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ABSTRACT 

The United States has developed into a culturally diverse nation in which bilingual 

education has emerged as a popular and controversial subject among school systems, 

the educational community, and the public. Laws concerning bilingual education 

programs lean heavily on political and social agendas, leaving the educational systems 

struggling to provide a successful, accommodating, and enriching academic 

atmosphere for non-English speaking students. This politically charged topic raises 

questions concerning the academic and social development of bilingual students 

through the use of past and current bilingual education programs including transitional 

bilingual education, English immersion, English as a second language, and two-way 

bilingual education. This paper reviews the literature of bilingual education and 

provides an overview of its abbreviated history, its components, progress, and 

controversy.  
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Current Interest in Bilingual Education 

 Bilingual education programs are becoming increasingly popular today and the 

availability of these programs are beginning to be more widespread in American 

public schools. However, in some areas of the United States, these bilingual programs 

are being abolished. There is a large amount of controversy contiguous with bilingual 

education programs due to the fact that bilingual education is heavily and politically 

motivated.  According to Feinberg (2002), bilingual education programs may be 

designed to serve national origin minority students or language majority students, or 

those programs may be combined to serve the first- and second-language development 

needs of both sets of students simultaneously. In the United States, the language 

majority students’ home language is English, and their target language is one other 

than English; the language minority students’ home language is their native language, 

and their target language is English.  The Department of Education clearly defines 

bilingual education as: 

"...the use of two languages, one of which is English, as mediums of 
instruction for the same pupil population in a well-organized program which 
encompasses part or all of the curriculum and includes the study of history and 
culture associated with the mother tongue. A complete program develops and 
maintains the children's self-esteem and a legitimate pride in both cultures" 
(Guthrie, 1985). 

Bilingual education has become an umbrella term applied to various forms of 

language instruction that may include diverse combinations of components, first- or 

second-language use, models, subjects, and goals.  This extension of the meaning 
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mirrors the ways in which the basic idea of education through two languages has been 

adapted to meet the requirements of each school community (Feinberg, 2002).   

The reasons for an upsurge in these programs is because of the high success 

rate of the students who attend and commit to these programs and also because of the 

recognized need for U.S. residents who are proficient in more than one language.  

Also, the United States has always been associated with cultural pluralism and 

diversity, therefore attracting millions of immigrants. In the 1960s, rapidly evolving 

intellectual perceptions of citizenship, assimilation, and ethnicity affected major 

cultural changes in the United States.  The nation was becoming less white; 

immigration from Asian and Latin American nations increased dramatically, causing 

long-forgotten language problems for the public schools (Blanton, 2004).  According 

to the Gale Encyclopedia of Psychology (2001),  

The 1970s saw record levels of immigration, bringing an estimated four 
million legal and eight million illegal immigrants into the country. To 
accommodate this dramatic surge in the nation's population of foreign 
language speakers, language assistance has been mandated on the federal, 
state, and local levels in areas ranging from voting and tax collection to 
education, social services, disaster assistance, and consumer rights. Today 
Massachusetts offers driver's license tests in 24 languages; residents of 
California can choose one of six different languages when they vote; street 
signs in some parts of Miami are printed in both English and Spanish; and 
classroom instruction is taught in 115 different languages in New York City 
schools. Altogether, over 300 languages are spoken in the United States. 
Around 2.6 million schoolchildren throughout the country do not speak 
English at all. 

English language learners (ELLs) or limited-English proficiency (LEP) 

children who come from homes where a language other than English is spoken, are 

one of the fastest – growing student populations in U.S. schools (Cheung & Slavin, 
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2004). The demographics of the U.S. are changing dramatically.  This means that so 

are the classrooms across the country.  The school systems must adjust accordingly 

with evolving changes among the student population.   

Researchers, administrators, and educators must be adequately prepared to 

adjust to their local demographics.  For example, in 1982 only one in ten children in 

the U.S. schools was Hispanic, that is, a member of a family from Mexico, Puerto 

Rico, Cuba, El Salvador, the Dominican Republic, Columbia, Venezuela, or another 

Central or South American country (Bahamonde, 1999). According to Bahamonde 

(1999), by the year 2020 this ratio will grow to approximately one in four, primarily 

due to rising immigration. The enrollment of the LEP population in the United States 

has steadily grown according to the following chart: 

 

 

Figure 1.1. 
Rate of Total K-12 and LEP Enrollment Growth, 1993-1994 to 2003-2004 
Note. LEP = Limited English Proficient. Retrieved from 
http://www.migrationinformation.org/USFocus/display.cfm?ID=373 
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An escalation of enrollment of LEPs in the American school system is a direct effect 

of rising immigration.  More immigrant children meant less English-speaking children 

in the classrooms. This also acknowledges the fact that these children were not 

speaking English at home.  Most likely, these children were only being exposed to 

English at school. 

According to the United States Department of Education, National Center for 

Education Statistics (NCES 2010):  

between 1979 and 2008, the number of school-age children (children ages 5-
17) who spoke a language other than English at home increased from 3.8 to 
10.9 million, or from 9 to 21 percent of the population in this age range. An 
increase (from 18 to 21 percent) was also evident during the more recent 
period of 2000 through 2008. After increasing from 3 to 6 percent between 
1979 and 2000, the percentage of school-age children who spoke a language 
other than English at home and who spoke English with difficulty decreased to 
5 percent in 2008. 

 
The recent decrease in the percentage of school-age children who spoke English with 

difficulty could be partly attributed, not only to the higher number of bilingual 

programs and their availability, but also to the improved knowledge of these programs 

today.  The following table represents additional statistics for LEP children in the 

United States who speak other languages at home regarding years 1979-2008, 

including those previously reported. 
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National Center for Education Statistics 
Table 1.1. 
Number and percentage of children ages 5–17 who spoke a language other than 
English at home and who spoke English with difficulty: Selected years, 1979–2008 

[Numbers in millions] 

               Spoke a language other than English at home 

  

Total 
population 

        Spoke English with difficulty 
    

Number 

Percent of 
total 

population 

  

Number 

  

Percent of 
total 

population 

  Percent of those 
who spoke a 

language other 
than English at 

home 

          
          

Year         

1979 44.7   3.8 8.5   1.3   2.8   34.2 
1989 42.3   5.2 12.3   1.8   4.3   34.6 
1992 47.7   6.3 13.2   2.2   4.6   34.9 
1995 47.5   6.7 14.1   2.4   5.2   35.8 
1999 52.7   8.8 16.7   2.6   5.0   29.5 
                      
2000 52.5   9.5 18.1   2.9   5.5   30.5 
2001 53.0   9.8 18.5   2.8   5.4   28.6 
2002 53.0   9.8 18.5   2.8   5.3   28.6 
2003 53.0   9.9 18.7   2.9   5.5   29.4 
2004 52.9   9.9 18.8   2.8   5.3   27.9 
                      
2005 52.8   10.6 20.0   2.8   5.4   26.8 
2006 53.4   10.8 20.3   2.8   5.2   25.4 
2007 53.2   10.8 20.4   2.7   5.1   25.2 
2008 53.0   10.9 20.5   2.7   5.0   24.6 

NOTE: Respondents were asked whether each child in the household spoke a language other than English at 
home. If they answered "yes," they were asked how well each child could speak English using the following 
categories: "very well," "well," "not well," and "not at all." All children who were reported to speak English less than 
"very well" were considered to have difficulty speaking English. Spanish-language versions of both the Current 
Population Survey (CPS) and the American Community Survey (ACS) were available to respondents. Due to 
differences between the CPS and the ACS, use caution when comparing data before 2000 (CPS) with data from 
2000 onward (ACS). For more information on the CPS and the ACS, see supplemental notes 2 and 3, respectively.  

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Commerce, Census Bureau, Current Population Survey (CPS), 1979 and 1989 
November Supplement and 1992, 1995, and 1999 October Supplement, and American Community Survey (ACS), 
2000–2008. 

 

With the increasingly high number of non-English speaking students, it is necessary 

that the United States accommodate each and every student with a fair and just 

education. It is extremely critical that the education provided to each student 

adequately meet his or her needs, even if that means that a type of bilingual education 
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program be applied in their favor.  Although just as quickly as countless bilingual 

education programs are being implemented, numerous programs are being halted as 

well. So what is happening to the ELLs and LEPs in our school systems? It is evident 

that not all ELLs have been served properly and fairly. According to Moss and Puma 

(1995), about 25% of English language learners repeat a grade by third grade.  With 

such a high statistic rate of failure among ELLs, it is obvious that not all school 

districts are complying with regulations of providing a beneficial and fair education to 

every student. So why do we have all of the controversy surrounding bilingual 

education in the United States’ school system?  

 For the past 25 years, politicians, educators, lawmakers, researchers and 

parents have battled with the idea of bilingual education being taught in our American 

school system. Some researchers and educators argue in opposition to bilingual 

education, while others strongly trust in the programs.  The people who are in favor of 

bilingual education programs have witnessed the short-term and long-term effects of 

these programs.  Bilingualism is correlated to positive academic effects in situations 

where both languages have perceived value in the home and community (Cummins & 

Swain, 1986).  Bilingual education programs and their participants have been 

researched for decades now.  Researchers, educators, and parents want to know the 

exact effects of bilingual education, so that they may continue to advocate promoting 

the success of the bilingual education programs. These are the people who have 

dedicated their lives to advocating for bilingual education in the United States.  Then, 

of course, there are the citizens who do not want any sort of bilingual education in 
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their community and schools. They want no part of it, nor do they want their fellow 

people to participate in any part of it.  

Bilingual education is definitely a controversial subject in the United States 

public education system.  When bilingual education programs were first started, they 

were viewed as remedial programs. Remedial programs are generally associated with 

assisting students who are academically behind in their content, have a learning 

disability, or has been unsuccessful at individual achievement without additional 

support from a teacher.  Because remedial programs tend to carry a negative 

connotation, bilingual education programs were scrutinized with negativity, as well.  

The majority of students who needed to be enrolled in some form of bilingual 

education program were not behind academically nor did they have learning 

disabilities preventing them from learning alongside their peers in a mainstream 

classroom. It is dreadfully difficult to deem bilingual education programs as 

enrichment programs, instead of remedial programs, as they once were.  Bilingual 

programs left a bad taste in American taxpayers’ mouths because they were paying 

their tax dollars to remediate other people’s children, not their own children.  These 

critics of bilingual education programs are still strongly advocating ending all 

bilingual education funding and its programs.  

