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Chapter 7. Conclusions

‘Should we therefore conclude that America is experiencing a culture war? My answer is yes—but it is one that is being fought primarily by intellectuals, not by most Americans themselves’.

-Alan Wolfe, One Nation, After All (1998)


In politics, as in life, things are not always what they seem. On paper, bilingual education policy in America is a strictly educational undertaking. Its explicit goal is to ensure that academic success is as accessible to linguistic minorities as it is to students whose native language is English. If this goal is accepted at face value, then the only question is a pedagogical one: which instructional method will equalise educational opportunity? Educators and lay persons alike may disagree about whether the ideal method is English immersion or transitional bilingual education or bilingual maintenance programs. But the disagreement is apolitical, and furthermore it is empirical: properly-designed research ought to be able to answer the question (although, as chapter one indicated, little such research exists to date).


Why, then, is bilingual education so politically controversial? This dissertation suggests an answer: the pedagogical question raised by the desire to improve academic performance is only a small part of the bilingual education debate. The political controversy arises from a goal that is absent from legislation and from most jurisprudence but one that surfaces frequently in public discourse: bilingual education strives to foster cultural identification. This goal raises questions that are unavoidably political. With which culture or cultures should Americans identify? If they identify with individual minority cultures, then what will bind them all as Americans? Is there a national culture that can offer them a common identity?


These questions provide an entrée into the broader debate over American identity. It is not an entirely new debate: chapter two demonstrated that even as Hector St. John de Créveceour was announcing in 1782 the birth of ‘a new race of men’ on American soil, people like the Germans in Pennsylvania and the Dutch in New York (not to mention Indians and blacks) were struggling to maintain their native languages and cultures. Nor are classrooms recent battlefields in the so-called ‘culture war’: chapter three traced the use of schools as instruments both of assimilation and of cultural preservation as far back as colonial times. Moreover, the debate over American identity has implicated language at least since the First World War, when anti-German laws explicitly equated language with loyalty.


But several factors in the last century or so have escalated the debate. Immigration increased the racial diversity of the US population, making assimilation both more difficult and less popular. Industrialisation, civil rights advances, the growth of the federal government during the Depression and World War II, and the need to maintain technological supremacy during the Cold War all contributed to the expansion of the educational franchise. As state and federal governments assumed increasing responsibility for education, and as education became a universal experience for Americans of all classes and races, schools became laboratories of socialisation and, inevitably, centres for political conflict. The always-simmering tension between America’s religious roots and its secular politics, for instance, reached a high point during the 1925 trial of John Scopes for teaching evolution in a Tennessee school. The virulent anti-Communism that Senator Joseph McCarthy exploited and inflamed in the 1950s had its most sinister impact in universities, where it threatened academic and intellectual freedom. And as racial discord took centre-stage in the mid-1950s and beyond, the classroom again became a forum for conflict.


The Civil Rights Movement and its aftermath produced an atmosphere in which battle lines are starkly drawn and positions seem irreconcilable. The turmoil of the 1960s made it clear that the grievances of racial minorities in America could no longer be subdued or ignored. If blacks and other minorities had accepted the desirability of eventual assimilation when the Civil Rights Movement began, many of them now argued that they had done so only because they were negotiating from a position of obvious weakness. Emboldened by the movement’s successes, many minority leaders no longer were content to submerge their racial and cultural identities in the interest of national unity. Such unity, they argued, would have to spring from some other source or it would not be had at all. With the nation’s minorities speaking with a newly-assertive political voice, government policy sought finally to reverse the effects of two hundred years of white male supremacy in America. Affirmative action programs opened university doors and employment opportunities to women and minorities. Educators re-assessed their curricula in an attempt to include the historical and intellectual contributions of previously ignored groups. And the federal Bilingual Education Act of 1968 signalled a desire to accommodate the special educational needs of language-minority students.


The growing political power of minority groups in the 1950s and 1960s corresponded with the emergence of an intellectual movement that would come to be known as neo-conservativism. Neo-conservatives were defined largely by their opposition to Communism, but they were united as well by their discomfort with the political and social changes that occurred in the 1960s, and particularly with the race-conscious policies that the Civil Rights Movement produced. For the most part, the early neo-conservatives were former left-wing intellectuals who believed in Martin Luther King’s vision of race-blind equality. Multiculturalism troubled them, and policies like affirmative action seemed to them ‘to mark a dangerous movement away from equality of opportunity towards some kind of equality of outcome’.


