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Through immigration, annexation and slavery, the United 

States has been home to native speakers of virtually every modern 

language of the world. Despite this fact, the country remains 

known for its English monolingual citizenry. Bilingualism for 

the most part is merely a transitional phase in the 

Americanization of immigrants (Fishman, 1966: Grosjean, 1982). 

Through an attitude aptly characterized by Joshua Fishman as one 

of "benign neglect", the bilingualism attained by the children of 

immigrants rapidly shifts into the English monolingualism of the 

next generation (Veltman, 1983). Bilingualism is not viewed as a 

desirable by-product of immigration that, if properly respected 

and nurtured, would enrich the linguistic and cultural profile of 

the nation. Indeed, it is for the most part prized if 

accomplished through formal study as a foreign language by native 

speakers of English (this achievement being attained through 

great travail and generally nowhere close to approximating 

native-like levels in the language). In many ways, societal 

attitudes and educational policies and practices combine to make 

the United States an efficient producer of transitional 
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bilinguals whose gifts are unappreciated and allowed to go to 

waste. 

It is not the purpose of this chapter to perform a survey of 

the literature of this rather massive squandering of national 

linguistic resources. Rather, I am going to expand on a simple 

bias that I have regarding bilingualism as a talent and where I 

believe it intersects with the goals of this volume on 

giftedness: bilingualism is a valuable gift: all children should 

be given the opportunity to develop competence in bilingualism to 

the fullest extent possible, and as a group, language minority 

students have special access to this gift. In this chapter, I 

hope to present some capsule accounts of work through which I 

have gained some insights into how the gift of bilingualism might 

be best developed in language minority students. 

LABELS AND EXPECTATIONS 

The first place to start thinking about the problem is how 

we use labels for bilingual children. When I first began 

conducting research in this area, I was struck and confused by 

the different ways in which the term "bilingualism" was used. 

Technically speaking, for example, a bilingual is an individual 

who has some criterion level of proficiency in two or more 

languages, but to the person on the street, a bilingual is often 

a convenient label for someone who is an immigrant marked by some 

degree of limited ability in English. 

not uncommon (especially among school psychologists who are not 

In schools, it is still 
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trained in issues of language development) to hear students 

labelled as "bilingual88 when indeed they are really monolingual 

in the foreign language. At least one key semantic thread 

running through the term "bilingual" seems to be associated with 

a deficit to be overcome. 

The deficit approach towards bilingualism in fact 

characterizes most bilingual education programs in this country, 

with fewer than 15 percent of programs in the elementary schools 

emphasizing the continued development of the native language even 

after the children acquire English (Young, 1984). Indeed, in 

most programs, students are eligible for bilingual education 

programs only if they are classified as U P ,  for "limited English 

proficient". I find this acronym to be simultaneously misguided 

and in poor taste. In many schools, speakers of languages other 

than English who are in the process of English acquisition, 

through this label as well as actions and attitudes, are 

continuously reminded of their deficiencies in English. In 

policy circles and the media, so-called bilingual education 

programs are under constant fire for failing to teach English 

rapidly enough (see Hakuta, 1986). (In a small attempt to 

correct for the effects of labelling, with apologies to Zipf's 

Law, in this text, I will refer to such students as "speakers of 

languages other than English".) 

The point here is that neither the terms t*bilingual" nor 

"LEP1l connotes positive valence for the native language. By 
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emphasizing the deficit in English, they lead to a remediation 

approach, and the inherent value of the linguistic resources 

contained in the non-English language is denied. The public 

discourse about language policy is almost exclusively about 

whether the speakers of languages other than English are learning 

English rapidly enough. % E P  countsBB are carefully monitored 

(Waggoner, 1984) much in the same way as society keeps track of 

its incidence of diseases, but little public attention is given 

to data on the variety and numbers of citizens who & speak 

languages other than English (Fishman, 1966; Veltman, 1983, 

1988). To bring the point home, consider the data recently 

collected by the California State Department of Education (1990) 

on the number of limited and fluent English-proficient students, 

reproduced in Table 1. In the press as well as in political 

circles, attention is almost exclusively on the first column, 

seen as "the problem", with the second column being those who 

............................ 

have been BBcuredBB. Personally, I am more interested in the fact, 

for example, that there are over 7,000 children who are bilingual 

in Farsi and English. 

; 

As I have noted elsewhere in considerable detail (Hakuta, 

1986), there is now a lengthy literature on the topic of the 




