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Chapter 5. The Case-Study

‘Whatever the weather, Taos holds a persistent charm. 

It is never devoid of interest. Around its plaza and through its winding 

streets go men and women who represent three distinct types of 

civilization—the Indian, the Spanish-American and the Anglo-Saxon’.

 -Blanche Grant, Taos artist and historian (1934)


New Mexican bilingual education policy displays little of the ambivalence about cultural preservation that pervades policymaking at the federal level. To understand why the policies and the people of New Mexico accommodate bilingualism so readily, this chapter begins by reviewing the place of language and culture in the State’s history. This general historical review is followed by a detailed look at bilingual education policy in the State and its implementation in the Taos school district.


The Spanish language long has enjoyed a rather privileged status in New Mexico. Since the absorption of New Mexico into the United States in 1868, government policy has afforded the region’s Spanish-speaking residents some measure of recognition, if not protection, and their rights were enshrined into New Mexico’s constitution when it joined the Union as a State in 1912. And although for much of this century Spanish was hardly more welcome in the schools of New Mexico than in those of any other State, the New Mexico legislature enacted a law in 1971 which unequivocally promotes bilingual education for the specific purpose of linguistic and cultural preservation.


Local school districts, which are primarily responsible for the management of America’s public schools, rely on federal and State funds for many of the services they provide, including bilingual education programs.
 They therefore attempt to tailor their bilingual curricula to conform to the desires of their benefactors in the State and national capitols. They also, of course, pursue their own goals as defined by the needs and wishes of the communities they serve. The tension that often arises between these goals and the policy purposes promoted by the federal and State governments can force local school districts into complicated contortions, in which the claims they make about their bilingual education programs vary depending on the audience to which they hope to appeal. And occasionally this tension results in programs that are acceptable to Washington, DC, but ill-suited to the student population of a district like Taos, New Mexico.

A cultural history of Taos


Taos prides itself on its tri-cultural population. Since it first was settled over one  thousand years ago, this rural northern New Mexican valley nestled in the bosom of the Sangre de Cristo mountain range and nurtured by the nectar of the Rio Grande River has played host to a succession of settlers: first the Native Americans of various tribes, followed many centuries later by the Spanish, and finally the whites who came to be known as ‘Anglos’ because they nearly always spoke English despite their varied ethnic backgrounds.
 Throughout the last century and a half Taos has witnessed the efforts of these peoples to interact peacefully and productively while retaining their distinct identities and protecting their particular heritages. Today, the Taos Municipal School district encompasses a population that is approximately 31% Anglo, 60% Hispanic, and 8% Indian.
 


These ethnic designations, of course, sacrifice strict accuracy in favour of relevance. Although the 23,000 residents of Taos County claim a few dozen national ancestries—ranging from Arab to Czech to Lithuanian and even including ‘United States or American’
—the reality is that the vast majority of Taoseños identify in their daily lives with either the Hispanic, the Indian or the Anglo culture. And if those labels themselves seem problematic from a perspective either of political correctness or of linguistic precision, they at least have the benefit of having gained local acceptance; for better or worse, they are the terms that most residents of Taos use to describe themselves.

American Indians


Indigenous Americans occupied New Mexico as many as 14,000 years ago, and by the eleventh century several tribes had constructed multi-storied residences and formed permanent communities.
 These tribes, known today as Pueblo Indians, speak about seven separate languages, with Taos Pueblo Indians and some other tribes in both the northern and the southern parts of New Mexico speaking a tongue called Tiwa. In addition to the Pueblo Indians, tribes such as the Comanches, the Navajos, the Apaches and the Utes long have been a part of New Mexico’s landscape and often found themselves in conflict with both the Pueblo tribes and, later, the Spanish settlers.


New Mexico’s Indians were victims of two successive conquests, first by the Spanish conquistadores in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, and then by the white Americans in the 1800s. These intrusions have taken their toll on the Indian cultures, but most tribes have managed to preserve much of their heritage intact, and to adapt many of their practices to the expectations of the forceful newcomers. Set amid the centuries-old adobe buildings for which Taos Pueblo is famous (look up the word pueblo in the American Heritage Dictionary and you will see a photograph of these buildings in the margin)
 is a Catholic church; and one of the Pueblo’s most popular holidays is the celebration of San Geronimo day, in which the native dances and ceremonies are lavishly unleashed in honour of a Christian saint. 


The persistence of native customs in tandem with the adoption of alien mores was facilitated in the first instance by the friendliness of the Pueblo Indians to the waves of settlers over the last four centuries, and in the second instance by the willingness of these settlers to afford at least grudging respect for the people whose occupation of the region preceded their own. When Spaniards arrived in the Taos Valley in the early 1600s, the Pueblo Indians welcomed them and even intermarried with them until, according to one account, tribal elders ‘held meetings underground in kivas and decided Indians must remain Indian’.
 This concern for cultural preservation led the Indians to ask the new cohabitants to move their settlement a few miles away from the Pueblo village, and thus was born the present-day location of Taos, just south-west of the Pueblo. The Spanish called their settlement Don Fernando de Taos, and that remains the town’s legal name.
 


The Spanish law that governed New Mexico beginning in 1598 guarded the property rights of the Indians in New Mexico, as did American law much later (with some glaring exceptions). ‘Even the old religion’, writes one historian, ‘continued to serve behind a facade provided by superficial acceptance of Hispanic Catholicism’.
 In the 1700s, Spanish settlers traded with Pueblo and Comanche Indians at annual fairs in Taos, and when New Mexico became a territory of the newly-independent Mexico in 1821, Indians were granted full Mexican citizenship, along with the right to maintain separate civil and religious practices.
 (When the US Army took control of the region twenty-five years later, however, similar recognition was slower to come: it was not until 1923 that Indians were granted American citizenship.
) Indian soldiers even volunteered as militia troops to demonstrate of their allegiance to the Mexican government.


The balancing of cultural preservation and intercultural interaction—as well as the potential usefulness of bilingualism—finds a vivid illustration in the efforts a group of New Mexican Navajos on behalf of the United States Marines in World War II. These so-called ‘Navajo code-talkers’ developed a code using their native tongue so that when the Japanese intercepted Allied military communications they were unable to understand them. Because of the complexity and unfamiliarity of the Navajo language, Japan never managed to break the code.
 Perhaps it is unsurprising that, according to historian Marc Simmons, the Navajo Indians have managed to maintain, ‘perhaps to a greater degree than any south-western tribe, their native language and customs’.


Relations between Native Americans and Europeans in New Mexico have not been without their difficulties, and Taos in particular has been a centre of conflict at times. Histories of the region are replete with recollections of fighting between Indians and the Spanish or American settlers, and Kit Carson—who gave his name to an array of landmarks in Taos, including a park, a street and a cemetery—gained his fame partly by fighting and ‘containing’ the Indians.
 The non-Pueblo tribes in particular—the Comanches, Utes, Apaches and Navajos—were known to wage war not only on the Spanish and American settlements but also on the Pueblos. 