At the outset of the Civil Rights Movement, neo-conservatives were politically marginal. In 1964, however, Barry Goldwater hinted at the future of American conservativism by capturing the Republican party’s presidential nomination and paving the way for Ronald Reagan’s eventual victory in 1980. Goldwater lost the general election decisively to Lyndon Johnson, but he prevailed in several Southern States, largely on account of his opposition to the Civil Rights Movement.
 By the 1970s, a ‘new right’ movement of single-issue interest groups, think tanks and conservative leaders was gaining political influence and developing a technologically savvy approach to political advocacy.
 The increasingly assertive civil rights leadership was forced to contend with a growing right-wing backlash, which continues today to challenge multiculturalism and the policies it produces.


But this dissertation suggests that much of the ‘culture war’ is a battle among élites, and that the situation ‘on the ground’ is not nearly as contentious as observers commonly assume. Political debate nurtures seemingly irreconcilable divisions, and theoretical discussion likewise promotes rigid categories. But it is not clear that these unyielding delineations mean much to people in practice. And it is surprisingly clear that for some people—the residents of Taos—this habit of thinking dichotomously makes bilingual education unnecessarily controversial and impedes politicians and theorists alike from fully understanding the nature of American identity.

Politics and pedagogy


Chapter one posed two research questions. The first was this: To what extent do concerns about the source of national unity account for the rancorous political conflict surrounding the issue of bilingual education in America? I hypothesised that bilingual education is politically controversial because it raises questions about the sources of national unity in America, but that these questions often are disguised by a pedagogical discussion about the effectiveness of bilingual education programs. This hypothesis suggested that there is a mismatch between the explicit arguments that occur on the level of bilingual education policy design and analysis on the one hand, and the implicit tensions that motivate those arguments on the other.

The evidence


The evidence presented in this dissertation illustrates this mismatch between the vocabulary used to rationalise bilingual education policy and the underlying motivations for the debate. As chapter four showed, policymakers from the start framed bilingual education law in resolutely academic terms. The original Bilingual Education Act was conceived as a way of helping language-minority students to learn English and thereby to succeed academically. Any political goals were secondary, and the law’s sponsors were careful to deflect any suggestion that bilingual education would promote cultural preservation. To be sure, this academic focus did have inevitable political implications: the insistence that bilingual education serve only to enhance English proficiency and educational accomplishment virtually guaranteed a preference for transitional (as opposed to maintenance) models—and this preference strongly favoured assimilation over multi​culturalism as a political outcome. But the language of the law and of most of the debate preceding its enactment referred only to the need to educate linguistic minorities, side-stepping the broader political ramifications.


Even as the political environment became more hospitable to cultural preservation, changes in bilingual education policy were predicated on strictly academic premises. By the end of 1974, a combination of judicial decrees, executive regulations and legislative actions had shifted federal policy toward native-language instruction and linguistic maintenance. But the explicit justification for this shift was an academic one: policymakers enlisted the cognitive research notion of ‘transferability’ to argue that if students were taught in their native languages then they would be able eventually to translate that learning into English. 


In the three decades since the enactment of the Bilingual Education Act, policymakers have consistently maintained the pretence that their efforts to tug the legislation in one direction or another were motivated solely by pedagogical concerns. Those favouring transitional bilingual education argued that students needed only a short period of native-language instruction before they could participate fully in English-speaking classrooms. Those preferring bilingual maintenance programs claimed that students would advance most quickly if they mastered mathematics or history or science in their native languages before being asked to learn in an English-only environment. By 1984, when the Reagan Administration succeeded in diverting bilingual education funding toward ‘special alternative instructional programs’ that did not use any native-language instruction at all, the argument again was ostensibly a pedagogical one: language-minority students would perform better in school if they were taught in English from the very beginning. On paper—legislation, court decisions and regulatory memoranda—politics is essentially absent from the bilingual education debate. 