Types of Bilingual Education 

There are different forms of bilingual education programs. Schooling generally 

defined as bilingual education actually comprises a variety of approaches (Brisk, 

2006).  Many programs in existence are labeled “bilingual,” but there may be a low 
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degree of comparability among them.  These programs are labeled “bilingual” by 

administrators seeking compliance with state and federal regulations (Lessow-Hurley, 

1990).  Some programs have bilingualism as a goal, whereas others seek development 

of proficiency in English only.  Programs are designed to serve different types of 

students:  English speakers, international sojourners, or language minority students 

(Brisk, 2006).  Each is different from one another based on its method of teaching and 

theory of acquisition. Each program is also a different formulation, based on how 

much the native language is used versus how much the target language is applied.   

The four most popular programs are: 

• Transitional bilingual education 

• English immersion  

• English as a second language 

• Two-way bilingual education 

These four programs are the most commonly utilized bilingual education programs in 

primary schools in the United States.  In order to accommodate a diverse student 

population, bilingual education programs are more popular in different parts of the 

United States.  However, in Texas they primarily use the English as a second language 

(ESL) program model as well as the two-way bilingual program (Alanís, 2000).   

The majority of bilingual programs terminate after 5th grade.  Once these 

students go to the 6th grade, they are most likely no longer in a bilingual program.  

This situation creates an issue for some ELLs and LEPs because not all are ready to be 
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immediately mainstreamed into the regular classroom at the middle school level.   At 

the middle and secondary levels, the number of bilingual programs significantly 

decreases, as compared to the number of programs at the primary school level.  There 

is not adequate support for these students once they exit the bilingual programs in 

elementary school, thus producing even a bigger challenge to keep these students 

actively participating in school.   

The Bilingual Student  

 According to the Columbia Encyclopedia of 2008, bilingual education is 

defined as the sanctioned use of more than one language in U.S. education; 

bilingualism proponents note the importance of ethnic heritage and the preservation of 

language and culture, as well as the need to educate non-English-speaking students in 

all subjects, not just English.  Bilingual education initially began as a method to teach 

English to non-English speaking students. However, the term bilingual education can 

also refer to teaching English-speaking students a foreign language. The term is used 

interchangeably in both situations. Bilingual education programs also incorporate and 

focus on biliteracy as well.  Biliteracy is the state of being literate in more than one 

language.  The difference between one being bilingual and biliterate is that biliteracy 

incorporates the skills of being able to write and read.  Bilingual education programs 

target fluency in reading and writing in addition to speaking and listening.  

When schools provide children quality education in their primary language, 
they give them two things: knowledge and literacy. The knowledge that 
children get through their first language helps make the English they hear and 
read more comprehensible. Literacy developed in the primary language 
transfers to the second language. The reason is simple: Because we learn by 
reading, that is, by making sense of what is on the page, it is easier to learn to 
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read in a language we understand. Once we can read in one language, we can 
read in general. (Krashen, 1997). 

This is in agreement with the language acquisition theory that once a student has a 

solid foundation and background knowledge of his or her native language, they will 

then apply that knowledge towards the learning and acquiring of a second language.  

These students, to their advantage, are able to transfer their previously attained 

knowledge to more easily facilitate a new language (Krashen, 1997).  

 Bilingual education programs strive to meet countless goals to assist students 

in American society despite harsh criticism from English-only organizations and 

unsupportive citizens.  According to NABE (National Association of Bilingual 

Education, 2010), in today’s context, a period of demographic transformation in 

United States, bilingual education means something more specific. It refers to 

approaches in the classroom that use the native languages of ELLs for instruction. 

Goals include:  

• teaching English,  

• fostering academic achievement,  

• acculturating immigrants to a new society,  

• preserving a minority group’s linguistic and cultural heritage,  

• enabling English speakers to learn a second language,  

• developing national language resources, or 

• any combination of the above. 
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The aim of bilingual education is to ensure that a child who is proficient in his/her 

mother tongue acquires the same level of comfort and expertise in the other language.  

The primary purpose of all bilingual programs is to foster bilingualism, achieve 

academic success, and cultural pluralism.   

According to Blanton (2004),  

“Government linguist James E. Alatis, explained of such experimentation that 
the science of language acquisition was evolving, and that other factors such as 
cultural clash and reinforcement were now considered central to the acquisition 
of languages. In addition, Alatis claimed, the child’s culture was important. 
Alatis provided a vivid analogy to explain that a certain nod to the student’s 
ethnicity was granted in newer versions of the audio-lingual approach: “the 
modern linguist does not reject outright the native tongue or dialect of the 
various students. He believes, rather, that we should leave the student’s 
language alone (and teach him a second idiom as if it were a foreign tongue.) 
His native language or dialect is vitally important to him in maintaining social 
acceptability in his own immediate environment.” 

Alatis believed in enriching students’ background and language to promote their 

acquiring of a second language.  He believed in additive bilingualism, rather than 

subtractive bilingualism, which would take away from students’ culture and heritage, 

including their language.  Such programs are subtractive because the development of 

the second language is done at the expense of the native language (Brisk, 2006).  

Some bilingual education programs’ approaches are additive because they foster 

development of both the second and native languages (Lambert, 1977).  Subtractive 

models emphasize English language development and success is measured by how 

quickly the students exit the program. Additive models focus on dual-language 

development as well as academic preparation (Brisk, 2006). 
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The Bilingual Education Debate 

Currently, there are still a number of issues concerning bilingual education. 

Numerous critics assess bilingual education programs and claim that they are 

unsuccessful and do not meet the needs of non-English speaking students. Lawmakers 

and politicians steadily push for English only laws and are adamant about eliminating 

all bilingual education programs.  Educators, researchers, and parents still question 

whether students will benefit from bilingual education programs.  These concerns still 

linger in the education community. Success has been severely limited by constraints in 

the implementation of the programs. Bilingual programs are often reluctantly 

implemented, inadequately staffed, limited in resources and poorly administered. The 

success of bilingual programs in this country would soar if attention were paid to 

problems in implementation (Cárdenas, 1993). The lack of success among bilingual 

education programs may not be in the program itself, but in the way that the programs 

are utilized.   If the programs are not implemented correctly, they will have a higher 

failure rate. 

Also, taxpayers are concerned that too much funding goes into bilingual 

education, demanding that all education be in English. According to the United States 

Department of Education (2010), bilingual education in the United States costs 

taxpayers an estimated $200 million a year in federal funds and billions of dollars in 

state and local expenditures.  In 1968 Congress provided funding for bilingual 

programs in Title VII of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act, also known as 

the Bilingual Education Act. The U.S. History Encyclopedia reported that Title VII 
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appropriation for special language programs for both minority language and 

mainstream groups rose from $7.5 million in 1969 to $117 million in 1995. 

Opponents of bilingual education also express their concern that bilingual 

education funding should be used primarily to assist students whose first language is 

not English.  However, clearly stated bilingual education is the teaching and acquiring 

of two languages, not specifically stating which language was learned first. Also, there 

are successful bilingual education programs which incorporate English-speaking 

students with non-English speaking students to facilitate academic and social 

achievement in the classroom.   

Critics of bilingual education claim that bilingual education programs harm our 

students more than assist them.  They cite studies that show that students who 

participated in these programs continued to fail in public schools. They claim that 

bilingual education programs hinder these students academically because they do not 

ever develop a firm grasp on the English language, therefore continually falling behind 

in their education.  Critics also focus on the high dropout rates in the United States, 

especially those of Hispanic students.  They assert that Hispanic’s dropout rates are 

higher due to the failure of the United States’ bilingual education programs.  They 

argue that the bilingual programs are not completing their goals if the majority of 

Hispanic students never fully achieve academic accountability in English.  They blame 

their dropout rates on only bilingual education programs, not considering any other 

social or cultural factors that also strongly influence Hispanic students to dropout of 

high school.  
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Some of these parents, who do not request that their child be in a bilingual 

education program, feel that it is forced upon their child by the educational school 

system.  Parents feel that some school districts only see their children as a way to 

qualify to receive their federal and state funding by claiming to serve students with 

bilingual education programs. Also, many parents feel targeted that their children 

participate in bilingual education programs, based on test scores, surnames, and 

nationality.  Frequently, students are perceived as a number, percentage, or statistic. 

Also, critics are concerned that school systems are using bilingual education programs 

to their advantage to secure thousands of jobs through federal funding.  If the United 

States lost the federal bilingual education funding, thousands of citizens would suffer 

as a direct consequence; thousands would be unemployed.  In general, numerous 

critics do not agree with any components of the bilingual education programs in the 

United States. 

The effort gaining the most attention in the education community is the so-

called "English for the Children Initiative" in California, also known as Proposition 

227. This campaign against bilingual education programs was launched by a Silicon 

Valley millionaire, Ron Unz, along with Gloria Matta-Tuchman, a school teacher and 

supporter of English language immersion. Unz ran as a Republican candidate for 

governor of California in 1994 and was defeated.  As a businessman, he was 

concerned that bilingual education today is doing a poor job of preparing students for 

today's workforce, and he dedicated personal funds for the initiative (Romero, 1998). 

Ron Unz is just one of several prominent figures, publicly opposing bilingual 
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education.  He has even assisted other states, like Arizona and Massachusetts, in 

attempting to end bilingual education. He also assisted Colorado, but failed.  

According to NABE’s website, some English Only advocates go further, 

arguing that even if bilingual education is effective – which they doubt – it's still a bad 

idea for the country because bilingualism threatens to sap our sense of national 

identity and divide us along ethnic lines. They fear that any government recognition of 

minority languages "sends the wrong message" to immigrants, encouraging them to 

believe they can live in the United States without learning English or conforming to 

"American" ways.  Such complaints have made bilingual education a target of political 

attacks. Among the most serious to date were the ballot initiatives in California, 

Arizona, and Massachusetts mandating all-English instruction for most children until 

they become fully proficient in English. These arbitrary restrictions on bilingual 

education dismantled effective programs and made it harder for educators to serve 

English language learners. 

