingual education's efficacy and futu re worth . Educators and 
teachers came out strongly against this in itiative for the most 
part, saying that it was a polit ical move on the part of its main 
proponent and creator, M r. Ron Unz. He has been character
ized in all reports as a "wealthy businessman" who some said 
was using the issue of b i l ingual education to his own ends. 
Educators argued for the most part that bi l ingual education 
does work, and that it is, in fact, the best way for chi ldren to 
learn Engl ish and other subjects when Engl ish is not thei r fi rst 
language. They see bi l ingual education as a means to keep the 
native language intact and to further the education of both 
Engl ish and the native language. To its opponents, then ,  the 
in itiative was a racist attack against m inorities and another 
attempt to fu rther place these chi ldren in a d isadvantaged posi
tion .  

I n  these debates, however, the proponents of  the in it iative 
did not fal l  so clearly into the l ines that the rhetoric assumed, 
and the issues su rrounding th is debate have not fal len into the 
expected pattern . People from d ifferent backgrounds who felt 
strongly about this issue had unexpected rections. Rather  than 
most immigrants opposing the legislation , the s ituation was 
more complex than it in it ial ly appeared . With the exception of 
the p roponents who expl icitly wished to cu rb immigration and 
end mu lticu ltu ral ism , most of the proponents of this in it iative 
were the immigrants themselves . These people did not deny 
that thei r ch i ldren should keep their native language , and in 
fact many stated their  desire that the i r  ch i ldren keep learn ing 
about thei r native cu ltu re and language . However, the argu
ments here suggested that the place of  th is cu ltu ral learn ing is 
in  the home, not the school , and the school should be teaching 
the i r  ch i ldren Engl ish as the fi rst priority. 

This remains a debate more about power and who holds it 
and how language is a source of power. The school is a site 
around wh ich these arguments take place, yet they go far 
beyond that of b i l ingual education . The parents see Engl ish as 
a form of power and wish to attain that power. The educators 
recogn ize this fact but want there to be other languages which 
are as powerful as Engl ish in  the U .S .  and see an end to bi l in
gual education as an end to the f ight for m inority empowerment 
without assimi lating into Anglo culture .  
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Background and Methods 
Because of the cu rrent debates centered around this issue 

and in l ight of the cu rrent cl imate after recent anti - immigrant in i 
tiatives it is necessary to fu rther investigate the rhetoric beh ind 
this issue on both sides . The idea that immigrants voted for 
such a proposition seemed counter-intu itive since the program 
was ostensibly created for the benefit of immigrants . Thus to 
say that all supporters of the in itiative were racists seemed too 
simpl istic. Though this is only a brief survey of the ideas and 
arguments centered around the issue of b i l ingual education 
and by no means encompasses the views of all the people 
involved in th is debate, the interviews and research g ive a tan
tal izing view into the way this debate was shaped by the rhet
oric and individuals involved . 

Since there are so many facts and figures al ready avai l
able for background information and s ince there was also a 
great deal of hypothesizing done by both sides on the natu re of 
thei r opponents' arguments,  the approach taken in this study is 
to interview in depth a sampl ing of people involved in this issue 
and then to use the vast wealth of other resources on this topic 
(both academic studies and media reports) as background and 
additional information. Ten formal interviews were conducted 
over the space of ten-weeks. The interviewees were chosen 
because of the i r  d iverse experiences in relation to bi l ingual 
education , and they were told the pu rpose of the interviews. 
The interviews were evenly d istributed among teachers of bi l in
gual education and people who spoke Engl ish as the i r  second 
language but had various experiences with learn ing Engl ish as 
a second language (One woman was put d i rectly into an 
Engl ish-on ly classroom ; another was put into a Spanish-only 
classroom , and a th i rd had ch i ldren who had been in b i l ingual 
classrooms.) One interview was done with a young man who 
had been in  a bi l ingual classroom and who was teach ing 
Engl ish as a Second Language (ESL) in the Oakland school 
district in an after-school program . Fou r  of the other interviews 
were with b i l ingual education teachers ,  two of whom identified 
themselves as being from other countries. 