As chapter two demonstrated, however, bilingual education is a source of conflict in America not because politicians disagree passionately about pedagogy, but rather because bilingual education policy reflects the larger political debate about American identity. To political actors, transitional bilingual education is not just a pedagogical tool; it is an affirmation of the value of assimilation. Bilingual maintenance programs, on the other hand, facilitate cultural preservation, some say at the expense of national unity. Thus, while official policy documents are careful to omit any mention of political considerations, the bilingual education debate finds itself intertwined with the American identity debate in a variety of ways.


First, political rhetoric consistently fuses bilingual education with the question of American identity. This was true in 1967, when Senators and Representatives debating the Bilingual Education Act repeatedly affirmed the need to help linguistic minorities to enter the American mainstream (with some of them simultaneously emphasising the importance of preserving, in Robert Kennedy’s words, ‘ancestral pride and self-respect’). And it was true in 1995, when a chorus of Republican legislators attacked bilingual education for balkanising the American population, with Wisconsin Representative Toby Roth promoting an English-only bill by arguing that ‘bilingual education is a threat to [American] unity, because it doesn’t help teach children English’. This fusion of bilingual education with the American identity debate occurs outside the halls of Congress, as well: former Senator Bob Dole made an attack on bilingual education the centrepiece of his assault on the ‘embarrassed-to-be American crowd’ during the 1996 presidential campaign. Despite the care with which official policy is cloaked in the language of equal educational opportunity, it is apparent that what really concerns politicians about bilingual education is its tendency to foster cultural identification, whether with the ‘national culture’ or with a particular minority one.


Second, interest group activity illustrates the relationship between bilingual education and the question of national identity. Nativist interest groups dedicated to promoting their conception of national unity are virulent opponents of bilingual education—not because they question its ability to educate linguistic minorities, but because they believe it prevents them from assimilating. Groups like English First and US English, which were established to advocate for English-only legislation, are vocal supporters of efforts like California’s Proposition 227 that seek to eradicate bilingual education. Conversely, interest groups dedicated to defending bilingual education are avowed opponents of English-only legislation—not merely because it threatens bilingual education (although some of it certainly does so) but because it offends their belief in cultural pluralism. Even the National Association for Bilingual Education, which warns against conflating the English-only issue with the bilingual education one, is actively involved as an advocate in both debates.


Third, there is an overlap between legislation addressing national unity and legislation concerned with bilingual education. The first shot fired in the English-only war, Senator S.I. Hayakawa’s English Language Amendment, was introduced in 1982 as companion legislation to President Reagan’s proposed cutbacks in bilingual education funding. This legislative linking of the two issues continues, and half of the English-only proposals introduced during the 1995-96 congressional term included provisions that would have eliminated bilingual education. Clearly, legislators see bilingual education and English-only as parallel battlefields in the effort to define American identity and to safeguard national unity. And they are not alone: a good illustration of the political position that bilingual education occupies in the public mind is the fact that Ron Unz, the entrepreneur primarily responsible for California’s 1998 rejection of bilingual education, ‘has no children or background in education and has never set foot in a bilingual education class’.
 Bilingual education is as much a political issue as an academic one, and it is for this reason that bilingual education policy is the cause not only of pedagogical dispute but also of impassioned political debate.

Conclusions


The tendency of policymakers to rationalise bilingual education on pedagogical grounds even as the dialogue surrounding bilingual education is conducted in starkly political terms confirms the hypothesis that the American identity debate lies at the root of the bilingual education controversy. Bilingual education is hotly disputed in the political arena not because people disagree about whether it fulfils its goals, but because they disagree about what those goals should be. But if bilingual education is less about helping linguistic minorities to learn than it is about socialising them into a particular model of American citizenship, then why is the policy design couched in apolitical language? Why not simply acknowledge in official documents what is already spoken loudly in the public forum?


The mismatch between the explicit policy rationale and the underlying debate over American identity occurs for several reasons. There is a programmatic reason: policies that define their goals in academic terms are easier to implement than ones that define their goals in political terms. In other words, the parameters of a policy are clearly delineated and the means of evaluating its success are obvious if the stated objective is to help language-minority children to learn. But if the goal is to strengthen national unity or to facilitate assimilation or to promote cultural pluralism, then the starting and ending points for policy implementation are decidedly fuzzy.