Experts have said that bilingual education plays a huge part in promoting 

future success, both academically and socially.  What effects do bilingual education 

programs have on students?  Do these programs promote academic and social 

development of students?  There is very limited research concerning the effects, 

especially social and academic, on the students who participate in bilingual education 

programs. Also, at times, the research is conflicting. This inconsistency is due to 

constantly evolving bilingual education programs that are frequently unstable. 

Additionally, due to immigration, migration, and the elevated high school drop-out 

http://ourworld.compuserve.com/homepages/JWCRAWFORD/engonly.htm
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rate, it is very difficult to track students through the public school system, making it 

more difficult to research these students.  This seems to be a fault in the American 

school tracking system, especially with ELLS or LEPs.  The researcher is interested in 

investigating their academic and social development, possibly contributing to their 

bilingual education.  In this work, the researcher will review literature regarding 

bilingual education programs in the United States, including its history, controversies, 

as well as provide an overview of bilingual programs.   
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CHAPTER II 

THE HISTORY OF BILINGUAL EDUCATION IN THE U.S. 

 Bilingual education has a long and extensive history dating back hundreds of 

years.  According to James Crawford (2004), since the first colonists arrived on 

American shores, education has been provided through languages other than English.  

As early as 1694, German-speaking Americans were operating schools in their mother 

tongue.  The acts of the Continental Congress, from 1774 to 1779, made provisions for 

the publication of documents in German to benefit the large German-speaking 

population in the country (Ambert & Melendez, 1985).  This history dates back to the 

days of the United States Constitution and before. The Founding Fathers of the 

Constitution purposely and consciously made a decision to leave out an official 

language requirement for the new country. 

Immigration and its Impact 

By the 1840s a large number of immigrant children were placed in American 

schools. Non-English or dual language instruction was offered in more than a dozen 

states in a variety of languages including German, Swedish, Norwegian, Danish, 

Dutch, Polish, Czech, French, and Spanish (Ovando & Collier, 1985; Tyack, 1974).  

The majority of these immigrant students were of German ethnicity. At that time, 

many of these schools that accommodated the German student population were not 

public schools, but parochial schools. In these parochial schools, almost all of the 

teaching was in German, and English was taught as an individual subject (Cerda & 

Hernandez, 2006).  Immigrant Germans fared well in maintaining their language 
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through dual language instruction during the nineteenth century.  By the turn of the 

century, 17,584 students were studying German in dual language programs, the great 

majority of them in the primary grades (Lessow-Hurley, 1990).  In 1880, German was 

taught in 53 of 57 public schools in Saint Louis, Missouri, and German-English 

programs attracted not only German children, but also Anglo-American children who 

learned German as a second language (Escamilla, 1980).   

The Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo and its Effects on Bilingual Education 

The German population was not the only population that significantly 

increased. Also, the Mexican population dramatically rose in the late 1840s. The 

Mexican-American war was nearing its end on September 13, 1847 when it took a 

surprising turn.  General Winfield Scott’s American army invaded Mexico City, 

leaving 4,000 Mexicans dead and another 3,000 were taken prisoner (Acuña, 1988). 

Although Mexico was badly beaten, they continued to fight for several more months 

trying to recoup. The country was in turmoil and desperate to salvage anything and 

everyone they could.  

Mexico was feeling the pressure from the United States to negotiate peace 

along their borders.  According to Acuña (1988), on February 2, 1848, the Mexicans 

ratified the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, with Mexico accepting the Rio Grande as 

the Texas border and ceding the Southwest (which incorporated the present-day states 

of California, New Mexico, Nevada, and parts of Colorado, Arizona, and Utah) to the 

United States in return for 15 million dollars. This ratification would lead to numerous 

other decisions pertaining to the rights of Mexicans on new American land.  In the 
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ensuing few months, the United States Senate and Mexican Congress would 

deliberate, modify, and vote for new adjustments to the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo.  

Every single one of these ratifications deeply concerned Mexican peace 

negotiators.  They worried about their Mexican citizens who lived in the newly 

conquered territories. They were apprehensive about the Mexicans’ rights and well-

being. They expressed great reservations about these people being forced to “merge or 

blend” into Anglo-American culture. Under the treaty, Mexicans in the U.S. had one 

year to choose whether to return to Mexico or remain in “occupied Mexico.” About 

2,000 elected to leave; most remained in what they considered their land (Acuña, 

1988).  The Mexicans wanted to stay in their familiar land, although the new ways of 

life would not be so familiar to them.  Spanish-speaking Mexicans living in these 

territories suddenly became linguistic minorities in their place of birth (Leibowitz, 

1980). 

Forced Anglicization 

 Prior to the twentieth century, the U.S. government had also actively imposed 

the use of English among Native Americans and the inhabitants of the incorporated 

territories of the Southwest. Castellanos (1983) reports that where locally controlled 

education was permitted, Native American communities often provided dual language 

instruction: 

The Cherokees established and operated an educational system of 21 schools 
and two academies, which enrolled eleven hundred pupils, and produced a 
population ninety percent literate in its native language.  They used bilingual 
materials to such an extent that by 1852 Oklahoma Cherokees had a higher 
English literacy level than the White population of either Texas or Arkansas. 
(Crawford, 1989). 
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By the 1880s, the Bureau of Indian Affairs implemented a policy of forced 

Anglicization for Native Americans sending Indian children to boarding schools. Such 

policies did not succeed in eradicating the children’s native languages, but it did instill 

in them a sense of shame that guaranteed the exclusive use of English for future 

generations (Crawford, 1998; McCarty, 2002).  

Birth of English-only Hostility 
 

However, it was not until the approval of the Naturalization Act of 1906 that 

English was officially designated as the only language to be taught in schools. In 

addition, the Naturalization Act required all immigrants to speak English in order to be 

eligible to start their process of naturalization (Perez, 2004). This justification of the 

imposition of English was based on the explicit connection between English and U.S. 

national identity and on the empirically-determined correlation between bilingualism 

and inferior intelligence (Schmid, 2001). In 1917, Congress passed the Burnett Act, 

which required all new immigrants to pass a literacy test and prohibited immigration 

from Asia, except for Japan and the Philippines. Requiring immigrants to pass a 

literacy test is almost impossible because the majority of them have not had any type 

of previous English instruction.  Such a measure reveals the closeness between racial 

prejudice and linguistic restrictions (Schmid, 2001).   

At this time, previous tolerance toward German speakers turned to hostility 

(Schmid, 2001; Wiley, 2002).  The onset of World War I brought anti-German 

feelings to a head, and a rash of legislation aimed at eliminating the German language 

caused the collapse of dual language programs around the country (Lessow-Hurley, 
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1990).  At the turn of the century, only 14 of the 45 states mandated English as the 

sole language of instruction in the schools.  By 1923, a total of 34 of the 48 states had 

English-only instructional policies (Castellanos, 1983).  Two by-products of World 

War I, isolationism and nationalism, took their toll on bilingual programs (Lessow-

Hurley, 1990).  Subsequent to World War I, bilingual education in general fell into 

disfavor, along with traditional foreign language instruction as well.  The state of 

Nebraska went so far as to outlaw the teaching of foreign languages altogether, but 

that effort was deterred by a United States Supreme Court decision (Meyer v. 

Nebraska, 1923) that held the prohibition unconstitutional, making a case that is based 

on the Fourteenth Amendment (Lessow-Hurley, 1990). 

  Not much later, President Theodore Roosevelt (1926) emphasized the 

connection between English acquisition and loyalty to the U.S. with the following 

statement: 

“We have room for but one language in this country and that is the English 
language, for we intend to see that the crucible turns our people out as 
Americans, of American nationality, and not as dwellers in a polyglot boarding 
house.” ([1919] 1926: XXIV, 554 as cited in Crawford, 2001)  

The hostile climate against languages other than English would result in the drastic 

reduction of any type of bilingual instruction in the U.S. According to Crawford 

(1998), the restriction of language use had two intentions. The first purpose was to 

deprive minorities of their individual rights in order to frustrate worker solidarity. The 

second one was to institute a perception of the United States as an exclusively Anglo 

community.  
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 In 1927, in the case of Farrington v. Tokushige, the Supreme Court invalidated 

the law that banned foreign language instruction without a permit in schools in 

Hawaii. The Supreme Court ruled that prohibiting schools to teach in a language other 

than English violates constitutional rights protected under the Fifth Amendment 

(Cordasco, 1976; DelValle, 2003; Tollefson, 2002).  In 1949, in Mo Hock Ke Lok Po 

v. Stainback, the judge ruled that parents have the right to have their children taught in 

the language they choose (Cordasco, 1976; DelValle, 2003).  Therefore, the parents 

had more civil rights concerning the well-being of their children in the American 

school system.  It was no longer the decision of school districts to choose language 

programs for its students. 

The Civil Rights Movement  

 The Brown vs. the Board of Education ruling motivated the African American 

community in their struggle for civil rights (Nieto, 2009).  They launched an intense 

campaign of political activism that eventually brought about other similar rulings 

against segregation in public schools, such as the Little Rock integration decision in 

1957 (Urban & Wagoner, 2003).  The social movement that started at this point would 

culminate with the passage of the Civil Rights Act in 1964, which outlawed 

discrimination. At the same time, Title VI, the part of the Civil Rights Act that 

pertained to education, became the paramount initiative for bilingual education in the 

United States (Nieto, 2009).  Title VI allowed funds to be withheld from school 

districts that maintained segregation or did not promote integration (DelValle, 2003; 

Urban & Wagoner, 2003).  
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The Civil Rights Movement initiated a new sense of philosophy, along with a 

new sense of entitlement and pride.  The beliefs behind the Civil Rights Movement 

were “equality for everyone before the law.” This Movement was meant to give equal 

rights to every citizen, and disallowing any type of discrimination. These inequities 

included racial segregation, freedom of religion, rights in the workplace, and a free, 

equal education for all. The nation was in the midst of an energetic movement 

favoring the expansion of civil rights, and this political climate led to more bilingual 

programs being quickly established in a number of states (Ambert & Melendez, 1985). 

The Civil Rights Movement helped increase actions among other minority 

organizations that pushed for equality for all citizens.  Legislative and judicial support 

for publicly funded bilingual education programs is rooted historically in the Civil 

Rights Movement.  Overall, the climate of the times in the late 1950s and early 1960s 

favored the establishment of bilingual education programs (Lessow-Hurley, 1990). 