Context 
It would be helpful to del ineate exactly what is meant by 
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the term "bi l ingual education" in the strictest sense of the word 
before going on to d iscuss how it is used as a pol itical term in  
the cu rrent debates. B i l ingual education is not a new concept 
in  the last few decades, nor is it a un ified concept meaning only 
one thing in  terms of education . Bi l ingual education had its 
beginn ings in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries when 
students in  various parts of the country were schooled in thei r 
native language upon coming to America as immigrants . 
German , Spanish , Czech , Ital ian , and Pol ish were among the 
languages wh ich schools taught not only as foreign languages , 
but also as content-area instruction (Ovando 24) . I ndeed , in 
the 1 9 1 0  census, Crawford points out that "23 percent of for
eign-born wh ites, 39 percent of Japanese, 41 percent of 
Chinese, and 66 percent of other immigrants spoke no Engl ish , 
as compared with less than 1 0  percent of foreign-born resi
dents in 1 990" (Crawford) . 

Yet the backlash against speaking languages other than 
Engl ish in  the schools began right around the turn of the cen
tu ry. Eu ropean national ist sentiment began to rise, especial ly 
as new immigrants began arriving from southern ,  eastern , and 
central Europe, whi le the al reaay-establ ished immigrants from 
northern and western Europe "clamored for power to control 
institut ions, and the one solution to the power struggle focused 
on schools" (Ovando 24) This in  tandem with the idea of 
"American ization" in l ight of the World Wars contributed to the 
decl ine of b i l ingual education in the schools. Languages other  
than Engl ish were seen as  "bad ." As  opposition to  the  inclusion 
of other  languages in schools and government increased , the 
tone was set not just against the other languages but also 
against the people who spoke them . 

I n  Cal iforn ia this opposition was made expl icit on several 
fronts : debates over Span ish language rights and the transla
tion of government documents into Spanish p rompted one 
state legislator to say, " I  have no regard for this demagoguery 
that panders to th is foreign element, that fol lows it for years 
and years . . . . I speak whereof I know when I say that hun
dreds of those who pretend to be citizens of Cal ifornia are 
recent immigrants from Sonora and other portions of Mexico, 
some of them bandits ,  cutth roats , and robbers . . .  " (Debates 2) . 
And one Cal iforn ia school official in the early 1 900s said that 
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German was a language that "disseminates the ideals of autoc
racy, brutal ity and hatred" (Zimmerman 39) . The only bi l ingual 
programs that took place at th is t ime were those that were 
remedial and used only in special c i rcumstances (Ovando 25) . 

Then in the 1 950s and 1 960s with the rise of new immi
grants coming into the country Engl ish as a second language 
started to become a program widely instituted in schools, as 
students began to receive education at thei r level of Engl ish 
proficiency (25) . Programs were started in b i l ingual education 
in Coral Way, Florida, San Antonio, Texas, and Rough Rock 
School on the Navajo reservation (Bay Area 4) . Bi l ingual pro
grams in Florida during the 1 960s were instituted in response 
to the great wave of Cuban immigrants into Miam i .  Fol lowing 
these changes, in 1 968 a statute was passed by Congress 
(Title VI of the Civi l Rights Act of 1 964) , which gave money to 
bi l ingual education programs and was known as the Bi l ingual 
Education Act. With th is and bui lding on the civi l rights move
ments of the t ime, b i l ingual education enjoyed a resurgence in 
popu larity. 

In 1 974 the pivotal San Francisco court case, Lau vs . 
N ichols, went to the Supreme Court,  and the decision set the 
precedent for futu re bi l ingual education programs. The case 
was a class-action su it in which a group of non-Engl ish-speak
ing Chinese immigrants brought su it against the San Francisco 
school system for fai l ing to provide the 1 ,800 Chinese students 
with an equal opportunity to learn . The case did not deny the 
importance of learn ing Engl ish , but rather the decision was that 
equal opportun ity and materials must be provided for these stu
dents and that the school must design a program to meet the 
language needs of the students . As the Supreme Court deci
sion said ,  "We know that those who do not understand Engl ish 
are certain to f ind their classroom experience wholly incompre
hensible and in no way mean ingful" (Ovando 34) . Based on 
this court  decision and other decisions l i ke it th roughout the 
country, b i l ingual education programs were instituted and 
requ i red in most states, including Californ ia .  