There is also a likely political reason: policy advocates on both sides of the issue probably feel safer speaking on behalf of children than they do using children as pawns in a seemingly symbolic dispute. Multiculturalists may sense that they are on firmer ground in arguing on the basis of ‘transferability’ theory that bilingual maintenance is the best way of equipping language-minority students for academic success than they are in trying to persuade sceptical policymakers of the merits of cultural preservation. Similarly, assimilationists can dodge the contentious debate over American identity by claiming that transitional bilingual education is simply the best way for linguistic minorities to learn.


Finally, the mismatch results from the different natures of legal and political discourse. The law speaks in the vocabulary of rights and remedies. Politics, on the other hand, uses the vocabulary of competing values. From the policymaking perspective, bilingual education emerged from the awareness that linguistic minorities had been denied their right to equal educational opportunity. Determining which remedy will vindicate this right is a pedagogical question: what educational approach will best enable linguistic minorities to succeed academically? The resulting policies therefore are expressed in academic terms. Recall from chapter five that even New Mexico’s bilingual education law, which explicitly endorses linguistic maintenance, couches its goals in the language of rights and pedagogical remedies. From the political perspective, however, bilingual education is the stage for a confrontation of values: cultural preservation versus national unity. With battle lines thus drawn, assimilationists either oppose bilingual education entirely or advocate the transitional model; multiculturalists prefer the maintenance or enrichment models. For both sides, children’s educational needs are of less immediate concern than the cultural outcome: assimilationists fear the loss of national cohesion, while multiculturalists fear the loss of cultural diversity.


As political actors well know, the fact that policy is written in an academic vocabulary does not mean it has no political impact. In fact, the tendency to rationalise bilingual education policy on academic grounds has produced a de facto preference for assimilation. With even multiculturalists arguing that bilingual maintenance is valuable only because it enables students to transfer learning from their native languages to English, virtually no one publicly defends the value of bilingual education as a tool for cultural preservation. Because bilingual education policymakers define success as ensuring equal educational opportunity, there is little room for extra-academic considerations like cultural preservation. Thus, even when federal policy has embraced bilingual maintenance as a pedagogy, the implicit political preference for assimilation has not changed. When the national debate over assimilation and multiculturalism is translated into public policy in the realm of bilingual education, assimilation emerges clearly as the victor. Of course, this is true only to the extent that assimilation and multiculturalism are incompatible, which takes us to the second research question.

Theory and practice


The second research question that chapter one posed was this: How relevant are these concerns (about American identity) to the practice of bilingual education, and how are they reflected in the design and implementation of a particular bilingual education program? I hypothesised that the concerns that drive the national bilingual education debate are sometimes inconsistent with practical experience, and that as a result of this inconsistency bilingual education programs that are shaped by such concerns will exhibit implementation problems. This hypothesis suggested that there is a mismatch between theory and practice with regard to the question of American identity, and that this mismatch can produce a bilingual education policy inconsistent with the needs of the population that it affects.

The evidence


The evidence presented in this dissertation illustrates the mismatch between theory and practice in the American identity debate. Chapter two demonstrated that the theoretical discussion (and by extension the political dialogue) relies on rigid categorisations. Americans are either nativists or melting pot liberals or cultural pluralists or democratic universalists. Public policy either promotes national unity or it encourages cultural preservation. People favour either assimilation or multiculturalism. The choices are stark; the categories are mutually exclusive.


The case-study analysis in chapter six, however, suggests that the reality may not be so contentious. In Taos, people tend not to adhere strictly to one particular conception of American identity. Their views are, instead, an amalgamation of melting pot liberalism, cultural pluralism and democratic universalism. They cherish America’s ability to absorb newcomers from diverse backgrounds, but they believe those backgrounds contribute something valuable to the nation’s cultural fabric. They revere the democratic Creed, but they feel that compliance with its principles demands no less than the tolerance of cultural differences. 