The Civil Rights Movement seemed to initiate a more positive, welcoming ambiance 

towards the field of bilingual education. 

The Return of Bilingual Education 

In the 1960s, ethno-linguistic minorities experienced a pronounced increase in 

numbers. In 1965, the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) was 

approved and funded by Congress.  The act was part of President Lyndon B. 

Johnson’s War on Poverty, and its broad purpose was to equalize educational 

opportunities (Lessow-Hurley, 1990).  The lack of access to a meaningful education 

hindered the possibility of full participation in society for these non-English speaking 
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students and blocked their upward mobility. Both facts motivated Congress to pass the 

Bilingual Education Act of 1968, also known as Title VII of the Elementary and 

Secondary Education Act (Crawford, 1989).  Federal participation in the education of 

limited-English-speaking students began in earnest with the implementation of Title 

VII (Bilingual Education Act), an amendment to the ESEA of 1965 (Halcón and 

Reyes, 1992).  In the first year of its existence in 1968, the expenditure limit 

authorized by law was $15 million, in 1969 it rose to $30 million, and by 1970 it was 

approximately $40 million. Although, these such amounts were authorized, nothing 

could force the administration to spend that much (Blanton, 2004).  Title VII 

represented the first bilingual and bicultural education program that was approved at 

the federal level. It offered supplemental funding for those districts that developed 

special programs to meet the needs of students whose English was not proficient. It 

granted funding for planning and developing bilingual programs and for defraying the 

costs of training and operating those programs (Schmid, 2001).  However, the 

administration’s immediate priority was obviously not bilingual education. 

The Bilingual Education Act has been considered the most important law in 

recognizing linguistic minority rights in the history of the United States (Nieto, 2009).  

The law did not force school districts to offer bilingual programs, but it encouraged 

them to experiment with new pedagogical approaches by funding programs that 

targeted principally low-income and non-English speaking populations (Crawford, 

1989, 2004; DelValle, 2003; Ricento, 1998).  In 1971, Massachusetts was the first 



Texas Tech University, Tracee Ann Tomlinson, December 2010 

25 
 

state to mandate bilingual education (Lessow-Hurley, 1990).  According to Dallek 

(1991):  

One of the central ironies in the history of the Bilingual Education Act and the 
modern bilingual education movement is that both were officially legitimized 
by President Lyndon Baines Johnson, the only United States president to have 
had actual experience in teaching non-English-speaking children. In fact, the 
very man who signed into law the Bilingual Education Act in January, 1968, 
practiced English-Only pedagogy in his first job six decades earlier at a 
poverty-stricken, segregated, Mexican American school in Cotulla, Texas, 
called Welhausen Elementary. The blatant exploitation of and prejudice 
against Mexican Americans affected Johnson; he wanted to “spark something 
inside them, to fill their souls with ambition and interest and belief in the 
future.” 

President Johnson based his decisions regarding bilingual education on personal 

experiences.  He promoted bilingual education based on his first-hand experiences, 

which greatly contributed to the success of the bilingual education programs at that 

time. Johnson’s relationship to Mexican-Americans and his use of English-Only as a 

young teacher implicitly demonstrate the high irony of Johnson’s signing of the 

Bilingual Education Act (Blanton, 2004). 

Many congressional supporters were actively aware of bilingual education. It 

represented the rare instance of a bill’s achieving wide popularity even though 

participants supported it for different reasons and held paradoxically different 

conceptions of it. This condition does not indicate a dearth of interest or the result of a 

campaign of purposeful misinformation but an exuberance based on the wide 

possibilities of the legislation (Blanton, 2004).  At this time, people still had mixed 

feeling regarding bilingual education, however they were excited to observe the 

potential outcomes. 
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In 1974, the Bilingual Education Act was amended to explicitly define bi-

lingual education programs, identify goals, and stipulate the requirement of feedback 

and progress reports from the programs. At the time, the lack of a systematic means of 

determining success of such programs was considered one of the failures of bilingual 

education (Bangura & Muo, 2001).  In addition, the terms of eligibility were 

broadened by eliminating the low-income requirement that was included in the Act of 

1968 (Crawford, 1989).  In 1982, Terrence Bell, Secretary of Education, saw the 

guidelines in the Bilingual Education Act as too inflexible. Finally, the bilingual 

education bill retained the principle of local control, allowing school districts the 

option of participating or not participating in the program (San Miguel, 1984). Since 

school districts were allowed to individually choose their preference of participation, 

countless districts could not be relied upon to implement the best choice for their 

student population.  

Also, in 1974, another important milestone in bilingual education ensued.  A 

civil rights case was filed in San Francisco, California by a group of Chinese-

American students who claimed that they were denied a fair and equal education.  

There were approximately 2,800 Chinese-American students in the school system that 

did not speak English. Roughly 1,000 of the Chinese-American students received 

special accommodations, however the remaining 1,800 did not.  Kinney Timmon Lau 

and the 1,800 students, who did not receive any type of assistance based on their 

limited English proficiency, filed a lawsuit against the school district and president of 

the San Francisco school board. This lawsuit would come to be known as Lau v. 
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Nichols. These limited English proficiency students claimed they were receiving 

instruction completely in English, a language they did not comprehend.  They declared 

that they were denied all special assistance that should have been provided to English 

language learners.  The lawsuit was filed after numerous attempts to resolve the issue 

between the San Francisco education community and the San Francisco Chinese-

American community. There were numerous meetings among the Chinese-American 

people as well as with the school board and administrators.  The parents of these 

Chinese-American students were demanding that some sort of bilingual education be 

provided to their children. Solutions and bilingual programs were proposed, however, 

the opposing groups still could not agree on a mutual resolution.  The lawsuit went to 

the United States Supreme Court in 1974 and the court ruled unanimously in favor of 

the Chinese-American students.  The Supreme Court ruled that it is the duty of the 

school district to ensure that all students who do not speak English be provided special 

accommodations and not be discriminated against for not speaking English.  

According to the ruling of Lau v. Nichols, 1974,  

“There is no equality of treatment merely by providing students with the same 
facilities, textbooks, and curriculum, for students who do not understand 
English are effectively foreclosed from any meaningful education.  Basic 
English skills are at the heart of what these schools teach.  Imposition of a 
requirement that, before a child can effectively participate in the educational 
program, he must have already acquired those basic skills is to make a 
mockery of public education.  We know that those who do not understand 
English are certain to find their classroom experiences wholly 
incomprehensible and in no way meaningful” (U.S. Supreme Court, 414 U.S. 
563). 

The Supreme Court reasoned that the responsibility of overcome language barriers that 

impede full integration of students falls on the school boards and not on the parents or 
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children; otherwise, there is no real access for these students to a meaningful 

education (Cordasco 1976, Crawford, 2004).   This decision alleviated some of the 

pressure that was upon the families, whom many were not educated enough to make a 

decision without a background knowledge regarding bilingual education.  

 The Lau ruling did not mention any specific remedies; it just mentioned 

‘appropriate action’ (Nieto, 2009). In 1975, the Office of Civil Rights released a series 

of guidelines by which school districts should abide in order to comply with the Su-

preme Court Lau decision. These guidelines became known as the ‘Lau Remedies’ 

and essentially promoted transitional bilingual education programs. The Lau remedies 

were to be withdrawn in 1981 (Crawford, 1989; DelValle, 2003). That year, in the 

case Castaneda v. Pickard, the Fifth Circuit established three requirements to define 

what appropriate action meant when implementing programs to help language 

minority students overcome language barriers. The program:  

• must be based on sound educational theory;  

• must have sufficient resources and personnel; and  

•  must be evaluated periodically to assume effectiveness in teaching students 

English.  

These requirements offered ample leeway for districts reluctant to implement bilingual 

education programs (DelValle, 2003). This definitely gave school districts a stronger 

position to create more bilingual education programs.  

 Also, in 1981, another milestone court case occurred. This time it was the 

United States v. Texas. According to the Handbook of Texas Online (2010), this case 
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came as the result of Mexican American schools staffing ill-trained, underpaid 

teachers, not having proper resources, and children attending shortened school terms.  

“Prejudice and deprivation”, District Judge William W. Justice stated, blocked equal 

educational opportunities for these children and produced a “deep sense of inferiority, 

cultural isolation, and acceptance of failure.”  

By 1983, bilingual education was permitted in all 50 states, and nine states had 

laws requiring some form of dual language instruction for students with limited 

English proficiency (Ovando & Collier, 1985).  Finally, all of the United States was 

able to teach bilingual education after fighting for over one hundred years. 

Modern Bilingual Education 

In 1994, California passed Proposition 187, with a 59% favorable vote. 

Proposition 187 prohibited illegal immigrants from using health care, public 

education, and other social services. Its constitutionality was immediately challenged 

and three days after election day, a temporary restraining was placed on the new law. 

In March of 1998, U.S. District Court confirmed that the federal government has 

exclusive authority of immigration policies and thus, the law was unconstitutional. 

This court ruling effectively killed the law (Cerda & Hernandez, 2006).  Although the 

proposition was declared unconstitutional, it fueled the drive to pass new initiatives 

toward limiting the rights and benefits previously accorded to immigrants (Crawford, 

2004).  This proved that there was still an existence of prejudice towards immigrants 

and their rights as American citizens.  
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In 1998, Proposition 227, promoted by multimillionaire Ron Unz, was adopted 

in California. Proposition 227 ended the bilingual education programs throughout the 

state of California. Many of these were replaced with English-only instruction models 

(Crawford, 2004). A similar proposition eliminating instruction in any language other 

than English was approved in the year 2000 in Arizona (Crawford, 2001, 2004). 

Massachusetts followed in their footsteps in 2002.  

In 2001, the George Bush administration successfully passed the No Child Left 

Behind (NCLB) Act, which brought about numerous changes pertaining to education 

in the United States, especially in the bilingual education department. Title VII, also 

known as the Bilingual Education Act, was eliminated as part of a larger "school 

reform" measure known as NCLB, proposed by the Bush administration and passed 

with broad bipartisan support (Crawford, 2004).  The No Child Left Behind Act holds 

mainstream teachers accountable for ELLs’ English language development (Freeman, 

2004).   