Bi l ingual education as a program , though instituted in most 
states, is in no way un iform . The Bi l ingual Education Act 
defined bi l ingual education as "the use of two languages , one 
of which is Engl ish , as mediums of instruction" (Bay Area 4) . 
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Yet as many have pointed out, this def in it ion is extremely 
broad and wou ld include any school in which one class is 
taught in a language other than Engl ish . I n  fact , as Roberts 
points out, "Bi l ingual programs are so d iverse that it is prob
lematical to make general izations" (370) . The term "bi l ingual 
education" must be explained in  terms of i ts most common 
forms in order to better understand the context and arguments 
in  which it is placed . Two of the most common forms of b i l in
gual education are the maintenance and the transitional pro
g rams, though ESL programs ( related to which is the sheltered 
model p roposed in the in itiative) , immersion , submersion , and 
two-way or enrichment programs are also all models that are 
commonly found .  

The transitional model of b i l ingual education is one in  
which students with l im ited Engl ish ski l ls are taught in  both 
the i r  native language and in Engl ish for a certain period of t ime 
unt i l  the i r  Engl ish is deemed acceptable enough to succeed 
academical ly, at which point the student is withdrawn from 
bi l ingual classes and put in monol ingual classes where Engl ish 
is the on ly language of instruction . This model is also known as 
provid ing the students with a "bridge" to move from their  native 
language to Engl ish.  The federal guidel ines for this model sug
gest a t ime period of three years in which to move the chi ld i nto 
an Engl ish-only classroom (Roberts 374) . This type of model 
has been criticized for being too ass imi lationist (Roberts; 
Ovando and Col l ier) as wel l  as for the short t ime period g iven 
to learn Engl ish . Ovando and Col l ier do suggest , however, that 
this type of model is useful to older students, who have al ready 
developed cogn itive capabi l ities in the i r  native language and 
for whom these ski l ls can easi ly transfer to Engl ish (Ovando 
39) . 

I n  the maintenance model of education , on the other  hand, 
the emphasis is on continu ing instruction and education in  the 
native language while learn ing Engl ish and then continu ing to 
learn and speak in  both languages even after dual- language 
fluency is ach ieved . Ideally both languages would be "main
tained" through the twelfth grade and even through col lege 
when possible.  In these programs, in contrast to the transition
al model of b i l ingual education , the student is expected to be 
bi l ingual and bicultu ral . Yet these programs do not always have 
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the support of the language-minority parents (for reasons that 
wi l l  be detai led later) . These programs must have large num
bers of students with the same native language to exist, and 
there must be "interest and support in  the community for hav
ing a bi l ingual ly educated popu lation" (Roberts 375) . 

Another program that often is regarded h igh ly is two-way 
enrichment b i l ingual education . In this program non-Engl ish 
speakers and Engl ish-only speakers are put together in a 
classroom , and both are taught two languages and work aca
demically in both languages . An Engl ish-speaking student is 
often pai red with a non-Engl ish speaking student, and they are 
supposed to use each other as resources (Ovando 41 ) .  These 
classes, therefore , include both minority and majority language 
speakers , and the goal here is p lural istic and aims at develop
ing a bicu ltu ral and bi l ingual popu lation . 

Least assimi lation ist of al l  is the Canad ian model of bi l in
gual education ,  or  the immersion model ,  in wh ich the student is 
placed in a classroom in which a second language is the only 
language taught. This model , however, assumes that the stu
dents will be language majorities in their cu ltu re ,  not language 
m inorities such as the immigrant chi ldren in  the U .S .  In 
Canada, therefore , this model has been used to teach English 
speakers French . 

The model of immersion is often confused with the 
American model , which is termed "submersion" by educators 
(Roberts , Ovando and Col l ier) .  The goal in  this model is to 
assimi late the chi ld into U .S .  society, and it puts non-native 
Engl ish speakers into Engl ish-only classrooms despite any 
lack of Engl ish ski l ls the chi ld may have. Whi le th is model is not 
legal for schools with non-native speakers of Engl ish , Roberts 
points out that often oversight or ignorance on the part of the 
schools leads to ch i ldren being educated in this model .  Th is is 
a much-criticized model by educators , who say that many such 
students in these programs "feel marginal ized and drop out 
before finishing h igh school" (Roberts 372) . 