But even the Pueblo Indians were not averse to taking up arms when they felt threatened. In August 1680, a San Juan Pueblo Indian named Popé who lived in Taos led a revolt against Spanish rule and violently gained control of the state capital of Santa Fe, where Indians governed for twelve years before being deposed by Captain General Diego de Vargas Zapata Lujan Ponce de León in 1692.
 Years later, with Santa Fe’s Palace of Governors no longer flying the Spanish flag,
 violence again erupted in Taos. On 19 January 1847 a group of Pueblo Indians and Spanish Taoseños rebelled against the recently-proclaimed American rule, killing several local officials—including Charles Bent, the Taos resident who at the time was serving as governor of the new American territory.


More recent struggles by New Mexico’s Indians to protect their cultural prerogatives have avoided bloodshed, and occasionally have produced useful cross-cultural alliances. For instance, when the Congress in 1912 considered enacting a law that would, among other things, place Pueblo affairs under the jurisdiction of American courts, it was an Anglo who first recognised the danger to the tribal culture. The law, called the Bursum Bill after the Senator who sponsored it, would have enabled judges to require that Indians involved in court proceedings reveal intimate information about Pueblo life. ‘Since all the Indians’ affairs, political as well as economic, were closely bound up with religion, and village customs were protected by an inviolable rule of secrecy’, Simmons notes, ‘any such invasion of their privacy by the state would quickly lead to the dissolution of Pueblo society’.
 Native Americans apparently were unaware of the Bursum Bill until Taos poet John Collier learned of its provisions and informed his friend, the writer Mabel Dodge Luhan. She enlisted her husband, the Taos Pueblo Indian Tony Luhan,
 to explain the consequences of the proposed law to his fellow tribe members. Vocal opposition to the bill quickly arose and a coalition of Indians and sympathetic Anglos succeeded in pressuring the Congress to drop the bill.


Similarly, for the first several decades of this century, the Taos Pueblo and the United States government were engaged in a dispute over the use of certain forest land in the mountains above the Pueblo. The land surrounds Blue Lake, a sacred site for the Indians, and the tribe objected to the use of the forest by loggers. After years of conflict over the issue, Congress finally passed a law (signed by President Richard Nixon in 1970) that placed Blue Lake and the surrounding 48,000 acres in a trust exclusively for the Taos Pueblo, a result that ‘demonstrated a strong sentiment among the Anglo community for protection of divergent cultural and religious enclaves within the larger fabric of society’.

Hispanics


To Spanish conquistadores who entered New Mexico in the mid-1500s in pursuit of both mythical wealth and some converts to Catholicism, respect for cultural difference probably mattered little—but in time their descendants would have ample reason to value the same ‘protection of divergent cultural and religious enclaves’ that the Taos Pueblo enjoys. The first group of Spanish explorers to approach New Mexico was a 1536 expedition led by Alvar Nuñez Cabeza de Vaca and his Moorish slave Esteban.
 The group travelled through what is now western Texas and northern Mexico, returning to the Mexican capital to recount tales they had heard of the seven golden cities of Cíbola in the north. Three years later, Esteban accompanied another group into Arizona, but they never found the golden cities and Esteban was killed during the journey. The following year, Francisco Vásquez de Coronado ventured into New Mexico in search of the cities of Cíbola, but he only found Pueblo tribes who vigorously resisted his advances. Surpassing Coronado’s northward trajectory later that year, Hernando de Alvarado approached Taos, and in 1541 Coronado himself did the same. But these early Spanish explorers did not settle in the Taos Valley.


It was not until Don Juan de Oñate won permission from the Spanish Crown to colonise northern New Mexico that any permanent Spanish settlement of the area began. In 1598, Oñate headed a northbound expedition, extracting along the way ‘voluntary’ oaths of allegiance from Indians who almost surely did not understand what they were swearing.
 Oñate’s secretary, a man by the name of Juan Belarde,
 kept a journal of the trip and one entry reads, ‘This day, after mass, we went on to the province of the Táos which they also called Tayberon and others’.
 Oñate established a territorial capital not far from Taos that came to be known as San Miguel, and in 1610 the capital was moved to Santa Fe, about sixty miles south of Taos. At around this time, the first Spanish explorers settled the Taos Valley.


New Mexicans lived under Spanish rule for about two hundred years, during which the Spanish and Native Americans, as we have seen, approached each other with mutual tolerance if not always friendship. The Spanish brought in Franciscan priests to convert the Indians to Christianity but otherwise respected tribal traditions and property rights. If there were violent conflicts, they tended to be between the Comanches or another non-Pueblo tribe on the one hand, and the Spanish allied with the Pueblo Indians on the other. The Pueblo Revolt of 1680, of course, is an important exception.


In 1821, Mexico won its independence from Spain and New Mexico’s period of Spanish governance ended. Under Mexican rule, New Mexico natives replaced the appointed Spaniards who previously had held the territory’s political offices.
 The extent to which an indigenous New Mexican identification had developed among descendants of the conquistadores is reflected in the uprising that resulted when, in 1837, Mexico appointed an outsider to govern the territory. A group of insurgents deposed the unwanted ruler and installed a resident of Taos County, José González, as governor of New Mexico.
 (González was quickly replaced by General Manuel Armijo, who in turn fled southward when American troops arrived nine years later.)


Mexican rule of New Mexico lasted only twenty-five years, but its shadow stretched much further than that. The democratic constitution that Mexico instituted upon obtaining independence from Spain created ‘one nation of Mexican citizens by obliterating all former references to racial origin’.
 People proudly wore the appellation Ciudadano Mexicano, or Mexican Citizen, and—more to the point—the Anglos who arrived later insisted on calling the Hispanic residents of the region ‘Mexicans’. The practice continues to this day, although most Hispanics strongly identify themselves as Americans, and many consider themselves descendants not of Mexicans but of Spaniards. Of course, some of the Hispanics in New Mexico are in fact Mexican immigrants or their offspring—this was true even in 1910 when the territory counted 6,649 of its residents as immigrants from Mexico
—but the overwhelming majority of New Mexican Hispanics, especially in northern communities like Taos, trace their ancestry far earlier than the days of Mexican rule over New Mexico.


When Brigadier-General Stephen Watts Kearny marched the American Army of the West into Santa Fe in August 1846 and proclaimed New Mexico a US territory, Hispanics suddenly had reason to sympathise with the centuries-old efforts of the Indians to guard against the imposition of an unfamiliar culture. After nearly three hundred years as the unchallenged dominant force in the New Mexico, Hispanics for the first time found themselves in a position similar to the one in which they had placed the Indians. But if they had any premonition of the cultural challenges ahead, they did not display any serious concern. Believing General Kearny’s promises of civil and religious liberty, ‘the Hispanic New Mexicans wanted to become Americans more avidly than when they had accepted the name and status of Mexican citizens twenty-five years before’.
 With the 1848 signing of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, which formally ended the Mexican-American War, New Mexico officially became a United States territory.
 The treaty, as we will see in detail below, promised to protect the rights of Spanish-speaking New Mexicans. 


