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Bilingual education as an object of attitude occupies a special place in the American soul. The person
on the street might support it because it offers hope for connecting individuals to their heritage language. They
might support it because it symbolizes a breaking away from the image of Americans as English-centered and
failing to see itself in an international arena (Archic Bunker once said: "if God wanted me to learn another
language, then why did He write the Bible in English?").

The opponent of bilingual education, on the other hand, sees it as an unnecessary coddling and spoiling
of new immigrants, eroding away at the strength of the English language -- an important symbol of American
unity. Bilingual education is seen as a political lobby that caters largely to the Spanish-speaking population.
Opponents frequently comment that unlike previous immigrant groups, the current group of immigrants is failing
to learn English, demanding services in Spanish and other foreign languages.

The degree of sentiment evoked by bilingual education is not matched by an equivalent degree of
understanding about the history of language minority education in the United States, nor by knowledge about
the state of bilingual education. For example, a nationally representative survey of attitudes towards bilingual
education revealed general confusion about the nature of program despite its highly symbolic nature (Sears &
Huddy 1987). The goal of this chapter is to briefly review the history of language minority education in the
United States, and to discuss the role that research has played in the policy debate.

Immigration and Compulsory Schooling: the language issue is born.

In the United States, bilingual education was not uncommon in the 18th and 19th century. Linguistic
pluralism and diversity was acknowledged and tolerated, if not always encouraged. In New Mexico and
California, there were both English and Spanish schools; in the mid-west, German language schools served the
large number of German immigrants. In New Mexico an 1884 law recognized public Spanish-language elementary
schools, noting that the language of instruction would be left to the discretion of the director. French language
public schools served the French speaking communities in Louisiana and northern New England (August &
Garcia, 1988). In the Midwest and the East, several states allowed German language public schools in
predominantly German communities. In the mid-19th century, the German-English public schools were
established in Ohio (Laosa, 1984). Other languages (eg. Norwegian, Lithuanian, Czech, Dutch) were part of the
curriculum in areas with large numbers of immigrants from these countries (Anderson & Boyer, 1970).

Until the end of 19th century, language of instruction was not an important or prominent issue in
education policy. Education policy was primarily in the hands of the towns or districts, who taxed parents the
necessary tuition to support a local school. The school was supported entirely by the community, teachers were
often recruited from the community, and the language of instruction was frequently the language of the
community. Federal and state legislation, where it existed, generally required only that schools be established,
and said little more.

In the late 19th century, the movement for the Common School, or public school, and compulsory
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