Another criticized model is that of Engl ish as a Second 
Language in which the language m inority chi ld is "pu l led out" of 
academic classes to learn Engl ish . In ESL programs students 
are taken from their Engl ish-only classrooms at some point 
during the day (for a period of time ranging anywhere from 
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twenty minutes to half a day) for concentrated instruction in  
Engl ish . Again ,  since the emphasis here is on the student 
learn ing English as fast as possible, th is model is also said to 
be ass imi lationist by its detractors and inferior to the point of 
being only useful  in  addit ion to other models (Bay Area 1 1 ) . 
P roponents consider it as good as other  methods of b i l ingual 
education in a chi ld 's education (Alexander 9) . And thus ESL 
is closely related to the sheltered immersion model proposed in 
the in itiative . Sheltered immersion is basically an ESL program 
with some subject-area classes also taught in the native lan
guage of the ch i ldren and is a t ime-l im ited program under the 
in itiative . Once the students have learned Engl ish adequately, 
they are put back in the Engl ish-only classrooms fu l l  t ime. 

Analysis of Interviews 
Though the above models are important as a means with 

which to better understand the issues, rather than focusing on 
the efficacy of the models themselves (for which there are 
points and counterpoints on either side of each model and f ind
ings and studies to back al l  these points) , the actual rhetoric 
and position ing which encompass these models of b i l ingual  
education provide insight into the focal point of the debate. 
Both sides seemed to agree that learn ing Engl ish is important 
for immigrant ch i ldren and that school is the place where 
Engl ish should be learned . Yet what was at issue was the 
native language and what that language represents , as wel l  as 
what Engl ish represents in relation to the native language. The 
debate here,  though often couched in terms of the models 
above, often revolved more around issues of power and mU lt i
cu ltu ral ism than the actual education of the ch i ldren . 

The arguments in this debate on both sides revolved 
around the issue of language and the idea of "speaking."  No 
matter which position people took in terms of b i l ingual educa
tion ,  most people in  th is debate seemed secure in the idea that 
language is a powerful tool and that speaking is a means to 
assert that power. Having a "voice" is important. One inter
viewee, Maya, said ,  "Language is key." Another, Sonia, talked 
about the idea of languages as having "cu ltu ral capital" in 
Bou rdieu's sense of the term : that languages provide access 
to modes of power and that by virtue of what one speaks, one's 
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access and determ ination in terms of that power is establ ished . 
Indeed , Sonia added , "Discourse is about modes of power." 
These languages are thus not seen as al l  being equal in 
American society, and th is is where the real issues come into 
play. 

Certain languages are seen as "marked" or "unmarked" 
languages ; it is by virtue of where they stand in relation to the i r  
"markedness" that determines their  access to power. Edelsky 
explains the d ifference between an unmarked language and a 
marked language in that the unmarked language is that which 
is "assumed" or taken for g ranted to be the language used in a 
certain domain and that the marked language wi l l  be any other 
language placed in  relation to the unmarked (Edelsky 26) . In  
the schools,  then , Engl ish is seen as the unmarked language 
which everyone "shou ld" learn , and the other languages spo
ken are marked , or "unnatu ral ."  For as Ovando and Col l ier 
define the terms, "expanding the concepts of marked and 
unmarked languages to the groups they most closely repre
sent, unmarked cu ltu re in the United States tends to be asso
ciated with wh ite , m idd le-class , P rotestant, non-ethn ic ,  
Engl ish-speaking groups" (Ovando 1 1 8) .  

Marked languages are not objectified parts of society, 
however, nor do they stand alone; as Son ia pointed out, 
"Language is developed and used in interaction with others. It 
is a social too l ;  it doesn't stand on its own ." Rather, marked 
languages are seen by many people as acting also as "mark
ers" for those who speak the languages . "Language is l inked to 
culture," Ph i l ip  said .  "There are certain values and under
standing in a cu ltu re that g ive the language its meaning." Maria 
also maintained th is importance of language to culture ,  saying 
that "Span ish language and their  heritage are l inked . Language 
plays a big part in cu ltu re ,  and the Mexican cu ltu re has a strong 
oral tradition which is very important." Perhaps this idea of lan
guage as "marking" people of a certain cu ltu re can best be 
i l lustrated with an example g iven by Edelsky that she encoun
tered in  her f ieldwork as she watched two ch i ldren interact: 

Kathy: I can speak three languages - Engl ish and 
Spanish and Ind ian . 
Katie :  Wel l  I can speak fou r  - Engl ish and Spanish 
and Scotland and Jewish! 
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Kathy: So! I 'm gonna learn Flagstaff! (a city about 
1 50 m i les away) (2 1 ) . 
Even at the young age of six, then , language and cu ltu re 

are confused , and language becomes a marker for identity and 
other cu ltu res ("Scotland" and "Jewish") . 