Although the difficulty of preserving traditional cultural practices within the context of American society has become gradually clearer over the past century and a half, the patriotic fervour of Hispanics in Taos and elsewhere in New Mexico remains undiminished. When the Civil War began in 1861, most of the senior military officials stationed in New Mexico abandoned their posts and offered their services to the Confederate cause. But Hispanics from Taos and nearby areas volunteered to serve in the Union Army (under the leadership of a Lieutenant Colonel Kit Carson). Grant’s 1934 history of Taos records an incident involving this regiment that illustrates the apparent—if sometimes comic—ease with which New Mexicans have tended to combine adherence to cultural and linguistic tradition with proud identification as Americans:

A superior officer came from Santa Fe to inspect the company and lustily gave commands but the soldiers stood stock still. Enraged at this, the officer was about to send the lieutenant [who had trained the recruits] to the guard house when some one ventured to suggest that Spanish be tried. So “Shoulder arms” came in the tongue the men knew and up went the guns.

Following the example of these Hispanic Americans, Miguel Otero, who in 1897 became the territory’s first (and only) Hispanic governor, was quick to rally New Mexico’s share of ‘Rough Riders’ for the US effort in the Spanish-American War which began in 1898.
 


This tradition of American military service continues to distinguish New Mexicans of all cultural backgrounds. Over 17,000 New Mexican soldiers served in the armed forces during the First World War,
 and the contribution New Mexicans made to the Allied effort in the Second World War is especially notable. Histories of the State are quick to mention that New Mexicans (‘Indian, Hispano, and Anglo alike’, Simmons emphasises) suffered a higher casualty rate than any other State in the Second World War.
 Navajos volunteered their linguistic skills as code-talkers, New Mexicans endured the 1942 ‘Bataan Death March’ in the Philippines, and ‘descendants of the first Spanish settlers fought side by side with descendants of the Navajo, Apache and Pueblo Indians whom they had conquered, as well as the descendants of the Anglos who had occupied New Mexico and late newcomers’.
 New Mexico contributed a similarly multicultural contingent of soldiers to the Korean, Vietnamese, and Gulf wars in the past half-century.


Patriotic loyalty to the United States seems to have come easily to New Mexican Hispanics and Indians; retention of their native language and culture has been more difficult. During the first half of the twentieth century, rural Hispanics in particular continued the old ways, farming and worshipping and performing folk plays as their ancestors had done—even speaking ‘a lilting and archaic Spanish...’.
 But the growth of the mining industry in places like Grants enticed people to leave their villages in search of work,
 and the development of urban centres like Albuquerque and Denver, Colorado, has collaborated with chronically high unemployment rates to lure rural job-seekers away from home and to the cities. These economic forces, along with the constant flow of outsiders into the State both as tourists and as aspiring residents, have changed the shape of many New Mexican villages and made it difficult to retain community bonds and cultural practices. Even as long ago as 1934, a resident of Taos could bemoan ‘the passing of many old customs. There are fewer processions and fiestas than there were a decade ago’.
 But the same person unselfconsciously conveys the dual allegiance so many Taoseños hold—to their native culture and to their native country—when she writes of a group of ‘Spanish-Americans’ in Taos who ‘have their fiestas, neighborhood banquets and velorios and, on funeral occasions, turn all mirrors to the wall....[They] dislike the name Mexican because to them that means people of Old Mexico. They prefer to drop the word Spanish and be known simply as Americans’.
 It seems not to have occurred either to these Hispanics or to their historian that a conflict might exist between the designation ‘American’ and the persistence of Spanish practices.

Anglos


White Americans and Europeans have come to New Mexico in a series of waves: trappers and traders in the 1800s, artists and writers in the early 1900s, hippies in the 1960s and ’70s, and a mixture of retirees and recent university graduates (or near-graduates) in more recent years. The first Anglo and French-Canadian fur trappers arrived in New Mexico in the early nineteenth century on the tail (quite literally) of beavers.
 Their numbers grew after Mexico gained independence in 1821 and liberalised the territory’s policies toward hunting and trapping by outsiders.
 Because even the French trappers and traders spoke English, these white people came to be known as Anglos, although many Hispanics refer to them (usually disparagingly) as gringos. While local tradition has it that the word comes from a song the white farmers used to sing—‘Green grows the grass’—historical and linguistic authorities insist that gringo derives from the Spanish word griego, meaning ‘Greek’, which was used in Spain to denote a foreigner.
 


In any event, the early Anglo settlers coexisted with the region’s Indians and Hispanics with little difficulty, and even after the American occupation began in 1846 there seems not to have been any objection to people conducting their affairs in whatever language they preferred: Grant mentions casually that Taos court records from the mid-nineteenth century were ‘[s]cribbled in Spanish or English...’.
 But she also unearths evidence of some tension between the Hispanic New Mexicans and the white newcomers, in an 1851 letter written by a Reverend W.G. Kephart:

“There is but little room to doubt that there are many disaffected Mexicans, who would at any time form a coalition with the savages [sic] against us, did they believe that, thus combined, they would be strong enough to rout an army. The conduct of many Americans toward the Mexican population”—and here [Grant writes] Rev. Kephart strikes at the root of the matter—“is calculated greatly to increase that feeling. In all their intercourse with them, they put on airs of superiority and treat the Mexicans as a degraded and inferior people, feeling secure in the protection of our military force”.


This tension was exacerbated by the emergence of a mining industry in New Mexico, and the development of a railroad network, which attracted more outsiders to the territory, ‘disrupting the relatively uncomplicated Pueblo Indian and Hispanic bicultural society’.


The first artists to arrive in Taos were Ernest Blumenschein and Bert Phillips, two New Yorkers who were en route to Mexico through the American South-west in 1898 when an accident left them with a damaged wagon wheel. Blumenschein went into the nearby town to seek help and upon laying eyes on Taos decided to stay.
 Thus began a now-honoured tradition among American travellers of arriving in Taos unintentionally and remaining there indefinitely. 


Blumenschein and Phillips founded the Taos Art Colony upon their arrival in 1898, and sixteen years later they established the Taos Society of Artists, which continued to attract artists from the country’s east coast. At around the same time, a group of writers was discovering Taos, led by Mabel Dodge Luhan, who arrived from New York fresh from a divorce and shortly was married to a Taos Pueblo Indian named Tony Luhan.
 The Luhan house (which functions today as a site for retreats and conferences) became a haven for writers from around the world, including D.H. Lawrence, who visited on several occasions from 1922 to 1924 and whose remains now can be found at a shrine in the mountains above the village of San Cristobal, fifteen miles north of the town of Taos.


In the 1960s and 1970s northern New Mexico was a popular destination for hippies eager to drop out of society and establish experimental communes. Some of their efforts linger today in Taos in the form of small settlements on the periphery of the county, and one served as the inspiration for scenes in the cult film Easy Rider, much of which was shot in Taos. In the decades following the hippie heyday, Taos and other parts of New Mexico continued to attract settlers seeking a simpler life; the Raymond Carver character who intones in one short story, ‘We lived in Albuquerque then. But we were all from somewhere else’, is not atypical.
 And while the multicultural character of the region is part of the allure for many of these transplants, their arrival poses challenges to its preservation.

State bilingual education policy


In 1995, Republican presidential candidate and former Senator Bob Dole scored political points by declaring, ‘Our national language is English—and it’s time to stop spending taxpayers’ money to provide total education in the language of newcomers’ home countries’.
 In New Mexico, though, where most Spanish-speaking residents consider their white neighbours to be the ‘newcomers’, Dole modified his stance, insisting through a press secretary that he ‘supports bilingual education so long as what it means is to learn English and help children to move into the mainstream’.
 New Mexico’s junior Senator, Jeff Bingaman agreed with Dole about the importance of ensuring that students learn English, but rejected a strictly transitional model of bilingual education. The schools, he noted in an interview, ‘certainly promote the maintenance of our Anglo-Saxon heritage....I don’t see any reason why they can’t promote maintenance of Hispanic heritage and still give priority to proficiency in English’.


