
United States 
 
Bilingual education in the U.S. focuses on English Language Learners (ELL).While 
ELL has been the dominant form to express the status of a bilingual learner, there is 
a new push to label the students as Emergent Bilingual. This new label will not 
"ignore the bilingualism that these students can and must- develop through 
schooling in the United States.".[24] The emphasis on English rejects that the student 
has a dominant language as part of their identity and culture that will continue to 
develop with time. According to the U.S. Department of Education website, a 
bilingual education program is "an educational program for limited English proficient 
students". (The Office of English Language Acquisition, 2009).[citation needed] The term 
"limited English proficiency" remains in use by the federal government, but has fallen 
out of favor elsewhere. According to Bankstreet's Literacy Guide this shift is due to 
the fact that the term ELL represents a more accurate reflection of language 
acquisition. The term "English language learner" is now preferred in schools and 
educational research to refer to a student whose first language is not English and 
who needs language support services in order to succeed in school. 
 
In the fifty states of the United States, proponents of the practice argue that it will not 
only help to keep non-English-speaking children from falling behind their peers in 
math, science, and social studies while they master English, but such programs 
teach English better than English-only programs. For many students, the process of 
learning literacy and a new language simultaneously is simply an overwhelming task, 
so bilingual programs began as a way to help such students develop native 
language literacy first - research by Cummins,[25] a central researcher in the field, 
shows that skills such as literacy developed in a first language will transfer to 
English. Opponents of bilingual education argue that it delays students' mastery of 
English, thereby retarding the learning of other subjects as well. In California, where 
at least one-third of students are enrolled in bilingual classes,[26] there has been 
considerable politicking for and against bilingual education. 
 
The very first instance of bilingual education in the United States occurred with 
Polish immigrants in the first permanent English settlement of Virginia in what is now 
the United States. The Poles provided the community with manufactured pitch 
necessary to prevent the sinking of ships, and glass works among other industries. 
When the House of Burgesses met in 1619, the rights extended only to Englishmen. 
The Poles, in turn, launched the first recorded strike in the New World.[27] In dire 
need of their skills and industries, the Poles received the "rights of Englishmen," and 
established the first bilingual schools with subjects taught in English and Polish.[27] 
From this first documented historic beginning, bilingual education existed in some 
form or another in the United States. During the 18th century, Franciscan 
missionaries from California to Texas used indigenous languages for translating and 
teaching the Catholic catechism to Native Americans. By the mid-19th century, 
private and public bilingual schools had include such native languages as Czech, 
Dutch, French, German, Norwegian, Spanish, and Swedish.[28] Ohio became the first 
state in 1839, to adopt a bilingual education law, authorizing German-English 
instruction at parents' request. Louisiana enacted an identical provision for French 



and English in 1847, and the New Mexico Territory did so for Spanish and English in 
1850.[29] By the end of the 19th century, about a dozen states had passed similar 
laws. Elsewhere, many localities provided bilingual instruction without state sanction, 
in languages as diverse as Norwegian, Italian, Polish, Czech, and Cherokee.[29] 
Beginning in 1959, public schools in Miami introduced bilingual programs. In 1968 
the U.S., with Title VII of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act, or, 
informally, the Bilingual Education Act, Congress first mandated bilingual education 
in order to give immigrants access to education in their "first" language. The Act was 
amended in 1988.[29] Federal spending on bilingual education jumped from $7.5 
million in 1968 to $150 million by 1979.[26] 

 
A 1974 U.S. Supreme Court ruling, Lau v. Nichols, gave further momentum to 
bilingual education.[26] Here, the Court held that San Francisco schools violated 
minority language students' rights when they educated students in the same classes 
as other students[26] without special provisions.[30] 

 
Taken together, the Bilingual Education Act and the Lau v. Nichols ruling mandated 
that schools needed to at least provide some type of services to support English 
language learners, though neither specified what type of educational program 
needed to be provided. As such, both bilingual and English-only programs flourished 
after the law's passage and the court ruling.[26] 

 
The Bilingual Education Act was terminated in 2001 by new federal education policy, 
with the passage of No Child Left Behind by the U.S. Congress. This law offers no 
support for native language learning, but rather emphasized accountability in English 
only, and mandates that all students, including ELLs, are tested yearly in English. 
The majority of U.S. high school students in the United States are required to take at 
least one to two years of a second language. The vast majority of these classes are 
either French or Spanish. In a large number of schools this is taught in a manner 
known as FLES, in which students learn about the second language in a manner 
similar to other subjects such as mathematics or science. Some schools use an 
additional method known as FLEX in which the "nature of the language" and culture 
are also taught. High school education almost never uses "immersion" techniques. 
 