Often the "marking" of a person is obvious in terms of b i l in
gual education , when chi ldren are placed in  classrooms for 
Span ish-speakers based only on their  last names, which 
"mark" them as part of a certain cu lture and , therefore, as part 
of a certain language . This happened to Maria's sister, who 
was put in a Spanish-bi l ingual classroom only by virtue of her 
last name, even though she spoke fluent Engl ish . The hand
book put out by the Oakland School District also recogn ized 
th is problem : 

Spanish-su rname persons in the Southwest are fre
q uent ly cal led b i l i nguals although they 
may have no knowledge of Spanish at a l l .  
M isclassification on  the basis of name is l i kely to  con
t inue unti l we recogn ize that the term "bi l ingual" is 
inappropriate un less the person concerned does 
indeed have some knowledge of two languages . The 
"national ity" of h is surname is an unrel iable ind icator 
of which language or languages an American speaks 
(Bay Area 1 1 ) . 

In  this way, "nam ing" becomes "marking" and makes al l  those 
who are "marked" by language into a marked cu ltu re , be it an 
accurate marking or not. 

Thus even as language becomes the symbol for a culture, 
the dominance of one language over others becomes the 
excuse of one cu ltu re over al l  others .  M ike ,  speaking about 
Engl ish ,  argued that education should "real ly emphasize 
English as the primary language. Yes,  it 's cu ltu ral hegemony, 
but some things just are that way. You know, you sometimes 
have to be a martyr for l ife . . . .  it 's basically saying ,  'We're in 
charge here , '  but that's the way it is ." Engl ish is recogn ized as 
the language of dominance, the unmarked language, and at 
the same time is shown to be a cu ltural symbol . "We' re in 
charge here" shows the self-conscious idea that Engl ish is the 
language of power and that those who speak Engl ish are the 
"we" who are the holders of that power over the others .  
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Ho"y also saw Engl ish as that unmarked language of 
American society. As she was talking with someone about 
whether or not there is an "American cultu re,"  Hol ly argued that 
there is such a thing as an American cu ltu re and that it is "al l 
the th ings that you th ink about when you th ink about the Un ited 
States of America. You th ink about some of these banal kinds 
of th ings, l ike baseball and hot dogs and Ho"ywood , and you 
th ink about Engl ish as the language . . . .  " Engl ish becomes l ike 
apple pie: good and wholesome. So where does that leave 
those who are not part of this h istory of Engl ish and who are 
not part of th is unmarked cu ltu re? 

These people often are described by those in the inter
views and those in the l iteratu re as being dominated by the 
unmarked language by virtue of the i r  being marked . As Sonia 
said: 

But if you speak with an accent or a d ifferent variety of 
Engl ish , you have a lot more fighting to do to prove 
you rself. This is not just about individuals but is a 
commun ity issue. Whole commun ities are excluded 
from the mainstream because of thei r languages . 

This domination of the marked cu ltu res by virtue of thei r lan
guages oftentimes resu lts in  the creation of a "si lencing" of 
those marked languages and , therefore, a si lencing of cu ltu res. 
In  th is way the dominant unmarked cultu re dominates these 
marked cultu res and maintains that hegemony that Mike 
addressed . And that si lence becomes internal ized by those 
who are marked , for as Soto writes after visit ing a Latino sen
ior citizens center, "A large sign at the top of a wal l  sums up the 
sentiment: 'Escuchar, M i rar, y Callar' ( 'Listen ,  Look, and Be 
Quiet' ) .  The strategy that this particular generation has inter
nal ized and passed on to the next generation is one of total 
passivity and subjugation" (Soto 2 1 ) .  As the Chinese 
American writer Frank Chin is quoted as having said: 