Senator Bingaman’s support for cultural maintenance reflects his understanding of the constituency he serves. New Mexico, with a Hispanic population whose occupation of the region preceded that of the ‘Anglos’ by several centuries (not to mention the several-thousand-year presence of Native Americans), is less likely than many other States to endorse the use of schools as cultural homogenisers. The rash of bilingual education legislation that swept the nation in the 1970s left New Mexico with a law unequivocally endorsing the use of public schools as instruments of linguistic enrichment and cultural preservation.


The passage of the federal Bilingual Education Act in 1968 hastened a wave of policy changes in State legislatures throughout the United States. In 1969, Texas repealed its fifty-year-old ‘English Only’ law and permitted native-language instruction ‘when such instruction is educationally advantageous to the pupils’.
 Two years later, Massachusetts enacted the nation’s first State bilingual education law, establishing a system of transitional bilingual education which aimed to move language-minority students into mainstream English classrooms within three years.
 Many other States followed suit: by 1974, ten States had passed laws allowing native-language instruction
 and within two decades of Title VII’s enactment the number of such States had grown to thirty, with many of those providing financial assistance (in addition to federal funding authorised by Title VII) to support bilingual education programs.


State bilingual education policies have tended to mimic Massachusetts’ transitional model to some degree, expressing an expectation that native-language instruction will help to assimilate language-minority students into the English-speaking mainstream. Like many other States, New Mexico had reason for concern about the English proficiency of its students: studies conducted by the US Commission on Civil Rights in 1971 and 1972 found low levels of academic achievement, particularly in reading, among Hispanic and Native American students. Among primary school students in the fourth grade (which is typically the fifth year of schooling),
 the reading skills of 17.1% of Hispanics and 10.6% of Indian students were at least two years below the national average, compared to 4.8% of Anglo students.
 By the final year of high school, more than a quarter of the State’s Hispanic students had dropped out of school, and 54% of those who remained demonstrated below-average reading skills.
 The policy that emerged from New Mexico’s legislature in the early 1970s recognises the need to improve students’ English competency. But it also articulates a more pluralist agenda in which bilingual education is not merely a temporary bridge from Spanish to English proficiency. 

Schooling in New Mexico


Although state-funded education was slow in coming to New Mexico, Taos has offered its children some form of schooling since the 1830s. With insufficient funds preventing the territorial government from establishing any public schools, a priest named Padre Antonio José Martínez started a coeducational private school shortly after his arrival at the Taos parish in 1826.
 Padre Martínez was a towering figure in New Mexico history, wielding immense political power (especially prior to the American occupation) and contributing enormously to the education of northern New Mexicans. In 1834, New Mexico’s first-ever printing press arrived in Taos and Martínez used it not only to publish school books for his students but also to print a few issues of a newspaper called El Crepúsculo (The Dawn), which was the precursor of the present-day Taos News.
 The school Martínez founded in Taos became a training ground for political leaders during Mexican rule and even during the early years of the US occupation.


When American religious authorities installed the French Bishop Jean-Baptiste Lamy to head the New Mexico diocese in 1851, he followed Martínez’s lead by bringing in other French priests to establish schools whose curriculum included Spanish lessons.
 Lamy also brought the Sisters of Loretto to Santa Fe, where they started a girls’ academy.
 In time, several Protestant schools emerged, and they taught both Spanish and English with the goal of providing ‘a bridge between Spanish and Anglo-American culture’ while preserving and nurturing Spanish skills in order to train future ministers for the Spanish-speaking residents of northern New Mexico.
 These probably were New Mexico’s first transitional bilingual education and bilingual maintenance programs.


By the 1880s, the school that Padre Martínez had started was joined by several others, including a Presbyterian school on the Taos Plaza.
 In 1891, New Mexico legally sanctioned free public education, and seven years later the territory’s delegate to Congress, Harvey B. Fergusson, succeeded in winning federal land grants for public schools.
 By 1921, Taos High School would award diplomas to its first graduating class.

Antecedents to New Mexico’s bilingual education law


Although in practice Spanish-speaking New Mexicans endured the same disapprobation throughout much of this century as did their peers in neighbouring States, in policy New Mexico long ago insisted on honouring the linguistic heritage of its citizens. The United States acquired the New Mexican territory as one of the terms of the 1848 Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, which brought an end to the Mexican-American War.
 Rather than impose American assimilation upon the people who occupied the territory, the treaty allowed New Mexican Hispanics to choose between Mexican and American citizenship.
 Furthermore, those choosing to become US citizens were promised ‘free enjoyment of their liberty and property and...the free exercise of their religion without restriction’ while their citizenship status was pending.
 Two years after this treaty was ratified, bilingual education was explicitly permitted in New Mexico.


The questions of bilingualism and assimilation were central to the debates that preceded New Mexico’s admission to the Union as a State. By 1906, when statehood was first seriously contemplated for the Territory of New Mexico, almost half of its population spoke Spanish.
 Spanish-language interpreters were employed in the schools and the courts, and all of the Territory’s statutes were published bilingually.
 The statehood proposal that the Congress considered in 1906 would have admitted New Mexico and the neighbouring Territory of Arizona as a single State. But Arizonans, 95 percent of whom were ‘Americans’, objected to the joint admission on racial and linguistic grounds. Arizona’s delegates to the Constitutional Convention considering the Statehood proposal objected ‘to the probability of the control of public affairs by people of a different race, many of whom do not speak the English language, and who outnumber the people of Arizona by two to one’.
 The Arizona Territorial Teachers Association, preferring to continue the existing practice of English-only instruction in Arizona schools, also passed a resolution opposing joint Statehood.


Eventually, the statehood of Arizona was considered separately from that of New Mexico (although both Territories finally were admitted to the Union in the same year). But in response to the concern that Spanish would dominate New Mexican discourse, the Congress required New Mexico to incorporate into its constitution requirements that all State officials speak English and that public schooling be conducted in English.
 Some in Congress objected to the former requirement, with Representative Benjamin G. Humphreys, a Mississippi Democrat, pointing out that Hispanic New Mexicans’ ‘patriotism and...loyalty has never been found wanting in time of great public stress’.
 The English requirement eventually was dropped.
 But to this day the New Mexico constitution requires English-language instruction in the State’s public schools.


Still, when President William Howard Taft signed the proclamation ratifying New Mexico’s statehood on 6 January 1912, the State constitution included several provisions protecting the rights of Spanish-speaking New Mexicans and, it generally is accepted, establishing Spanish as an official language of the State. These constitutional guarantees include the promise of political rights for all citizens regardless of race, religion, ‘or inability to speak, read or write the English or Spanish languages except as may be otherwise provided in this constitution’
 and requirements that any amendments to the constitution be published in both English and Spanish.
 They also include two sections providing for the education of Spanish-speaking children.