According to James Crawford (2004), senate democrats exacted a price for 

their agreement to repeal Title VII, and funds were increased about 50 percent. The 

impact of the increase was unclear, however, given that the money was spread more 

thinly than before. Under No Child Left Behind, federal funds continued to support the 

education of English language learners (ELLs). But the money was spent in new ways, 

supporting programs likely to be quite different from those funded under Title VII. 

One thing is certain: the rapid teaching of English will take precedence at every turn. 
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"Accountability" provisions, such as judging schools by the percentage of ELLs 

reclassified as fluent in English each year, are expected to discourage the use of 

native-language instruction. Annual English assessments were mandated, "measurable 

achievement objectives" were established, and failure to show academic progress in 

English was punishable. 

NCLB breaks with Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 by subjecting ELLs 

to high stakes tests that determine their school’s future. It does this despite the fact that 

bilingual programs are under-funded and unregulated (Crawford, 2004).  Thus, by 

allowing ELL test results to determine whether or not a school “fails”, NCLB has 

made access to public education dependent on whether or not minority subgroups 

make adequate yearly progress. This turns the question of whether or not a school 

receives a failing label into a question of how many ELLs attend. This is in direct 

conflict with Title VI’s mandate that no one be denied access to a federally funded 

program based on their skin color or race. While NCLB does not distinguish one ELL 

subgroup from the next, its practical effect is clear; students who do not comprise the 

white majority are a deciding factor in whether or not a school “fails” (Hillner, 2006).  

This removes the focus from our white population of students, and now shifts the 

barrier to be on our minority groups, although many of these students have not been in 

the American school system for near as long of a period of time as the American 

students.  It is unjust that this difficulty be placed on our minority population. 
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History of Bilingual Education in the U.S. Timeline 

1694 – Public schools offered instruction in German 

1840s – Immigrant children placed in American schools (mostly parochial) 

1848 – Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo  

1850s – Native American communities provided dual language instruction 

1880s – Bureau of Indian Affairs forced Anglicization 

1906 – Naturalization Act passed in Texas 

1917 – Congress passed the Burnett Act 

1923 – 34 of 48 U.S. states implemented English-only instructional policies; 
            Meyer v. Nebraska  

1927 – Farrington v. Tokushige 

1964 – Civil Right Act, Title VI 

1965 – Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) approved by Congress 

1968 – Bilingual Education Act, Title VII of the ESEA 

1971 – Massachusetts is first state to mandate bilingual education 

1974 – Lau v. Nichols 

1983 – Bilingual education permitted in all 50 states 

1998 – California adopted Proposition 227, which ratified bilingual education 

2000 – Arizona passes Proposition 203, which ratified bilingual education 

2001 – No Child Left Behind is passed in the U.S.; 
 Bilingual Education Act, Title VII abolished  

2002 – Colorado’s attempt to end bilingual education failed; 
Massachusetts ratified bilingual education 

 
Source: (Acuña, 1988; Blanton, 2004; Castellanos, 1983; Cerda & Hernandez, 2006; 
Cordasco, 1976; Crawford, 1989, 1998, 2004; DelValle, 2003; Lessow-Hurley, 1990; 
McCarty, 2002; Nieto, 2009; Perez, 2004; Schmid, 2001; Tollefson, 2002) 
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CHAPTER III 

U.S. PUBLIC POLICY TOWARDS LANGUAGE 

English Immersion 

 English immersion programs teach English by utilizing an all-English 

approach during all classroom instruction.  There is not a strong model of instruction 

in this program.  This program requires the least amount of preparation, resources, and 

effort on the educator’s part.  English immersion is only considered a form of bilingual 

education particularly for funding and political reasons. Also, many administrators and 

educators refer to the English immersion model due to their lack of knowledge or 

experience in the bilingual education field.  Numerous school districts have not 

adequately prepared their staff to accommodate to ELLs.  The majority of the times, 

unqualified teachers use English immersion to teach English to their non-English 

speaking students, not because they believe that it is the best route to acquire English, 

but because they are unaware of how to teach English by using a true dual language 

model.  This especially contributes to vast negativity surrounding the great deal of 

controversy of English immersion.   

One such possible “quick fix” increasingly cited is monolingual English 

immersion education (Lindholm, 1990). Countless educators assume that as long as 

they are doing their job and teaching in English, the students will just eventually 

“catch on” to the language. However, this is virtually impossible without any prior 

background knowledge or resources. In English immersion education, the students are 

immediately mainstreamed and immersed in the target language. In this program, it is 
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pretty much “sink or swim.”  The term “sink or swim” was coined from the 

assumption that ELLs in an English immersion program will likely either definitely 

fail at acquiring English or may be able to survive in an English-only classroom. Once 

students are completely lost and confused in the language, it is not likely that they will 

struggle to get back to the “surface.” 

By the early 1960s school officials had caught on to the dissatisfaction with 

English-Only (Blanton, 2004).  When minority language speakers are immersed in the 

majority language, however, the goal is assimilationist and results in subtractive 

bilingualism (Roberts, 1995).  This means that English immersion programs do not 

contribute to a student’s bilingualism, instead, they take away from it.  After a student 

has been continually exposed to a second language without reinforcing their first, 

native language, the students will begin to draw away from their heritage language.  

Therefore, these programs subtract, not add, to their bilingualism.   

This program also seems to lower the confidence and desire to succeed in 

school.  Students do not desire to go to school to simply be in a state of confusion for 

hours daily.  Also, students will initially go through a silent period during second 

language acquisition.  In English immersion programs, the silence period tends to be 

longer.  ELL students hope that they will blend into a mainstream classroom, and not 

be forces to speak.  The negativity of these effects of English immersion programs 

contribute to the increasing high school drop-out rate, especially among ELL and LEP 

students.  They do not feel that they have earned any sort of an education due to the 

fact that they have been befuddled during their school experiences in the mainstream 
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classroom.  The majority of students who feel this way will no longer continue to 

participate in their own education.   

After exploring research, it was found that this bilingual education program 

has endless negative social and academic effects on students.  Early findings indicate 

that English immersion is less successful for minority language students than bilingual 

education with native support (Crawford, 1986).   Research is also very limited since it 

is very hard to examine English immersion, mainly because an instructional model is 

in nonexistence.  Furthermore, not many school districts are willing to admit that they 

have utilized the English immersion program with successful outcomes.   

Transitional Bilingual Education 

 In transitional bilingual education (TBE) programs, also referred to as 

“remedial bilingual programs” by Thomas and Collier (2002), the native language of 

language minority students is used while the students are learning English (Brisk, 

2006).  TBE programs are based on the theory that English language learners can 

acquire a second language easily by first acquiring fluency in their first language.  The 

theory bases its beliefs on the idea that students use the basic foundations of their 

native language and apply them in learning a second language.   

The transitional bilingual programs are definitely not the most popular of all 

bilingual education programs, at least not in the eyes of a bilingual education 

advocate.  The reason is because transitional programs only promote the students’ 

proficiency in English.  In a transitional bilingual education program, the primary 

language is used for instructional support until students have reached satisfactory 



Texas Tech University, Tracee Ann Tomlinson, December 2010 

36 
 

levels of English proficiency, usually as defined by a process involving test scores and 

teacher observations (Lessow-Hurley, 1990).  The goal of transitional bilingual 

programs is to gently and smoothly transition the students from their native language 

to the target language in three years or less. This is an extremely difficult challenge for 

LEP students since theorists believe that it takes approximately five to seven years to 

acquire fluency in a language.  The transitional program merely acts like “a bridge” 

for students. Once the students are proficient in English, they are transferred to the 

mainstream (Brisk, 2006).  However, some students remain in this program for an 

extended period of time.  Thus bilingualism is neither the goal nor the promise and is 

the vehicle to attain English proficiency.  Although the transitional bilingual programs 

are not well accepted, they are the most commonly funded bilingual programs in the 

United States; they encourage students who have traditionally been defined as LEP to 

transition to the all-English academic mainstream as quickly as possible (Freeman, 

2004).  This is in anticipation that the students do not fall behind in their content areas. 

 All of the students’ core classes, such as Math or Science, are taught in the 

students’ native language.  A few of the other classes, such as music, art, and physical 

education (P.E.) are taught in the students’ target language.  This is much easier to 

accomplish because it is much simpler for a teacher to demonstrate and communicate 

to students in classes like P.E., music, and art.  Social and cultural assimilation into the 

language majority is the underlying aim, and the outcome is subtractive bilingualism 

as defined by Baker (1996) and Cummins (1996).  Students are quickly (by the end of 

first grade) mainstreamed into English classes, and expected to survive with no 
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instruction in their native language.  The student is expected to have L2 (second 

language) skills sufficiently developed to participate effectively in a regular classroom 

(Alanís 2000).  However, meaningful and full participation requires more than just L2 

skills (Cummins, 1996).  Not everything needed to fully engage in a regular classroom 

is learned yet.  

 Mainstreaming also assumes that bilingual students have had access to a 

similar knowledge base as students in the regular education program. This knowledge 

base includes academic knowledge in terms of subject matter, as well as social and 

cultural knowledge (De Jong, 1996).  Mainstreaming helps to ensure that English 

language learners do not fall behind their English-speaking peers in the classroom.  

However, mainstreaming students too soon can be dangerous to the student’s learning 

and even their attitude towards school.  If a student is mainstreamed too early, it is 

possible that a great deal of what the student has previously learned be lost or 

impossible to further build upon more information. Also, if a student is not ready for 

the mainstream classroom, it could be damaging to their academic and social 

perceptions.  Mainstreaming them too early could ruin everything that they had 

worked so hard for thus far.  

 According to Lessow-Hurley (1990), there are a number of problems inherent 

in transitional bilingual programs: 

• They foster subtractive, rather than additive, bilingualism. 

• They are compensatory and do not involve the monolingual English-

speaking community. 
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• Exit assessments may measure students’ face-to-face language skills 

and fail to consider the specialized language skills needed for academic 

success.  Placement in English-only classrooms on the basis of such 

programs can lead to academic failure. 

• It is unrealistic to expect all children to master a second language in a 

three-year period.   