The deprivation of language in a verbal society l ike 
th is country's has contributed to the lack of a recog
n ized Asian-American cu ltural integrity. . . .  Language 
coheres the people into a commun ity by organ izing 
and codifying the symbols of the people's common 
experience. Stunt the tongue and you have lopped off 
the cultu re and sensibi l ity (Cheung 7) . 
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Yet these "marked" categories are not only s i lences , but 
are portrayed in a poor l ight by unmarked cu ltu re .  Again the 
legit imacy of Engl ish is emphasized , as those who do not 
speak Engl ish are seen as being "lesser" people. Hol ly spoke 
to th is sentiment in  her interview: 

So I go to work in  the morn ing,  and I don't know what 
country I'm in ;  all the signs are in Spanish or Korean 
and the whole face of the city is absolutely d ifferent 
than it is in Pacific Pal isades or Santa Monica or 
Ven ice Beach even - it's fi lthy; it's absolutely fi lthy, 
and you see you r  l ittle street vendors ,  sel l ing popsi
cles or  whatever. . . you know, the people who are 
saying you can't take our  cultu re away (Lambert 4) . 

Here Hol ly seemed to be equating the d irt  with the fact that 
these people speak Spanish or Korean ("al l  the street signs" ) , 

and she used these signs in a d ifferent language as the mark
er for her  later point that it was bi l ingual education . Student's 
understanding in the i r  native tongue makes school subjects 
accessib le .  The only debate is over which bi l ingual education 
model is most effective (Rodriquez 53) . I ndeed these senti
ments were echoed by most of the teachers in the interviews 
with the exception of Hol ly. 

At f i rst g lance, then , the proponents of b i l ingual education 
seemed to be holding fast to the idea of b i l ingual education 
because of its help in  teaching ch i ldren Engl ish and other  sub
jects . B i l ingual ism is seen as a tool with which to help ch i ldren 
learn the cu ltu re into which they have immigrated and a tool 
with which to teach ch i ldren academical ly. As Paul stated , 
"Supposedly if you learn , master a language, then it's no prob
lem for you to master a second language ." And as Sonia said ,  
"There is a g reat deal of evidence and studies that have been 
done to prove that b i l ingual ism is a cogn itive asset. I t  g ives kids 
the abi l ity to manipu late complex language codes and to trans
fer th is to their academic work." The impl ication , then , is that 
b i l ingualism is good as a tool to help with in  school and good to 
help the ch i ldren learn academical ly. 

The argument around bi l ingual education and the in it iative 
was thus placed in a dichotomous relationship of educator vs . 
pol icy maker, with the former "knowing" better than the latter, 
since after al l  the issue was being shaped in terms of language 
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as an educational tool .  As Sonia said , "Unz is a pol icy maker, 
not an educator." And when Phi l ip was asked about h is opinion 
concern ing the debates su rrounding bi l ingual education , he 
noted, " Wel l ,  f i rst of al l ,  it is al l  about pol it icians,  not educators . 
These are people who have never taught. . . .  " 

Yet it seems that behind this idea that b i l ingual education 
is only good in terms of being used as a tool to learn is the very 
important idea that b i l ingual ism also is a tool of power for these 
students . Since language is a marker and Engl ish is the 
unmarked language in American society, it appears that the 
emphasis placed on bi l ingual ism is expl icitly also to help the 
chi ldren gain a medium of power that is not that of the 
unmarked category, that is, to empower the ch i ldren through 
thei r  native language rather than just having them assimi late 
into Engl ish-speaking cu ltu re .  Therefore , an emphasis on both 
English and the native language wi l l  g ive ch i ldren an advan
tage over their monol ingual peers . Much of the debate by edu
cators over of which bi l ingual program is most successfu l cen
ters around which program is least assimi latory for the chi ldren.  
As Son ia stated : 

People need to value bi l ingual education as a good . 
The fi rst language needs to be an unmarked lan
guage ; it needs to be unstigmatized . In any program , 
then , b i l ingual education would be valued over mono
l ingual education . A lot of kids now want to speak 
Engl ish and they could care less about the i r  native 
language. They can't speak to everyone. So kids 
should want to be bi l ingual . Kids should say, "You 
only speak one language; I speak two." 
In  this ideal languages that are marked now become 

unmarked, and al l  ch i ldren are put into b i l ingual education pro
g rams. In fact many of the proponents of b i l ingual education 
d iscussed how their  ideal was to have al l  students speaking all 
languages in b i l ingual classrooms. As Abbe said ,  " I  th ink that 
every kid must learn more than one language," and Maria, talk
ing about the model of the smal l  school district where Anglo 
and Latino ch i ldren are both learning Spanish and Engl ish 
added , " It is stupid to maintain ourselves as a monol ingual cul
tu re ." 