Taoseños deny that cultural preservation threatens national unity, but not necessarily because they hold the cultural pluralist view that Americans are bound by values rather than by any national culture. Indeed, many of the Hispanic and Indian interview subjects sense that there is a set of traits that are definably American, and they feel that they share these traits. But they also possess a different set of traits, which belong to their native culture. They proudly speak Spanish or Tiwa, and they just as proudly recall their military service. And this is nothing new: Hispanics and Indians in the American South-west have a long history, described in chapter five, of seeking to preserve their cultures even as they adopted American values and assisted US war efforts. Their determined biculturalism—their ability to define themselves simultaneously as Hispanics or Indians and as Americans—is evidence of the constraints inherent in imposing theoretical dichotomies on the debate.


Because Taoseños combine cultural preservation and national patriotism with such apparent ease, it seems obvious to them that a government responsive to its citizenry should assist them in preserving the Spanish language and Hispanic culture. In the interviews described in chapter six, Anglos and Hispanics alike expressed unanimous support for bilingual education programs, and particularly for the goals of linguistic enrichment and cultural maintenance. The controversial nature of these programs met with a shrug. If we want to preserve a minority language and culture, interview subjects frequently said, then of course the schools that our tax dollars support should help us to do so. Hispanics argue that respect for linguistic and culture diversity is the epitome of American freedom. Anglos agree that the key to national unity is not homogeneity but rather familiarity with and tolerance of other cultures.


Chapter five detailed the tangible impact that the mismatch between theory and practice has on policy implementation in Taos. Because the theoretical and political discussion nurtures rigid categories, policy design does the same. Both Title VII, the federal bilingual education law, and New Mexico State law define distinct classes of programs that are eligible for bilingual education funding. There are assimilationist programs: transitional bilingual education and, at the federal level, English-only ‘special alternative instructional programs’. And there are multiculturalist programs: bilingual maintenance (also known as developmental bilingual education) and, at the State level, bilingual enrichment programs.


In order to obtain public funding for bilingual education programs, local school administrators must select one of these models and adhere to government guidelines for implementing and evaluating the programs. In a region like northern New Mexico, where most Hispanic students speak English about as well as their Anglo peers do but possess little if any Spanish proficiency, the most appropriate bilingual education approach is the enrichment model, which seeks to improve native-language skills. But choosing this model would make Taos eligible only for State grants, because the federal government does not fund enrichment programs. Moreover, ever since the 1984 reauthorisation of Title VII, federal policy has been highly suspicious even of bilingual maintenance programs (a stance that is unlikely to change much with the Republicans controlling both houses of the Congress). In order to improve their chances of receiving financial support, therefore, Taos school officials define their programs as transitional bilingual education—even though the number of Taos students in a position to make a transition from Spanish to English barely reaches double digits.


This initial deception forces bilingual educators in Taos into some uncomfortable contortions. In New Mexico, students are selected for participation in transitional bilingual education programs on the basis of poor performance on the standardised Iowa Test of Basic Skills. The assumption is that they fared badly because of their limited English proficiency and that they therefore would benefit from instruction in Spanish. But of course, this selection method means that low-scoring Anglos may be placed into Spanish-speaking classes, as will many Hispanics whose Spanish proficiency is no better (and probably significantly worse) than their mastery of English. Moreover, even when this approach successfully identifies students who need instruction in Spanish, they often enter the bilingual education program feeling stigmatised by their low test scores. In this way, the selection method perpetuates a view of bilingual education as a remedial approach—an approach wholly at odds with the enrichment philosophy, which seeks to nurture self-esteem and cultural pride.


Having assembled a group of students whose Spanish skills are at least as limited as their English proficiency, and having committed itself to the transitional bilingual education model, the Taos program makes a difficult demand of its teachers: they are asked to teach subjects like social studies, biology and (most laughably) literature to these students in Spanish. All of the bilingual teachers interviewed for this dissertation expressed the wish that they could tailor their classes more appropriately to the needs of Taos students. This would mean selecting students—Hispanic, Anglo or other—who are interested in learning Spanish and in perpetuating the local Hispanic culture. For one teacher, it would mean bringing together students fluent in Spanish and those fluent in English in order to encourage two-way immersion. And it would mean designing a program that combined language instruction with exposure to Taos’ cultural traditions. The result would look much different from the program that currently exists in Taos.