 Unfortunately, many students who are in transitional bilingual programs end 

up lacking self-confidence and underachieving in school.  According to most studies, 

researchers blame this on mainstreaming the students too early.  When they get to the 

English classroom, the majority of the time they are struggling to survive.  They are 

often confused, and their disorientation lowers their confidence level and their desire 

to succeed in the English classroom.  This less than stimulating environment causes 

many students to feel that their academic success is unlikely and, thus, academic effort 

is not worthwhile.  Their identities disengage from the academic life of school 

(Cummins, 1996).  As Thomas and Collier’s (2002) longitudinal research on program 

effectiveness for ELLs demonstrates, most ELLs who go through early-exit 

transitional bilingual programs are not able to reach parity with their English-speaking 

counterparts by the time they complete the program, or throughout their academic 

career in U.S. public schools (Thomas & Collier, 2002; Freeman, 2004; Ramirez et al., 

1991) 

 The transitional approach continues to be the practice in many districts despite 

studies showing that five to seven years is a more realistic time frame for learners to 
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reach competence comparable to their native English-speaking peers (Collier, 1989; 

Cummins, 1996; Krashen, Dulay, & Burt, 1992).  For this reason, it has been argued 

that the transitional bilingual program is ineffective at developing and promoting 

academic development.  Additionally, transitional bilingual programs are often staffed 

by personnel with preconceived notions on the innate and acquired abilities and 

aspirations of English language learners (Moss & Puma, 1995), which also contribute 

to the negative effects of these bilingual programs. Furthermore, transitional bilingual 

programs operate in isolation, lack public and administrative support, and languish in 

poorly designed models of instruction (August & Hakuta, 1997).  The model of the 

instruction is the foundation of all bilingual programs. Without a solid foundation, the 

transitional bilingual program is extremely weak.  Moreover, research and experience 

show that most transitional bilingual programs are segregated and anomic (Villarreal, 

1999). 

English as a Second Language 

 The modern technique of English as a Second Language (ESL) came about in 

the 1960s due to the increased presence of non-English speakers in the schools 

(Blanton, 2004).  With immigration on the rise, educators struggled to accommodate 

to the new immigrant students by exploring different bilingual education programs. 

Around this time period, the Office of Education reflected a growing shift away from 

English-Only and towards ESL, a newer pedagogical approach less dismissive of 

native languages (Ovando & Collier, 1985).  This was not yet a pro-bilingual attitude, 

but neither was it the old, inflexible English-Only attitude (Blanton, 2004).  
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According to Canale and Swain (1980), all ESL programs are to use a 

communicative approach to language teaching and learning. The three goals that 

TESOL (Teachers of English to Speakers of Other Languages) established for ELLs in 

pre-K – 12 schools reflect this fundamental notion of communicative competence 

(Freeman, 2004).   

The ESL goals and standards are as follows (TESOL, 1997): 

• Goal 1:  To use English to communicate in social settings. 

Standards for Goal 1 

Students will: 

1. Use English to participate in social interaction. 

2. Interact in, through, and with spoken and written English for 

personal expression and enjoyment. 

3. Use learning strategies to extend their communicative competence.  

• Goal 2:  To use English to achieve academically in all content areas. 

Standards for Goal 2 

Students will: 

1. Use English to interact in the classroom. 

2. Use English to obtain, process, construct, and provide subject 

matter information in spoken and written form.  

3. Use appropriate learning strategies to construct and apply academic 

knowledge.  
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• Goal 3:  To use English in socially and culturally appropriate ways. 

Standards for Goal 3 

Students will: 

1. Use the appropriate language variety, register, and genre according 

to audience, purpose, and setting. 

2. Use nonverbal communication appropriate to audience, purpose, 

and setting. 

3. Use appropriate learning strategies to extend their sociolinguistic 

and sociocultural competence. 

The newly adopted ESL programs would not only serve the non-English 

speaking immigrant students, but also the thousands of limited-English-proficient 

(LEP) students who were already in attendance in American schools. By the year 

2020, it is anticipated that the number of LEP students aged five to 14 in the United 

States will reach approximately 3.4 million (Oxford, Pol, Lopez, Stupp, Gendell, and 

Peng, 1981). These are students who lack the necessary English skills for immediate 

success in an all-English curriculum. To date, nearly one teacher in four has had LEP 

students in class (O'Malley & Waggoner, 1984).    

English Second Language program designs can be broadly categorized as 

either stand-alone ESL or ESL-plus. In general, stand-alone ESL programs group LEP 

students together and instruct them in a manner similar to that used in foreign 

language classes. The focus of the program is primarily linguistic. Stand-alone ESL 

programs operate solely for LEP students who are taken out of their regular classroom 
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environment and placed in a setting where their need for instruction in and about 

English can be addressed in a special way (Ohio State Dept. of Education, 1987). 

Stand-alone ESL programs usually operate for small portions of each school day, 

although in some less-than-ideal circumstances, they may operate less, with students 

receiving special instruction only two or three times a week (McKeon, 1987).  ESL-

plus programs may include a component of special instruction in and about English 

(like the stand-alone programs) but generally go beyond the linguistic scope to focus 

on content area instruction, which may be given in the student's native language or in 

English. ESL-plus programs generally serve students for a longer portion of the 

instructional day than stand-alone programs, and in some instances represent the 

student's entire instructional program (McKeon, 1987).   

In ESL programs, there are two basic, common types of programs.  These two 

programs are referred to as “pull-out” or “push-in” programs.  In a “pull-out” program, 

the LEP students are routinely “pulled out” of their mainstreamed English classes to 

attend an ESL class. A certified ESL teacher works with the student anywhere from 20 

minutes to several hours a day in English.  This pull-out instruction may be provided 

by teachers who are assigned to just one building (where the number of students 

needing instruction is large enough), or it may be provided by one teacher who travels 

to several schools to serve small numbers of children scattered throughout the district 

(Chamot & Stewner-Manzanares, 1985). Students may learn basic communication 

skills in these pullout classes; however, they may not have enough time to build a 

foundation on which to expand their academic language skills (Cummins, 1984).  ESL 
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pullout programs are the least effective of all bilingual programs for ELLs’ long-term 

academic achievement (Thomas & Collier, 1996).  In the “push-in” programs, the LEP 

students remain in their mainstream classes, and an ESL teacher is “pushed in.” This 

allows the students to stay focused on the mainstream curriculum and content.  There 

is not any class or content switching.  However, many advocates argue that English 

Second Language programs are not as effective as their bilingual education program 

counterparts. They claim that some lack of detail to specific aspects of the foundation 

of the language being acquired is to blame for an inadequate basis in the second 

language further down the road.   

Cummins (1979, 1981) has hypothesized two different kinds of language 

proficiency: basic interpersonal communication skills (BICS), which are language 

skills used in interpersonal relations or in informal situations; and cognitive academic 

language proficiency (CALP), which is the kind of language proficiency required to 

make sense of and use academic language in less contextually rich (or more context-

reduced) situations. Cummins suggests that BICS are relatively easy to acquire, taking 

only one to two years, but that CALP is much more difficult, taking five to seven 

years and necessitating direct teaching of the language in the academic context (Reilly, 

1988).  Critics argue that although students may be learning the BICS, CALP is 

equally important and not being fully acquired during the length of ESL programs. 

The problem is that numerous students do not remain in the ESL programs until 

completion, ultimately not completely benefiting from them, considering that it would 

take up to seven years to become fluent.   
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Academically, the students in ESL programs generally suffer in the 

mainstream classroom, due to being “pulled out.” They do miss some classroom 

content that is not covered in the ESL classroom, because it’s a different teacher and 

different content. These students normally know sufficient material to “get by,” 

however, still feel slight confusion.  Although academically suffering, these students 

normally perform fine socially. They have most likely mastered the BICS of the 

second language.  

Although they are acquainted with the BICS, simple everyday conversation, 

they still lack some important language features. Also, due to the “pullout” method, 

many ESL students suffer from low self-esteem and embarrassment issues. This is due 

to the fact that the ESL students are removed from the classroom in front of their 

English-speaking peers. The ESL students feel labeled or “not good enough” to remain 

with their peers throughout the school day.  Also, it can be demeaning for the students 

for the ESL students to ever speak in front of their peers, especially once they realize 

that they are “different.” It can be a very humiliating experience for ESL students to 

develop the mentality needed to be part of a diverse classroom, among English-

speaking classmates.  This is especially difficult when there are only one or two ESL 

students in a full classroom of English-speaking students. Then the ESL students do 

feel extremely singled out and inadequate.  

These feelings of turmoil, rejection, and embarrassment often lead to one 

common solution…dropping out. If their needs are not met, they are more likely to 
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drop out than to voice their dissatisfaction (Grant & Shank, 1993).  The dropout rate of 

ESL students is an extremely high statistic, according to the following table. 

Table 3.1.  
Dropout Rates in the U.S. in 1995 

----------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
                                           Number of 
                                 Status      status     Percent      Percent 
                                 dropout    dropouts     of all        of 
Characteristics                   rate   (in thousands) dropouts   population 
----------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
Total                             1.64         74                           
  Speaks only English             3.19         29         2.27         1.45 
  Speaks Spanish                  1.88         67         2.27         1.45 
Speaks English well               1.89         51         3.25         1.75 
  Ever enrolled in ESL classes    4.24         24         1.90         1.18 
  Never enrolled in ESL classes   2.11         46         3.10         1.79 
Speaks English not well           3.85         33         3.24         1.40 
  Ever enrolled in ESL classes    7.86         18         1.94         0.79 
  Never enrolled in ESL classes   4.34         27         3.08         1.24 
 
Note. Standard errors for Table 3.1: Rate, number, and distribution of Hispanic status dropouts, ages 
16-24, by language spoken at home, English language ability, and enrollment in ESL classes: October 
1995   

 

The unusually high dropout rate of students enrolled in ESL classes is the fuel for 

English only critics to utilize to abolish bilingual education programs in the United 

States.  The high dropout rate of students enrolled in ESL classes as compared to those 

students never enrolled in ESL classes pushes critics to completely eradicate ESL 

programs, claiming they are ineffectual and a waste of time, resources, and funds.  