Formal education is seen to be the place where this should 
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happen,  s ince in this way languages can become formal ly 
unmarked . I n  this way the ch i ldren are portrayed as leading the 
Un ited States into a new mi l lennium of cu ltural cooperation ; as 
Manci l las wrote, 

This is  a priceless resou rce: a new generation of 
Americans committed to preserving and strengthen
ing a democratic and p lural istic U .S .  society, but also 
having a b irth right fami l iarity with Latin American , 
Asian or M iddle Eastern societies. Think of what these 
ch i ldren m ight contribute in an age of revolutions in 
commun ications and development that we, today, can 
hardly imagine (Manci l las 507) . 

The ideal here is one in which al l  languages are viewed in  
equal terms of power and that none are marked . Chi ldren thus 
become the banner-holders for  a new generation of  Americans ,  
a position ach ieved th rough bi l ingual education and the power 
of cu ltu res other than that of the Anglo-American Engl ish
speaker. As Abbe stated :  

I th ink  everybody under twenty-five understands that 
we need to learn more languages in  this country, 
especia l ly today with th is incred ib le wide-open , 
NAFTA and al l  this stuff going on . . . .  Our  kids and 
the i r  future careers, whatever they' re i n ,  are going to 
be enhanced by knowing more than one language . 
Language has moved outside the classroom and is here 

envisioned as mu lt iple discourses of power, moving into a g lob
al commun ity in which American ch i ldren are wel l -versed to 
deal with this new world . I n  th is vision school becomes a tra in
ing g round for a new tool in the power of mu lt iple languages . 
George Sol is wrote in the web page for SmartNation (a g roup 
that supports bi l ingual education) , 

Remember racism is al ive and only one step short of 
being reinforced with in our schools. Education is the 
key to anti-racism . . . .  

He went on to ask about bi l ingual education , 
Isn't th is so that our  students and ch i ldren gain an 
opportun ity to sit at the table of knowledge and equal
ity with al l  chi ldren (Sol is) . 

Soto asked , 
Are American schools and communities wi l l ing to 
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implement collaborative power models? Should the 
schools of a democratic nation insist that ch i ldren's 
language and cu ltures be valued (Soto 95)? 

The "Other Side" 

The opponents of b i l ingual education do not share th is 
vision of the i r  ch i ldren moving into a b i l ingual ,  multi-cultural 
world .  Indeed their eyes are not even looking to this broader 
conception of power. Rather, most of these immigrants have 
thei r eyes f i rm ly focused within the Un ited States and are try
ing to figu re out how to negotiate the boundaries of power and 
win with in the cu rrent framework of that power. Whereas the 
proponents of b i l ingual education see native languages other 
than Engl ish as being the means with in  which to create a new 
power structure with in American society through the school 
system,  most immigrants seem more to be concerned with sit
uating themselves with in  the existing system of power. These 
immigrants do not see the balance of power between the lan
guages as being equal and so they react to this by wanting 
thei r  ch i ldren to learn only Engl ish in  school .  Maria talked about 
how materials were of lesser qual ity in  the Spanish class
rooms, and Edelsky d iscussed how even in a two-way bi l ingual 
program , Engl ish was sti l l  seen as the predominant language 
(Edelsky 1 9) .  Thus, the real ity is sti l l  seen by most immigrants 
to be that power l ies in the acquisition of Engl ish . 

Indeed , the idea of power resting in the knowing of Engl ish 
is one wh ich was expl icitly used in the debates regarding the 
in itiative as the main argument of most people against bi l ingual 
education . Feel ing that b i l ingual education does not stress 
Engl ish learn ing to a great enough degree, these opponents 
bel ieved that cu ltu ral and native language learning should take 
place in the home and that the school should educate the chi l 
d ren in the medium of power. Unz argued , "The only way you 
can get a good job and succeed is if you speak Engl ish . . .  , and 
schools are not doing a good enough job" (Riccardi) . Ph i l ip  
addded that many parents are working in low-paying jobs 
because of thei r inabi l ity to speak Engl ish . One father said , "My 
chi ldren learn Spanish in school so they can grow up to be bus
boys and waiters . I teach them Eng l ish at home so they can 
grow up to be doctors and lawyers" (0' Beirne 2 1 ) .  Ramon , the 
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father of a teenager who is having problems in schoo l ,  wanted 
h is daughter to learn Engl ish and was not as concerned with 
Spanish ; and Maya insisted that "Engl ish is needed to open 
doors-in order to have access to th ings, you need Engl ish . If 
I had a kid ,  I would only want that kid to learn Engl ish ." 