The first, section 10 of Article XII, guarantees to ‘[c]hildren of Spanish descent...perfect equality with other children’ in admission to and education in the State’s public schools, and specifically prohibits racially segregated schooling. The language of this section makes clear the depth of the State’s commitment to its Hispanic children, authorising the legislature to prescribe penalties for violating these children’s educational rights, and setting forth a particularly onerous amendment process to prevent a small majority from removing the section from the constitution or tempering its forcefulness.


The second constitutional provision relating to the education of language minorities requires the State to train teachers in Spanish and English, ‘to qualify them to teach Spanish-speaking pupils and students in the public schools and educational institutions of the state’.
 Whether the original intent of this requirement was to enlist the public schools in the cause of cultural preservation or to enable students to assimilate into English-speaking America is uncertain. But it is clear from the wording of the provision that the State’s founding fathers understood the importance of English proficiency, even as they sought protections for the Spanish language. In addition to obligating the legislature to provide for bilingual training of teachers, the section requires the provision of ‘proper means and methods to facilitate the teaching of the English language and other branches of learning to such pupils and students’.
 Whatever its purpose, this section of the state constitution lay essentially dormant for the first half-century of New Mexican statehood. It was not until 1963 that the State legislature passed a non-binding memorial relating to the bilingual training of teachers; a similar memorial in 1968 asked school boards to address the limited English proficiencies of students in their districts. Finally, in 1971—the same year Massachusetts passed its transitional bilingual education law—New Mexico State attorney general David L. Norvell issued an opinion interpreting the constitution as requiring that enough teachers be trained bilingually to meet the educational needs of Spanish-speaking students.
 Nearly sixty years since the state constitution made its initial overtures to the importance of Spanish in New Mexico, the legislature was prepared to align policy with practice.

Shaping a legislative policy


As early as 1941, the New Mexico Senate adopted legislation (introduced by State senator Joseph Montoya, a future co-sponsor of the federal bilingual education law) that required Spanish-language education in the State’s primary schools. Coming as it did at a time of war-induced xenophobia and heightened emphasis on Americanisation, the bill attracted some controversy. Even the League of United Latin American Citizens, an advocacy organisation for Hispanics, opposed the legislation in order ‘to free themselves from the taint of “foreignism” and to enter fully into the life of the country which adopted them’.
 Still, the proposal became law, and two years later the legislature mandated that the State employ a supervisor of Spanish to oversee Spanish language instruction in New Mexico schools.
 In 1969, New Mexico enacted a law that challenges Massachusetts’ widely-accepted claim to have passed the first bilingual education law in the nation. The New Mexico law sought ‘to maintain the language and culture of the children of the state and add a richness to the curriculum’, but it apparently did not provide any structure or funding for accomplishing these goals.


It was only on the heels of the Massachusetts law’s passage and the New Mexico attorney general’s opinion on bilingual teacher training that the New Mexico legislature finally approved a bill that would provide funding for bilingual education in the State. The 1971 Bilingual Instruction Act split the difference between transitional bilingual education and bilingual maintenance: like the teacher training provision of the state constitution, the Bilingual Instruction Act expressly promoted English proficiency, while implicitly endorsing cultural preservation. The articulated purpose of the act was to help language-minority students to learn English, but provisions in the law required the use of two languages as well as education about ‘the history and culture associated with the student’s mother tongue [as an] integral part of the instruction program’.
 These provisions, Holmes argues in a 1975 New Mexico Law Review article, amount to ‘a clear, though muted, intent that these programs be developed along the lines of cultural retention...’.


Perhaps it was too muted: two years after the law’s passage, the State legislature replaced it with legislation that supported cultural preservation far less ambiguously than its predecessor had done. While it still cloaked this agenda in the vocabulary of pedagogy and educational rights, the 1973 Bilingual Multicultural Education Act clearly sought to reinforce cultural awareness and not merely to assist students with English proficiency. The law announces its purpose to be ‘to insure equal education opportunities for students in New Mexico’, and even when it calls for ‘utilizing the cultural and linguistic backgrounds of the students in the curriculum’ and ‘teaching students to appreciate the value and beauty of different languages and cultures’ it does so on the grounds that these processes will improve the ‘cognitive and affective development’ of New Mexican students.
 As has typically been true of both State and federal bilingual education policy, the goal of cultural preservation is cushioned by pedagogical justifications. 


Such justifications may be necessary because the language that the law uses to discuss bilingual instruction tends to be resolutely pedagogical in its orientation. For example, in the interim between the enactment of the successive bilingual education laws, the federal district court for New Mexico held that a school system in the eastern part of the State had violated the Constitutional and civil rights of limited English proficient Hispanic students by failing to provide them with adequate language instruction.
 The 1972 case, Serna v. Portales Municipal Schools, was the first time any court in the nation had required a school district to provide special educational programs for LEP students. The school district appealed the decision to a higher court, and shortly after the United States Supreme Court issued its 1974 Lau v. Nichols decision (see chapter four), the Court of Appeals affirmed the district court ruling in Serna. The appellate decision cited parallels between Serna and Lau and followed the Supreme Court’s example in basing its holding on Title VI of the 1964 Civil Rights Act.
 The Serna rulings skirted any discussion of cultural retention and focused solely on remediation, castigating the Portales school district for its failure ‘to institute a program which will rectify language deficiencies so that these [limited English proficient] children will receive a meaningful education’.


Nonetheless, the legislators who drafted the 1973 Bilingual Multicultural Education Act left little doubt that they intended to accomplish more than the transition of students from one monolingual setting into another. The Act defines the programs that it seeks to promote as those programs ‘by which students learn through two languages to understand and participate in the cultures of their environment’.
 In order to be eligible for state funds under the Act, educational programs must offer instruction in two languages and they must ‘emphasize the history and cultures associated with the students’ mother tongue’.
 The guidelines issued by the New Mexico Board of Education in 1973 to help grant applicants are even less ambiguous about the law’s intent, declaring that prospective programs should seek ‘to improve the language, and reinforce and expand the cultural capabilities of the children’.
 Under these guidelines, a focus on improving English skills alone—even if done through the use of the native language—is insufficient: state-funded programs are expected ‘to expand the languages spoken by the children’, with expand defined as ‘improv[ing] proficiency in two languages’.
 Where federal policy has shown varying degrees of ambivalence regarding state support for efforts to preserve and enrich minority languages and cultures, New Mexico State policy clearly favours such efforts.

Current State policy


Since the enactment of the Bilingual Multicultural Education Act, New Mexico has made a number of policy moves to ensure that language-minority students are proficient in English while also enabling them to maintain their native tongues and cultures. The State Department of Education boasts of having been the first in the nation to offer special licensing endorsements for bilingual education teachers and for English as a Second Language (ESL) teachers.
 In 1987, the Bilingual Multicultural Education Act was expanded from its initial focus on primary school students to support bilingual education programs at the secondary school level. And in 1992, the State launched an initiative aiming to make all New Mexican students proficient in English and at least one other language.
 This emphasis on bilingualism rather than merely on English proficiency is reflected in the wording of the only bilingual education legislation introduced in the New Mexico State legislature during the 1997 session. The bill, which would have addressed funding allocation formulas, was amended after introduction to target ‘bilingual’ instead of ‘limited-English-proficient’ students.
 The change recalls James Lyons’ complaint that federal bilingual education policy is too remedial in orientation due to its focus on English deficiency rather than native-language proficiency.