Two –way Bilingual Education 

Another equally popular bilingual education program implemented in the 

United States is the two-way program; two-way bilingual education has been 

described in a national study as "the program with the highest long-term academic 

success" (Thomas & Collier, 1997).   Two-way programs are often referred to as two-
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way maintenance bilingual education, dual language, and two-way immersion 

programs.  Two-way bilingual/immersion education is the marriage of bilingual 

education for linguistic minority children and immersion education for linguistic 

majority children (Lindholm, n.d., as cited in Benavides & Padilla, 1992).  Many were 

started in the 1960s in response to the needs of language minority students (Brisk, 

2006).  Since the 1960s, two-way bilingual programs have steadily increased 

according to the following chart: 

 
 

Figure 3.1. 
Two-way Immersion Programs in the U.S., 1992-2010 

 

In these two-way programs, monolingual English-speaking children are 

immersed in a second language alongside limited English proficient children who are 

native speakers of the second language.  English is introduced gradually until it 
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comprises about 50 percent of the curriculum (Lessow-Hurley, 1990).  Research 

suggests that reinforcing children’s conceptual base in their native language 

throughout elementary school and beyond will provide a foundation for long-term 

development in English academic skills (Thomas & Collier, 1996). In as early as 

1957, Theodore Anderson, an advocate for bilingual education, was convinced that a 

two-year program of two-way bilingual education consisting of both English speakers 

and non-English speakers could effectively mainstream language-minority students to 

an all-English classroom (Blanton, 2004).  Two years for such changes to occur is not 

near as much time as other bilingual education programs seem to need.   

Two-way bilingual programs received the most attention and flourished with 

the success of the “Coral Way Bilingual Elementary School” and the “Oyster 

Bilingual Elementary School.” The Coral Way Elementary School preceded the 

Oyster Bilingual Elementary School by a few years.  Coral Way Elementary School 

began in Miami, Florida in 1963 to accommodate to the rising number of Cuban 

refugees.  The school served the Little Havana neighborhood population in pre-k 

through fifth grade and sought for all students to become “bilingual, biliterate, and 

bicultural” (Christian, 1994).  According to the Encyclopedia of Bilingual Education 

(2008), the Oyster Bilingual Elementary School in Washington, D.C. launched its two-

way bilingual program in the fall of 1971.  Originally, the elementary school was 

declining in growth and not as successful as it was when first opened in 1926.  After 

the Oyster Bilingual Elementary School implemented its two-way program, student 

population grew and the school once again became extremely successful. 
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Two-way programs are beginning to be more demanded, as compared to the 

other bilingual education programs. Over the past three decades, the number of two-

way bilingual programs has grown from fewer than five to 261 programs in 24 states 

(Freeman, 2004). The following table shows the number of districts and schools by 

state that implement two-way programs: 

Table 3.2. 
Number of Districts and Schools with Two-way Programs, by State 
  State Number of Districts   Number of Schools   
  California 72  118   
  Texas 26  57   
  New York 8  29   
  Illinois 11  20   
  New Mexico 6  19   
  Oregon 8  13   
  Florida 9  11   
  Arizona 7  10   
  Massachusetts 5  9   
  North Carolina 6  7   
  Colorado 5  7   
  Nebraska 2  7   
  Connecticut 5  6   
  Wisconsin 4  6   
  Virginia 2  6   
  Minnesota 4  5   
  New Jersey 2  5   
  Idaho 1  5   
  Michigan 4  4   
  Washington 4  4   
  Iowa 1  4   
  Georgia 3  3   
  District of Columbia 2  3   
  Alaska 1  3   
  Utah 2  2   
  Maryland 1  1   
  Ohio 1  1   
  Pennsylvania 1  1   
  Tennessee 1  1   
  Total 204  367   

Center for Applied Linguistics. (2010). Directory of Two-Way Bilingual Immersion Programs 

in the U.S. Retrieved from http://www.cal.org/twi/directory 
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 A two-way language program enrolls a balance of native English speakers and 

native speakers of the partner language.  These programs allow the students to learn a 

second language while continuing to develop and improve their first language.  

Spanish is the common partner language, although there are an increasing number of 

programs that use a partner language other than Spanish, such as Chinese, French, and 

Japanese.  In 2004, Freeman reported that in California, although Spanish was by far 

the most common language used in two-way programs, there were six programs using 

Cantonese, four using Korean, four using French, two using Navajo, two using 

Japanese, one using Arabic, one using Portuguese, and one using Russian for 

instructional purposes (Lindholm-Leary, 2001).  The following table represents the 

languages taught in United States’ two-way programs: 

Table 3.3. 
Languages of Instruction in TWI Programs, by School Site 
 
  Languages of Instruction Number of schools   

  Spanish/English 341   
  Mandarin/English 6   
  Korean/English 5   
  French/English 4   
  Japanese/English 4   
  Chinese/English * 2   
  Cantonese/English 1   
  Cantonese/English & Spanish/English ** 1   
  French/English & Mandarin/English ** 1   
  French/English & Spanish/English ** 1   
  French/English, Spanish/English, German/English ** 1   
  Total # of Schools 367   

* These programs teach in more than one Chinese dialect. 

** These programs have separate strands at their school site for each language. 

Center for Applied Linguistics. (2010). Directory of Two-Way Bilingual Immersion Programs 

in the U.S. Retrieved from http://www.cal.org/twi/directory 
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The two-way curriculum is content-based and focuses on the development of 

strong academic achievement in both the target language and the native language.  

They can have access to the curriculum and they can develop cognitive academic 

language proficiency (Cummins, 1981).  Since the two-way bilingual programs 

promote academic achievement and language proficiency in two languages for both 

language majority and language minority students in the same classroom, it has begun 

to receive attention at the national, state, and local levels (Lindholm, n.d., as cited in 

Benavides & Padilla, 1992).  

The goals of two-way immersion programs are for all students, English 

speakers, and ELLs, to become bilingual and biliterate, achieve academically through 

both languages, and develop positive intergroup understanding and relations 

(Christian, 1994; Cloud et al., 2000; Freeman, 2004; Lindholm-Leary, 2001).  Two-

way bilingual programs work toward academic, language, and affective goals.  

Typical goals, as reported by Christian (1994), include: 

• Students will develop high levels of proficiency in their first language 

and in a second language. 

• Students will perform at or above grade level in academic areas in both 

languages. 

• Students will demonstrate positive cross-cultural attitudes and 

behaviors and high levels of self-esteem. 

The primary purpose of these programs is to foster bilingualism, biliteracy, achieve 

academic success, and cultural pluralism.  The goal for these students is that they will 
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be able to read, write, and speak proficiently in two languages, while obtaining an 

appreciation for other cultures. Language minority students benefit from the 

opportunity to develop and learn through their native language as well as English 

(Krashen, 1991).  Two-way bilingual education programs are equally concerned with 

the language and academic development of both language minority children and 

language majority children (Lindholm, 1990).  Two-way bilingual programs have also 

hoped to reduce racism by promoting a positive attitude towards both cultures.  Two-

way programs typically share the goals of bilingual proficiency, academic 

achievement, and positive cross-cultural attitudes and behaviors, but they vary a good 

deal in the approaches and strategies they use to work toward those goals.   

Two-way bilingual programs follow different language development models.  

The model is actually a combination of maintenance bilingual instruction and 

immersion instruction.  The strength of this approach is that it aims at additive 

bilingualism for all the students involved (Lessow-Hurley, 1990).  The two most 

popular models are the “50/50” model, which students receive equal amounts of 

instruction in their native language and in the target language, and the “90/10” model, 

in which ninety percent of the instruction is in the target language with ten percent of 

instruction in the native language English.  As the students progress through grade 

levels, the amount of instruction in English increases to 50% (Freeman, 2004).  The 

following chart (Christian, 1994) shows the percentage of instruction by grade level in 

both the “90/10” model and the “50/50” model. 
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Figure 3.2. 
Percentage of Instruction by Grade Level, 90/10 model and 50/50 model 
 

As this gap narrows, it is evident that long-term enrichment bilingual programs that 

use current approaches to teaching, such as two-way bilingual education, will give 

ELLs the cognitive and academic development needed to be academically successful 

in English (Thomas & Collier, 1996).  The teachers provide at least 50% of the 

instruction in the partner language at all grade levels. Also, the teachers do not mix or 

translate languages in subjects.  For example, math may be completely taught in 

Spanish at one level, while science may be taught in English.  To better understand the 

language distribution among contents, the following chart is an example. 
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Table 3.4 
Language Distribution in a Hypothetical TWI Program (Howard & Christian, 2002) 
 

Time  Integrated 
Group  Teacher  Language  Academic Subjects  

Morning  A  Sra. 
García  Spanish  

Language Arts 
Social Studies 
Science 
Specials in 
Spanish (prep 
time)  

Morning  B  Mrs. 
Smith  English  

Language Arts 
Social Studies 
Math 
Specials in English 
(prep time)  

Afternoon  B  Sra. 
García  Spanish  

Language Arts 
Social Studies 
Science 
Specials in 
Spanish (prep 
time)  

Afternoon  A  Mrs. 
Smith  Spanish  

Language Arts 
Social Studies 
Math 
Specials in English 
(prep  time)  

 

The additive bilingual environment supports development of both languages 

and enhances students’ self-esteem and cross-cultural understanding (Christian, 1994).  
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In addition, two-way classrooms do not emphasize language development over 

academic and social development; the goal is balanced development in all three areas 

(Alanis, 2000).  When researching the academic effects of two-way bilingual 

education programs, there was evidence of the positive perks.  First, the curriculum is 

content based.  Also, the teachers do not “dumb down” the curriculum in either 

language.  The curriculum is still challenging to all of the students, whether it’s being 

taught in the native language or the partner language, yet it’s still balanced between 

the languages.  It is also a positive strength that the teachers do not mix the languages 

during the content.  By separating the languages and providing sustained periods of 

monolingual instruction, the two-way bilingual program promotes linguistic 

development better than those approaches that mix languages during the same lesson 

(Armendáriz & Valverde, 1999).   

By combining these strengths, equity and fairness without prejudice is 

established in the classroom.  This also increases the amount of peer interaction, while 

maximizing social and cognitive development.  Teachers can also incorporate some 

forms of peer tutoring.  For example, they can allow native English speakers to work 

with native Spanish speakers and vice-versa.  The students not only can use their 

teacher as a resource but also other students.  By integrating these students with each 

other in the same classroom, it facilitates language acquisition. 
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CHAPTER IV 

GENERAL CONCLUSION & SUMMARY 

Bilingual education has done well, but it can do much better (Krashen, 2000b). 

Bilingual education has long been the fuel to many fires in United States’ history.  