Controversy in the United States[edit] 
In recent times there has been a lot of discussion about bilingual education. In the 
2009 U.S. Supreme Court decision, Horne v. Flores, the majority opinion stated, 
"Research on ELL instruction indicates there is documented, academic support for 
the view that SEI (Structured English Immersion) is significantly more effective than 
bilingual education."[31] 

 
Proponents of bilingual education claim that it is not only easier for students to learn 
English if they are literate in their first language, but that such students will learn 
English better and become bilingual and biliterate.[32] Proponents further claim that 
effective bilingual programs strive to achieve proficiency in both English and the 
students' home language. Dual language or Two-Way bilingual programs are one 
such approach, whereby half of the students speak English and half are considered 
English language learners (ELLs). The teacher instructs in English and in the ELLs' 



home language. The dual purpose of this type of classroom is to teach the children a 
new language and culture, and language diversity in such classrooms is seen as a 
resource. Programs in English only eradicate the native languages immigrants bring 
to this country, while dual language bilingual programs serve to maintain such 
languages in an "additive" context, where a new language is added without the first 
being lost. One paper states that two-way developmental bilingual education 
programs in elementary school have the most success in language minority 
students' long term academic achievement. These students will maintain their gains 
in academic performance in secondary level academic classes.[33] Another study 
shows the positive results of a two-way bilingual education program.[34] Some people 
make the mistake that once a student can converse in English (Basic interpersonal 
communication skills - BICS), they will naturally perform well academically (cognitive 
academic language proficiency - CALP) in English. It has been postulated that BICS 
and CALP are two different sets of skills.[35] 

 
Opponents of bilingual education claim that students with other primary languages 
besides Spanish are placed in Spanish classes rather than taught in their native 
languages[26] and that many bilingual education programs fail to teach students 
English.[26] Critics of bilingual education have claimed that studies supporting 
bilingual education tend to have poor methodologies and that there is little empirical 
support in favor of it. 
The controversy over bilingual education is often enmeshed in a larger political and 
cultural context. Opponents of bilingual education are sometimes accused of racism 
and xenophobia. This is especially so in the case of such groups as English First, 
which is a conservative organization that promotes the stance that English should be 
the official language of the United States. In Milwaukee, Wisconsin and other cities, 
Minister of education of the Young Lords, Tony Baez and others held marches and 
other activities to promote bilingual education. Proponents of bilingual education are 
frequently accused of practicing identity politics, to the detriment of children and of 
immigrants. 
 
"To aid and monitor the education of English language learners (ELL)through 
mother-tongue and English education, the federal government enacted the Bilingual 
Education Act (Title V11) of the elementary and secondary Education Act in 1968. 
As an offshoot of president Lyndon B. Johnson's war on poverty, the act strove to 
help disenfranchised language-miniority students, especially Hispanics. 
Unfortunately, the acts aims were somewhat ambiguous. As Crawford (2000a) writes 
'enacted at the apex of the Great Society, bilingual education act of 1968 passed 
congress without a single dissent. Americans have spent the past 30 years debating 
what it was meant to accomplish'." (p. 107).[36] 

 
California[edit] 
California is the state with the highest number of English Learners (ELs) in the 
United States. One out of three students in California is an EL.[26] In June 1998, 
Proposition 227 was passed by 61% of the California electorate. This proposition 
mandates that ELs be placed in structured English immersion for a period "not 
normally to exceed one year," then be transferred to mainstream classrooms taught 
"overwhelmingly in English."[37] This proposition also gave parents the possibility to 



request alternative programs for their children, however, the availability of waivers 
and information to parents have been a challenge in the implementation of this 
proposition.[38] 

 
In 2000, the California Department of Education contracted with the American 
Institutes for Research (AIR) and WestEd to conduct a five-year evaluation of the 
effects of Proposition 227.[39] The study methodology focused on "A combination of 
student achievement analysis, phone interviews, case study site visits, and written 
surveys was used to examine such questions as how the proposition was 
implemented, which EL services are most and least effective, and what unintended 
consequences resulted from Proposition 227's implementation." 
 