With a student population that is 46% Hispanic and 10% Native American, New Mexico is as conscious of its language-minority population today as it was when it became a US Territory in 1868.
 Personnel guidelines issued by the State Superintendent of Public Instruction in 1993 echo the priorities contained in the 1973 law, calling for ‘a well defined English language development program’ along with the inclusion of New Mexican cultures in the curriculum and the provision of ‘linguistic, cultural and conceptual development in the home language as needed’.
 Clearly, bilingual education as defined by State policy is not intended to be merely assimilationist.


In fact, New Mexico recognises three specific species of bilingual education: transitional, maintenance and enrichment programs. The first two are designed to improve English proficiency and to develop bilingual literacy, respectively. Enrichment programs, which are allowed by State law but are not eligible for federal Title VII funds, seek to increase language-minority students’ knowledge of their native language and culture.
 Unlike federal law, which insists that bilingual education programs proceed with a certain ‘exit strategy’ for moving the students into mainstream classrooms after a limited period, New Mexico explicitly permits students to participate in bilingual enrichment programs indefinitely.


In 1969, the federal government granted New Mexico $333,559 to provide bilingual instruction to 1,370 students.
 Twenty-five years later, the State received $5.3 million in Title VII funding
 for programs serving over 11,000 students.
 State funding, moreover, now supports bilingual education for more than 70,000 New Mexican students. Of the 89 public school districts in New Mexico, 63 had bilingual education programs during the 1994-95 academic year,
 some of which enrolled majorities as large as 96% of their total student population.


Interestingly, while the State Department of Education reported 11,006 students enrolled in federally-funded transitional bilingual education programs and another 892 in Title VII’s English-only ‘special alternative instructional programs’ (SAIPs), it reported zero participation in Title VII-funded bilingual maintenance programs for 1993-94.
 Given that State policy clearly favours maintenance and enrichment over transitional instruction, it is a curious fact that federal money funds only the latter in New Mexico. Perhaps the shift in federal policy away from cultural retention and even away from native-language instruction itself since the 1984 reauthorisation of Title VII has produced an unintended effect: programs that purport to be transitional for the purpose of winning federal aid, whether or not that is their actual function. Especially in a State like New Mexico, where federal policy supports linguistic assimilation and State policy prefers cultural retention, local school districts often must flirt with deception in order to satisfy officials in both governments and win funds for bilingual education programs that suit their own particular needs.

Bilingual education in Taos


Transitional bilingual education has almost no practical function at all in Taos for a simple reason: nearly all school-age Taoseños speak English. There are, to be sure, linguistic deficiencies to be found in the local classrooms. But the traditional conception of transitional bilingual education, which envisions the development of English-language skills in immigrant children, is virtually meaningless in a region whose language minority residents have occupied the land for centuries and most of whose ‘immigrants’ are Anglos from California and the East Coast. In 1990, there were 21,328 residents of Taos County over the age of five, of whom 11,819 spoke Spanish and about 1,300 spoke the local Native American language, Tiwa. But most of these language minorities also were quite proficient in English: the US Census in 1990 counted only 2,817 Taoseños who were unable to speak English ‘very well’,
 and anecdotal evidence, as well as information provided by local bilingual program administrators, suggests that most of these people were elderly residents rather than school-age children.

Program structure


With near-universal English competency (if not fluency) among the local students, bilingual education in Taos exists almost entirely in the form of enrichment or maintenance programs. This was so from the time bilingual education first was introduced formally in the Taos schools, immediately after the passage of New Mexico’s 1971 Bilingual Instruction Act. In its early years, the Taos Municipal Schools Bilingual-Bicultural Program sought to help students in their first three years of primary schooling (kindergarten through second grade) to achieve ‘mastery of standard Spanish and English’ by integrating the local culture and languages into classroom instruction.
 Unlike policies at both the State and federal levels, which tended to equivocate about their purposes and to mask the goal of cultural preservation in the language of pedagogy, the Taos program drew an intentional distinction between academic and cultural goals. The measure of the program’s success would be the extent to which it exposed children to ‘the language of [their] home and community...in an environment which shows respect and affinity for the culture of [their] home and community’.
 As long as it proved able to do this without sacrificing academic development, it would be judged to have served its purpose. A 1973 study of the program argued that bilingual education in Taos

does not have to be shown to produce academic achievement which surpasses some other educational approach....If a bicultural program offers [linguistic and cultural enrichment] and provides educational achievement sufficient to the needs of the child and the requirements of the community, then it is successful.
 


This explicit refusal to justify bilingual education on the basis that it would improve academic accomplishment marked a stark divergence from the rationale that drove (and still drives) not only federal bilingual education policy, but also State policy. Recall that even as New Mexican law sanctions cultural enrichment as a goal of bilingual education, it claims to do so for the purpose of facilitating academic development. In Taos, though, academic considerations were divorced from the cultural concerns motivating the program.


Today the picture is somewhat murkier, largely because so little clarity emanates from the federal and State offices that provide the program with its funding. Nonetheless, bilingual education in Taos remains primarily an enrichment and maintenance project. It also now extends far beyond the early years of primary school. In 1995 there were 3,393 students enrolled in the Taos Municipal Schools, including 742 in the district’s only high school, Taos High School. Of these students, 1,564 participated in bilingual education programs, most of them at the elementary level. One hundred eighty-five Taos High students were enrolled in bilingual education programs, of whom 128 were Hispanic and 46 were Native American. (District-wide, 1,459 of the program’s participants were Hispanic, and most of the others were Native American.)
 The Taos school district now offers bilingual education in some form to students at its secondary school and at each of its seven elementary schools.
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Little if any of the money for these bilingual education programs comes from the federal government. Of course, federal funds constitute only a minute fraction of all educational expenditures in general, in Taos as in the rest of America:
 In 1990, the Taos Municipal Schools budget had a total of $12.2 million in revenues, 77.4% of which came from the State and 7.7% of which was raised locally. Less than 15% of the total revenues originated from the federal government.
 Funding for bilingual education in Taos follows a similar pattern, with the district receiving only about $500,000 in federal Title VII grants from 1990 to 1995—so that although nearly half of the students attending the Taos schools received some form of bilingual education, programs funded by Title VII grants served only 28.94% of the district’s students.
 Moreover, since 1995 Taos has been without any federal bilingual education funding at all.
 In contrast, State money for bilingual education increases the district’s coffers by about $750,000 per year, according to program director Bobby Gonzales.
 In a school district whose per pupil expenditures average just over $3,700, the State’s several-hundred-dollar contribution for each bilingual student is not a modest amount.


The money that Taos receives for bilingual education is used for a variety of purposes.
 The federal grant, which expired in 1995, enabled teachers in the district to earn State bilingual endorsement on their teaching licenses, by paying for the necessary university courses and related expenses.
 This endorsement is important because it is required of all teachers whose classes are funded in part by State bilingual education money.
 But in a less obvious sense, the teacher training forms a crucial link in the chain of cultural enrichment that binds the Taos bilingual education program. By reinforcing the Spanish language skills and linguistic pride of teachers, the endorsement creates an atmosphere in which students can develop similar skills and pride. Bilingual biology teacher Jim Gilroy recalled the impact that the endorsement training had on his colleagues at Taos High School:

Boy, they started studying, they started travelling: Mexico, Spain. They started reading more in Spanish. Now, what about here in the hallways? Teachers talk to each other in Spanish. A couple of teachers are published in Spanish. They barely spoke it seven or eight years ago. You know, what do they pass on to their students in the classroom? An awful lot.