Conclusions


The Taos case-study suggests that rigid theoretical categorisations are not helpful to understanding the practical importance of the American identity debate. This is because such categorisations ask people to choose between cultural preservation and national unity, to choose between assimilation and multiculturalism, to choose among the various conceptions of American identity. Political actors and academic theorists alike tend not to acknowledge that people naturally transcend categories. As theoretical constructs, nativism, melting pot liberalism, cultural pluralism and democratic universalism may be useful for identifying the various points along a spectrum of national identity. But in practice people can be melting pot liberals in one sphere of life and cultural pluralists in another, or they can be both at once. The supposed choice between assimilationism and multiculturalism seems a false one.


Another false choice makes abstract categorisations unhelpful: the choice between English and Spanish (or any other language). Opponents of bilingual education typically argue that any instruction in students’ native language will prevent them from learning English. They fear that minority-language maintenance will lead to the erosion of national unity because Americans no longer will be bound by a common tongue. But two trends described in chapter two illustrate the spuriousness of the supposed trade-off between English and other languages.


First, virtually no one denies the importance of learning English. Minority parents desperately want their children to develop English fluency, and their children share the sentiment. A Department of Education study concluded that Asian-American and Hispanic parents overwhelming want their children to speak English, and a survey of children from language-minority homes found that 88% of them preferred English to their native language. Case-study interviews described in chapter six confirm this trend. Adults and students alike recognise the importance of English fluency in modern American society, and nobody wants to establish the type of monolingual Spanish-speaking enclaves that bilingual education opponents seem to fear.


Second, demographic data suggest that virtually everyone in America eventually will speak English. Ninety-seven percent of American residents already boast English fluency, and children are even more proficient than their parents, suggesting (contrary to the fears of bilingual education foes) that the English-speaking population is growing. Among immigrants, the trend is for people to speak English fluently—and often exclusively—by the second or third generation. In other words, in America today English proficiency is almost universally-desired and virtually always achieved. 


The choice, therefore, is not between English and any other language. It is between multilingualism and English monolingualism. The people of Taos recognise this fact (it emerges frequently in interviews with them), and this recognition goes a long way toward explaining why the goal of linguistic enrichment earns such broad support among Taoseños. When politicians and interest groups criticise bilingual education, their worst fear is that an endorsement of minority-language maintenance will spell death for national unity. By enthusiastically endorsing multilingualism and cultural preservation, Taos ought to epitomise this fear. Instead, Taoseños remain English-speaking Americans with no shortage of patriotism or national feeling. In Taos, at least, the worst fears of bilingual education opponents are not realised in practice.


Unfortunately, political actors continue to view the bilingual education debate as a zero-sum game in which a gain for minority-language maintenance is a loss for universal English proficiency. And as we have seen, this gap between the American identity debate and the situation ‘on the ground’ has concrete policy implications. In Taos, the discrepancy between national political discourse and local circumstances produces a bilingual education policy that is ill-suited for the educational and cultural needs of the region’s children.


This dissertation does not try to answer the question of whether cities like Los Angeles can afford to offer bilingual instruction in scores of languages. Nor does it seek to defend the egregious instances of admittedly poor program implementation, cases that provide anecdotal fodder for bilingual education foes. It does not argue that bilingual education ‘works’, and it does not argue that any particular model of bilingual education is pedagogically preferable to any other. Those questions already have been asked dozens of times and answered in dozens of ways. Undoubtedly, future research will offer new answers to these questions. It is a rich field worthy of further exploration.


But the central concern here is politics. Bilingual education is part of a larger debate about American identity, and judging from the evidence here that debate too often is conducted on a theoretical level far removed from practical experience. By examining the interplay between the American identity debate and the bilingual education controversy we can gain a fuller understanding of both issues. When policymakers translate the American identity debate into public policy, they use a pedagogical vocabulary to disguise their political preferences. But these preferences guide policy implementation, and the Taos case-study suggests that they are predicated on theoretical assumptions with limited practical relevance. As a result, bilingual education programs are not necessarily well-matched to the local population’s needs. 


These conclusions offer cause both for frustration and for optimism. The bad news is that bilingual education policy can be weakened by an unnecessarily dichotomised view of the political goals it serves. But the good news is that the ‘culture war’ that propels so much political discourse and policy design in the United States has relatively few combatants. If the Taos experience is any indication, then many Americans already have found the common ground that political leaders and lobbyists are struggling so mightily to preserve. 
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