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Tongue-Tied Bush?

Domenico Maceri argues for more
transparency in government

secretary for Education Research and Improvement, stated that the
No Child Left Behind law focuses on educational practices reflected
in “sound, scientifically-based research.”

Given the special needs of immigrant kids and the controversy
about how to best educate them, the Education Department in 2002
appointed a panel of non-partisan university researchers to take a
look at “existing research” on bilingual education. The U.S.
Government was supposed to publish the panel’s findings and dis-
seminate them.

The panel has now finished the work but the government refuses
to publish the results.

It’s not clear why, but a preliminary reading of the findings in draft
form indicates that Bush administration officials did not agree with the
conclusions.

The panel suggests that the conservative English-only methodolo-
gy of teaching immigrant kids is not effective.

That confirms what everyone involved in education has known for
years — bilingual education works well.

Unfortunately, bilingual education has been hijacked by emotion. It
happened in California, Arizona, and Massachusetts, which virtually
eliminated bilingual education through the initiative process.

In these three states the complex issue of bilingual education was
reduced to a very simple choice between English and Spanish. Voters
chose English by two to one margins.

When experts tried to convince voters that bilingual education
works as demonstrated by research, voters did not pay attention and
kept focusing on the simplistic notion that English-only worked in the
past and will work for today’s immigrant kids.

When Bush ran for president in 2000, he did not malign bilingual
education and consistently stated that educational practices that
work should be kept. And that included bilingual education.

Texas, in fact, which has significant numbers of limited English
speakers, continues its bilingual education programs. In all likelihood,
though, emotion has not been much of a factor in bilingual education
as a state issue. The Texas constitution does not have an initiative
process and voters have not had the opportunity to be presented
with the issue as a simple proposition as it has happened in
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California, Arizona, and Massachusetts. If the initiative process exist-
ed in Texas, it's quite likely bilingual education would have also been
eliminated by the popular vote.

The growth of the English-only movement also points to popular
opposition to bilingual education. Twenty-seven American states
passed legislation declaring English their official language.

These laws have been spurred by the concern that rising immigra-
tion, both legal and illegal, might dilute the fabric of American society.

The increase of immigrants generates a fear of losing control par-
ticularly with regard to language. Passing English-only laws and elimi-
nating bilingual education intend to send a strong signal to immi-
grants. The U.S. is and will remain an English-speaking country.

Although the goals of bilingual education have nothing to do with
creating a bilingual society, the average citizen sees in the program
only Spanish and no English. Never mind that research clearly
states that the best way to educate immigrant kids is through bilin-
gual education, which not only includes English but also all other
school subjects.

Since the U.S. has been moving to the right, particularly after the
events of 9/11, it’s inevitable that Bush also became more conserva-
tive than he was or claimed to be before his election of 2000.

Education is never free of politics and the new conservative cli-
mate certainly influences how the kids of immigrants are going to be
educated.

That is unfortunate because education should be based on what
works as demonstrated by research. That applies to American-born
kids but also to those youngsters who come from other countries.

Research says bilingual education is effective and Bush should go
back to his moderate stance of 2000 and direct his underlings to
makes sure no child is left behind regardless of what language he or
she may speak. M
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