In 1995, thanks in large part to the Title VII funds, New Mexico’s Bilingual Multicultural Education Directory listed 58 teachers with bilingual endorsement in the Taos Municipal School district, and another twelve with a waiver to teach bilingual classes without endorsements.
 By 1996, according to Gonzales, 80 of the district’s 175 teachers had earned the bilingual qualification.


In addition to teacher training, federal and State bilingual education funds are responsible for an assortment of instructional activities that comprise the bilingual education program in Taos. In practice, most of these activities are enrichment and maintenance classes, but the district has an explicitly transitional program as well. The latter, which is an English as a Second Language (ESL) class, serves the small but slowly growing number of students who have immigrated to the United States from other countries, particularly from Mexico. At the high school, there are eight students enrolled in the ESL class, all but two of whom are Mexican, and Gonzales estimated that there are only about 60 ESL students in the entire district.
 The fundamental basis of the class is academic: ESL is a purely transitional program, designed to help students develop English proficiency through intensive language instruction that lasts two hours each day. 


Obviously, ESL is a minuscule part of the overall bilingual education program provided by the Taos schools.
 The overwhelming majority of the students enrolled in bilingual education classes are not part of the ESL program—which means that, practically-speaking, the instruction they receive is not transitional bilingual education but bilingual maintenance. In addition to a mariachi band class on popular and folk Hispanic music, Taos High School now offers bilingual classes in biology, chemistry, social studies and even, paradoxically, in English (about which more will be said below).
 These classes provide subject-area instruction primarily in Spanish, with the goal of improving and preserving students’ Spanish proficiency while simultaneously teaching them the required subjects. Of course, for the monolingual Mexican immigrants who spend two hours in ESL classes each day, these bilingual classes are transitional, a way to learn required subjects like biology or US history in a language they understand well. But for the vast majority of the students enrolled in them, the goal of these classes is linguistic maintenance.


The real work of Spanish-language development, however, occurs beyond the rubric of the bilingual education program. Spanish instruction in the Taos schools is the province of the foreign languages department, which is organisationally separate from, but often educationally complementary to, the bilingual education program. The Taos schools offer sporadic Spanish language instruction at the elementary level, and then up to three years of formal classes at the secondary level through the foreign languages department at Taos High School. (Taos High also offers three years each of French and Russian classes to interested students.)
 


With about 125 students enrolled in the high school’s Spanish classes,
 foreign language teachers naturally play an important role in helping the bilingual education department fulfil its goal of linguistic development and maintenance. So it is to be expected that the lines of authority are not as clearly drawn as the school’s organisational chart would suggest. Just as classes like the bilingual biology class provide some Spanish vocabulary instruction, the Spanish classes provide a great deal of cultural enrichment.
 Larry Torres, the chairman of the foreign languages department at the high school, said that teaching about local culture—dances, songs, folklore, dress, food—has always been an integral part of the curriculum in his Spanish classes (and his French and Russian classes similarly have a strong cultural component).
 Grace Rodriguez devotes her first- and second-year Spanish classes primarily to developing speaking and writing skills but concentrates mostly on learning about Hispanic culture in the third year.
 Additionally, teachers in the bilingual education program and those in the foreign languages department collaborate on teaching strategies and share educational materials with each other. With the separations between the two departments already so hazy, there are some teachers who would prefer to see the Spanish-language classes included under the bilingual education program’s auspices, and Rodriguez claimed there has been some pressure from the State education department to move in that direction.

Program paradoxes


With so many of the district’s resources channelled into linguistic maintenance and cultural enrichment activities, it is something of a mystery that the New Mexico Department of Education lists transitional bilingual education as the primary bilingual program on offer in the Taos schools. It is similarly mysterious that the 1,426 Taos students who were enrolled in bilingual education in 1994 are identified as ‘limited English proficient’ in some State records, since we have already seen that most of these students are at least as proficient in English as they are in any other language and probably much more so.
 Exploring these mysteries exposes the contradictions and contortions that drive local implementation of State and federal bilingual education policy in districts with large native language-minority populations.


It is clear to those involved with or closely observing the assorted bilingual education offerings in the Taos schools that they serve specific, articulable functions. The ESL class is transitional. The subject-area bilingual classes, such as biology and social studies, are bilingual maintenance programs. And the mariachi band, Native American studies class, and Spanish language classes are enrichment programs, intended to increase students’ understanding of the local culture and language. But this clarity of purpose rapidly evaporates when the district sets out in search of funding for these programs.


In the eyes of the federal government, enrichment programs are strictly off-limits and bilingual maintenance programs are highly suspect. The surest way to secure bilingual education funding from Washington—particularly in the aftermath of the Reagan reauthorisations of Title VII—is to portray your program as transitional. This is precisely what Taos has done. ‘The federal program is—they don’t like to call it an enrichment, but basically it did enrich’, Dorothy Gusdorf said of the Title VII grant the school district received while she was bilingual co-ordinator at Taos High School in 1993.
 Most federal bilingual education assistance is not given directly to the local districts, but instead is distributed to the States, who then award it to local educational authorities. So it is that the State education department figures list 835 Taos students enrolled in transitional bilingual education programs in 1994,
 even as program director Bobby Gonzales acknowledged that in reality transitional programs are an extremely small component of the bilingual education offerings in the Taos schools.
 ‘I know one of my deep concerns’, confided one bilingual education teacher, ‘is this: that these programs are devised to generate moneys for the school districts’ and not necessarily to meet the needs of the students.
 At best, this phenomenon impels local districts to prevaricate in their grant applications, to misrepresent the purposes of their programs in order to satisfy distant bureaucrats and politicians. At worst, it produces programs that are completely inappropriate for the populations they intend to serve.


The most perverse example of the latter result is the method by which New Mexican students are selected for placement in bilingual classes. The primary basis for determining a student’s fitness for bilingual education is a standardised competency exam called the Iowa Test of Basic Skills, or ITBS. Students whose language battery scores fall below the 40th percentile on a national scale are considered to be good candidates for bilingual education classes.
 But the assumptions that drive this consideration are wholly out-of-line with the goals of the bilingual education programs in places like Taos. The assumptions are, first, that students perform poorly on the ITBS because their English proficiency is too low for them to understand the test well and, second, that these students therefore will learn more easily in a class conducted in Spanish. But these assumptions are illogical and ill-suited for Taos’ system of maintenance and enrichment.