Although bilingual education programs have many recognizable strengths, many still 

argue the programs’ existence and success.  According to Brisk (2006), the debate on 

bilingual education is not about education but about language, cultural identity, and 

models.  Many politicians, researchers, and educators feel threatened by bilingual 

education.  They feel that bilingual education will evolve aspects of the American 

society that they want to maintain.  

The Continuous Success of Bilingual Education 

The success of bilingual education programs has been extremely evident in 

millions of cases.  There are millions of students who entered school only knowing 

one language, and within years are fluently reading, writing, and speaking in two 

languages.  In today’s competitive job market knowing two languages gives someone 

many more options.  Bilinguals know more than one language to different degrees and 

use these languages for a variety of purposes (Mackey, 1968). Many schools with 

bilingual education programs are preparing their students to be competitive adults with 

an advantage of being bilingual.   

Alicia Chacón International School is a kindergarten through eighth grade,  

two-way immersion magnet school in the Ysleta Independent School District in El 

Paso, Texas.  This school started in 1995 with students in grades k through second, 
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and the program has expanded one grade level per year until becoming an inclusive k 

through eighth program.  According to the results of fifth graders who took the TAAS 

in 2000, 95% met the minimum expectations for all tests taken.  The percentage of 

students needing any remediation was less than five percent (Howard, 2002).  This is 

just one of thousands of schools who have the dual language program and have 

successfully proven bilingual education. 

Many schools with bilingual education programs agree that even though their 

test scores are excellent, the value of knowing two languages in this world is much 

more important.  It is very beneficial in the long run for students to be bilingual, and 

these schools recognize that.  There are endless success stories of students who only 

knew one language and were doubted to even finish high school, and then began a 

bilingual education program and surprised even themselves.  These students not only 

made this huge accomplishment, but went on to pursue college degrees.  They have 

said that by being in a bilingual education program really boosted their confidence, 

their attitude towards learning, and made them a more intelligent person.   

However, many politicians and educators still argue that the students get 

confused or overwhelmed by receiving instruction in two different languages.  They 

believe that there is more focus on the languages and not enough on the content.  They 

feel that students will not achieve academically because they haven’t received all 

content in their native language.  They feel that students in these programs will suffer 

later because they didn’t learn basic foundations of specific content areas in their 

native language first.  Critics also argue that students aren’t receiving enough 
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instruction in their native language.  They argue that by this “lack” of native language 

instruction, the students have not been provided with enough high-quality instruction 

to foster the development of their own native language.  Critics of bilingual education, 

like California millionaire Ron Unz, have argued that bilingual programs have become 

low-performing lagoons in schools–that students never really learn either their native 

language or English well, crippling their ability to acquire knowledge or develop 

talents (Zars, 2001).   

Basic research on bilingualism, however, leaves little room for doubt as to the 

value of primary language instruction for language minority students (Hakuta, 1985).  

In communities that show a high regard for two languages and in educational 

programs that encourage additive bilingualism, knowing two languages is positively 

associated with intellectual and academic achievement (Cummins & Swain, 1986).  

Research continues to demonstrate that education that uses both English and the 

students’ heritage language is effective in preparing students for academic success in 

English (Alanis, 2000; Greene, 1997; Thomas & Collier, 2002).  With politicians, 

administrators, teachers, parents, students and their community working together, 

bilingual education programs are definitely the way for better education.  Recent 

studies have indicated that bilingual children have greater cognitive flexibility and 

better language skills than monolingual children (Lessow-Hurley, 1990).  

Furthermore, bilingual education is especially more important now than ever with 

immigration on the rise.  The “threshold hypothesis” suggests that positive effects of 

bilingualism are associated with high levels of proficiency in more than one language 
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(Cummins, 1981).  It is sometimes claimed that research does not support the efficacy 

of bilingual education.   Its harshest critics do not claim that bilingual education does 

not work; instead they claim there is little evidence that it is superior to all-English 

programs (Krashen, 1997).  This is partly due to the inconsistent research and 

conflicting data. 

Solutions to Improve Bilingual Education 

Although there seem to be countless issues with bilingual education programs, 

there are also solutions to its concerns. At the national level certain regulations need to 

be appended, so that school districts everywhere must also abide to them as well.  An 

immediate plan of action is necessary for the future of bilingual education.  

Several steps can be taken to further investigate bilingual education programs and 

their effects, socially and academically, on students.  

An appropriate plan of action would be as follows: 

• Complete more research on elementary bilingual programs. 

There is a shortage of research concerning these programs. When the 

literature is limited, it makes the future of these programs challenging. It’s hard 

to advocate without more research and evidence regarding these bilingual 

education programs.  

• Create bilingual education programs at the middle school and high school 

level. 

More bilingual education programs need to exist at the middle and high 

school levels. Many students are not ready or prepared to completely exit the 
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elementary programs when they go to middle school. This could be the turning 

point for the success of many bilingual students. 

• Monitor participants in these programs more closely. 

In an endless number of cases, many students were “lost in the system.” 

These students have not been tracked or monitored thereafter existing the 

programs in elementary. It’s impossible to conduct research without active 

participants to study. 

• Establish more transitional programs. 

While some school districts may not have the funding or a demanding 

need for bilingual education programs, they still may very likely need some 

type of transitional program. Transition programs can still help assist bilingual 

students in their success. This is just simply a better option as compared to 

exiting the students without transitioning them first.  

• Develop higher-level curriculum to accommodate bilingual students. 

Higher-level curriculum could definitely help promote students in 

middle or high school who may have acquired those higher-level thinking 

skills. Acquired skills and concepts could be modified into the existing 

curriculum to accommodate the bilingual students’ success. Therefore, this 

could also support their cognitive and academic effects. 

• Require all teachers to be ESL certified. 

Therefore, all teachers, regardless of content are, can adapt to ELLs or 

LEPs in their classroom.   
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•  Mandate that all teachers complete diversity training. 

Diversity training can open their eyes to other cultures and 

backgrounds.  This would possibly give teachers the insight they need to better 

understand the non-English speaking student.   

• Construct a better, more accurate school tracking system.  

Researchers may be more successful in assisting ELLs and LEPs with a 

more accurate tracking system to collect better data.   

Without accurate and consistent data, the challenge of implementing bilingual 

education programs becomes even more of a difficult challenge.   

Bilingual education is definitely a significant part of the United States school 

system. It is extremely important that we, as a nation, do everything possible to 

maintain bilingual education programs that serve our ELL and LEP student 

populations.  The United States is a culturally diverse nation and our immigration 

population is consistently and steadily increasing. If we do not adequately serve the 

students in desperate need of bilingual education services, we are not only taking away 

their entitled education, but also taking away from the future of the United States. A 

high number of uneducated immigrants can lead to higher drop out rates, which in turn 

produces a weaker society of less educated people.  It is necessary that every citizen in 

the United States have the opportunity to obtain their own education through the 

public school system. In Texas, bilingual education is just as important. There are 

many non-English speaking students in Texas, primarily because of it close distance to 
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Mexico. Bilingual education programs are a necessity to maintain in Texas schools to 

keep ELLs and LEPs enrolled in school.  

The Researcher’s View towards Bilingual Education 

As a researcher, I felt that bilingual education programs are what students need 

to keep them engaged in school and not discouraged towards their education. These 

programs provide a feeling of security and ease for students learning English. It is 

equally important for children to have a bilingual education program to assist them 

along their educational journey.  

As a researcher, it is important to me that I understand the history of bilingual 

education in order to improve our current programs.  Too often, the past history of 

bilingual education is not thoroughly studied and understood before making decisions 

regarding the future.  It’s critical to recognize what has worked in the past and what 

hasn’t worked for ELL and LEP students. The history of bilingual education is also 

important to the minority children its programs serve. Bilingual education programs 

prepare these minority children to be productive members of society, where they feel 

they truly belong. Bilingual educations programs can give these children the boost of 

confidence they need to get through their school day.  Understanding the past of 

bilingual education can definitely assist us in improving it for the future.  

Overall, the net of bilingual education has been negative. According to critics, 

there has not been enough progress made. Numerous bilingual education programs get 

negative evaluations.  As a teacher, I recognize that we do not have enough bilingual 

educations programs established in our schools and not all students are being served 



Texas Tech University, Tracee Ann Tomlinson, December 2010 

62 
 

with the appropriate modifications and curriculum. I see that rural communities are 

especially struggling because they do not have the resources or the training to 

accommodate to the ELL or LEP student.  From personal experience, I know that not 

all school districts comply with state or federal regulations created for the ELL or LEP 

student.  Also, not all school districts require that their staff be trained to work with 

ELL or LEP students. So who is really teaching these students? Teachers who do not 

have any bilingual education training are the ones with these students all day.  How 

are we adequately preparing these students for high school and beyond? I also know 

from personal experience that classrooms often neglect their ELL or LEP curriculum 

and modifications. They too often abandon the needs of these students, and the 

students do not gain anything from the classroom, but a negative experience.  

Future Study in Bilingual Education  

As a researcher, I would like to conduct a further study to analyze the social 

and academic effects of bilingual education programs on students in the United States.  

The current research regarding this topic is scant, inconsistent, and at times, 

inaccurate.  The current research is also extremely limited regarding exact effects on 

certain age groups.  Due to the lack of literature on bilingual education and its effects 

on its students for their future, numerous studies could be done on these possible 

topics in order to further advocate bilingual education.   

The possible implications of this study will show that bilingual education can 

either promote or demote possible future achievement through strengthening a 

students’ academic and social development. The implications of poor social and 
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academic development can lead to several tribulations resulting in social and academic 

failure, such as higher dropout rates in schools, increased discipline issues, poor 

communication, and lack of positive contribution to society. 

I plan to use this research project as a foundation to build on. I can use the 

history of bilingual education to have a solid foundation to improve programs today.  

This research project will be the groundwork for my doctoral work.  I would like to 

closely research the social and academic effects and study the participants to acquire a 

better understanding of them. 

As an advocate for bilingual education, I decided to research this topic because 

I want to continue to witness the success of bilingual education programs in the United 

States. Children should continue benefiting from these programs as well. The future of 

the United States weighs heavily on what type of citizens our schools produce.  We 

must persist that all children stay in school and do not contribute to the drop out rate.  

By further educating ourselves in the field of bilingual education, we are positively 

looking forward to improving our students’ education so that we produce a person 

who can be a positive contribution to our American society, thus promoting for a 

better future for our upcoming generations.  
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