Speaking Engl ish is equated with social and economic 
success, based both on the parents' own experiences and on 
the idea of "The American Dream." As Len in Lopez stated in 
Spanish at a parent meeting regarding bi l ingual education ,  "A 
lot of us want our kids to learn Spanish so they can write to 
thei r g randpas or whatever . . . .  But I want my chi ldren to learn 
Engl ish so they won't have the problems that I 've had," (Pyle) . 
Span ish (and other non-Engl ish native languages) becomes 
the language of the private sphere, and Engl ish is regarded as 
the publ ic language and the language of power. 

These images are not to say that parents do not want the i r  
ch i ldren to learn the i r  native language . Rather, the parents 
seem to feel that it is the role of the school to educate thei r ch i l 
d ren in  Engl ish above al l  e lse and that the native language can 
be taught in the home. Each language is seen as needing to 
be taught in the sphere in which that language wi l l  be used : the 
native language in the home, Engl ish outside the home ( in 
school) . Ramon , Maya, and Maria al l  agree with th is idea. As 
Maya said most expl icitly, "The role of the school is solely to 
expose the kid to the [Engl ish] language. If the ch i ld under
stands the language completely, then the school has done its 
job." This ideology would suggest that b i l ingual education is not 
actively teach ing Engl ish to students fast enough ,  and that in  
not do ing so the chi ldren are being he ld back from avenues of 
power to which only Engl ish can provide the entrance. 

Conclusion 
Whi le the proponents of b i l ingual education did not seem 

to acknowledge the desire of parents for their ch i ldren to be 
fu l ly fluent in the cu rrent d iscourse of power, many immigrants 
seemed to look past a possible futu re in which mu lt iple lan
guages function as modes of power. Both sides of this debate 
focused on the issue of language as power and language as 
attached to cu ltu re and modes of cultural power. Yet the way in 
which these notions were explained takes on d ifferent mean-
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ings for each side. Rather than being spl it along racial l ines, the 
sides of th is debate seemed spl it more along the l ines of the 
educators and the parents and polit icians.  The former saw the 
importance of learn ing academic subjects and the means with 
which to th i nk  cogn it ive ly as of foremost importance. 
Language is a means to the end of being "educated ," and bi l in
gual education is necessary to ach ieve th is end. The educators 
and community activists also viewed b i l ingual ism as the key to 
creating a multicultural society in which al l  languages have 
equal access to power and where al l  ch i ldren can be powerful 
by virtue of rather than in spite of being bi l ingual . At the same 
time these people saw the dissolution of b i l ingual education 
programs as being an attack on the cu ltu res of these immigrant 
students . 

The parents , on the other hand,  also focused on the issue 
of language as power. But un l ike the educators who seemed 
to be saying that native languages are part of that power, the 
parents were saying that Engl ish is the language of power of 
the public sphere ,  and for thei r ch i ldren to be part of that power, 
they must speak Engl ish . I n  th is view, then , the school should 
be educating the ch i ldren in that language of power, and teach
ing the ch i ldren in  the native language of the family should take 
place in the private sphere: in the home, in the commun ity, 
th rough the church . These parents did not seem to want to be 
the founders of a new society in which b i l ingual ism is powerfu l ;  
rather, these parents wished for the i r  ch i ldren to  enjoy the ben
efits that they cannot have because they have fewer ski l ls .  The 
parents saw power as resting in an institution they must be part 
of or which they wi l l  never benefit from . 

The educators and supporters of b i l ingual education in this 
debate felt that it has been long enough that Engl ish has been 
the only language of power, and it has been long enough that 
people of color have been marked as inferior by their language 
and their culture .  Unfortunately, in this fast growing mu lticu ltu r
a l ,  multiethnic society these two groups are sti l l  speaking past 
each other and have yet to create a mean ingfu l dialogue in 
which modes of power can be explored with both parents and 
educators . 
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