They are illogical because a student with poor writing or verbal skills in English is not necessarily any less deficient in Spanish. The obviousness of this fact is illuminated by Marjorie Neddo’s observation that some Anglo students with no knowledge of Spanish earn low scores on the ITBS, ‘and it’s because their English language skills are low...But what would that student be doing in a bilingual class, right? He’d be lost, it’d be terrible’.
 Less obvious but equally troubling is the fact that many of the Hispanic students with low ITBS scores are, in Jim Gilroy’s words, ‘not language proficient at all, in either language’.
 Neddo reflected on the absurdity of trying to teach US history class in Spanish to students with little proficiency in the language:

[It] was ridiculous, absolutely ridiculous. We had a wonderful textbook, but the students couldn’t read it. We spent most of our time translating. It was no fun. And then we read the concepts in Spanish and it didn’t mean a thing to them. It was so foreign. And they resented it, they didn’t like it at all. “Why do we have to do it this way?” “Well, because you guys are designated a bilingual class.”


Her ‘bilingual English’ class, which is essentially a literature course, makes even less sense. Under the State grant funding the class, Neddo is expected ‘to teach the content area in Spanish’.
 In practice, though, she has used the class more for cultural enrichment than for linguistic maintenance, by selecting works of literature by American Hispanic authors and studying them in English.


Even if the ITBS were a good way to identify language-minority students in need of transitional bilingual education, it would be ill-suited for the program Taos has adopted, which is predominantly bilingual maintenance rather than transitional.  The maintenance and enrichment classes offered in the Taos schools are not designed to help LEP students learn English, but rather to help limited Spanish proficient students learn Spanish, to help relatively fluent Spanish-speakers retain their bilingualism, and to enable all students to develop and maintain an understanding of Hispanic culture. But using low test scores to determine eligibility for these classes returns the schools to the remediation model that Lyons detests (see chapter four) and that that State of New Mexico generally rejects, at least as policy if not as practice. Gilroy expressed concern that bilingual education is stigmatised by this placement method, because it is perceived as a compensatory program for students whose academic performance is below average. ‘The problem I have with [this placement method] is it’s almost degrading if you speak Spanish’, Gilroy said, adding: 

Maybe some of the kids that have had more Spanish at home are some of the top kids in the class. Those would be the ones we’d love to have in here. It’d be a good cross-section. It’d be an exciting science class, and it’d be exciting linguistically.


The limited Spanish proficiency of the students enrolled in Taos’ bilingual education program reveals another paradox: although State law explicitly encourages educational programs that develop the native-language capabilities of linguistic minorities, the need to define eligible students as LEP and then to conduct instruction in the so-called native language traps Taos in a double charade. The school district must pretend for the purpose of receiving federal transitional aid that its students need bilingual education because of their limited English proficiency, and it must pretend for the purpose of receiving either State transitional or maintenance funds that the students speak Spanish well enough to receive subject-area instruction in it. In truth, transitional programs are unnecessary for all but a very small group of students in the Taos school district, and maintenance programs are similarly helpful only to those few students with enough Spanish to maintain. Most students need neither transitional assistance nor maintenance but instead a combination of cultural enrichment and language development in both English and Spanish.

Tiwa in the Taos schools


In August of 1993, Taos Pueblo Governor Jose Samora granted the Taos Municipal School district permission to establish a Native American studies class with an emphasis on the Taos Indians, and with particular attention given to the tribe’s Tiwa language.
 Armed with a $20,000 State grant, the district’s Indian education co-ordinator and its bilingual education resource teacher compiled a list of commonly-used Tiwa words, being careful to avoid terms with special religious significance to the tribe, and prepared to teach the class.
 But within a few weeks of the class’ first meeting at Taos High School, the Taos Pueblo tribal council withdrew its support of the curriculum and insisted that the school discontinue the class. Explaining that they had assumed the class would be offered only to Native American students, tribal members objected to the idea of teaching their language to non-Indians. They also disliked the idea of writing down Tiwa words and producing a language dictionary; the Tiwa language has no alphabet and therefore is strictly a method of oral communication.


Like their predecessors, who objected to the Bursum Bill on the grounds that it would expose too much of their culture and religion to non-Indians, the tribe argued ‘that issues of language, culture and tradition—all of which are tied to religion at the pueblo—should remain the sole proprietorship of the family and social structure of the tribe’.
 Rick Romancito, a Taos News historical columnist whose mother is a Taos Pueblo Indian, said the tribe carefully guards its religious practices. ‘[T]here’s a basis for thought among a lot of tribal members’, he explained, ‘that information about the tribe that can be made accessible to people on the outside should be carefully filtered, that there are things about the tribe that they don’t want anybody else to know about’.
 Because language is so intimately linked to religion for the Taos Indians, they fear that people who know the language will gain access to sacred knowledge that the tribe considers off-limits to non-tribal members. 


Like many Hispanics in Taos, the local Pueblo Indians do fear the loss of their language, but they prefer to reinforce linguistic heritage within the tribe rather than turning the job over to the public schools and losing their control over who learns Tiwa. The tribe operates a Head Start pre-school and a primary Day School, which educate students up to about the age of twelve. Tiwa is taught informally at the Head Start program by tribal elders who speak the language, and a tribe member teaches a formal Tiwa language class at the day school.
 Moreover, according to Romancito, tribal activities and most official tribal business is conducted in Tiwa, so anyone who participates regularly in the Pueblo’s affairs cannot help but retain a proficiency in the language, because ‘you cannot do anything in the kivas, you cannot do anything within tribal court or tribal government, with traditional tribal systems, without a knowledge of Tiwa’.

English-only in New Mexico


In New Mexico, where bilingualism is so ingrained that even pesticide labels are printed in both Spanish and English,
 the English-only movement naturally meets vehement resistance. When 1996 Republican presidential nominee Bob Dole campaigned in Albuquerque’s Villa Hispana neighbourhood he was met by protesters holding signs saying, ‘English Only: Bob Dole Get Out of La Villa Hispana’.
 The Albuquerque city council president, a Democrat, sent Dole’s campaign a letter wishing him ‘bienvenidos’, or welcome, to the State’s largest city and reminding the candidate of New Mexico’s commitment to bilingualism.
 In the 1996 vote on federal English-only legislation in the House of Representatives, all three of the State’s congressmen (two Republicans and a Democrat) opposed the bill.


As in other States, however, opinion regarding the English-only movement divides along ethnic lines. An Albuquerque Journal poll of the State’s voters conducted in September 1996 found a surprisingly high level of support for English-only legislation: 47% favoured it, and 45% were opposed. But that support came almost entirely from non-Hispanic voters. While 62% of Anglo voters approved of the legislation, Hispanics registered overwhelming dislike for it, with 73% of the polled voters expressing opposition. The Journal pointed out that ‘[n]early 200,000 people—one-seventh of the population—had lived in New Mexico for five years or less at the time of the 1990 census’, and speculated plausibly that much of the support for the English-only bill came from ‘Anglo migrants from other parts of the country’, who have moved to New Mexico in large numbers in recent years.


Because most of the English-only legislation proposals that Congress has considered would not pre-empt existing state law (see chapter two), New Mexico’s determined bilingualism probably would not be affected enormously were any of them to win passage. The depth of opposition that Hispanics and some Anglos in the State feel toward the proposals therefore is perhaps disproportionate to the impact those proposals would have on them. But as chapter two demonstrated, the debate over language in the United States tends really to be a debate about American identity. The next chapter will analyse the practical relevance of this debate to the people of Taos, New Mexico.




Graph 5-1. Sources of public school funds, in New Mexico and nation-wide: 1990
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