The authors caution about the limitations in the statewide data. California does not 
have the capacity to link student academic progress over time across years; 
however, using student-level linked data over time from the Los Angeles Unified 
School District, and complementing that analysis with surveys, site visits and 
interviews, the study found "no conclusive evidence favoring one instructional 
program over another." Students who remained in bilingual education have similar 
academic growth trajectories when compared with students who switched to English 
Immersion.[40] 

 
California, among other states, also has many public schools which have Immersion 
programs, most commonly Spanish/English Immersion but also including other 
languages. Immersion programs include native speakers of both languages and 
include instruction in both languages, with primary (grade) schools typically having 
90% instruction in the minority language in the early grades, transitioning to 50% 
instruction in each of the minority language and English in the upper grades. 
 
Arizona[edit] 
California was followed by Arizona in the passage of similar legislation, Arizona 
Proposition 203, which ended several programs previously available to ESL 
students. Arizona was the first state to provide bilingual education in the 1960s.[26] 

 
Georgia[edit] 
During the 1990s the state of Georgia increased its foreign born population by 233%. 
That was the second largest increase in the country, and Georgia is the sixth fastest 
growing state in the United States. Georgia has the seventh largest illegal immigrant 
population in the country; in the 2000 census 228,000 illegal immigrants lived in the 
state. During the 1980s and 1990s a labor shortage in the carpet industry contributed 
to an increase in the Hispanic population of Whitfield County, Georgia. Today almost 
half of the students in the Dalton (the hub of Whitfield County) public schools are 
Hispanic.[41] 

 
Erwin Mitchell, a local Dalton lawyer, founded the Georgia Project in 1996 to help 
teach the influx of Hispanic students who have moved into the Dalton public schools. 
The Georgia Project partners with the University of Monterrey in Monterrey, Mexico 
to bring teachers from Mexico to Georgia Schools. Sixty teachers from the University 
of Monterrey have taught in Georgia since 1997, and they typically teach for two to 



three years on H-1B visas. The Georgia Project also has a Summer Institute that 
trains American teachers to speak Spanish and learn about Mexican culture. The 
Georgia Project is a bilingual/bicultural program that is primarily funded from federal 
education appropriations.[42] 

 
Massachusetts[edit] 
In 2002, more than two-thirds of Massachusetts' voters supported an initiative 
replacing bilingual education programs with "one-year" English Immersion 
instruction.[43] The initiative was supported by the ProEnglish campaign and the 
Republican Mitt Romney, who at the time was campaigning to become Governor of 
Massachusetts. The close to 30,000 bilingual education students within 
Massachusetts were forced to enter classrooms where they would be instructed 
specifically and intensively in English.[44] 

 
Native American Reservations[edit] 
Following similar First Nations' models to Canada, academic linguists throughout the 
United States are working closely with Native American reservations communities to 
establish immersion and second-language programs for a number of respective tribal 
languages including Navajo, Hopi, Cherokee, Ojibwe, Lakhota, and Sioux, among 
others. Due to the combination of often a violent and isolative relationship between 
European settlers and Native Americans, their languages and communities have 
suffered dramatically in terms of facing extreme endangerment or extinction. The 
success of these programmes is mixed, depending largely on how healthy the status 
of the language in question is. 
 
However, English-medium education still remains most widely used. Native 
programs often suffer a lack of state support in terms of funding or encouragement 
due in large part to the strong preference towards a melting-pot society. Native 
American boarding schools, which enforced white American values and the English 
language were extensively used as late as the 1990s, and were notorious for 
implementing corporal punishment if a Native child was caught speaking his or her 
language or freely practicing their tribal faith.	  


