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The Costs of Monolingualism
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A society makes choices based on an implicit closfc-benefit analy;is.
The assumption behind any cost-benefit analysis is, of course, tl at
choosing a desirable course of action has consequencci;:, WhIChh?z:[ ;Zz
i lternative choice w
irable—often the need to give up an all . !
i(;s;rw?rn set of benefits. The United States is cm:rently grap[i.hr}:g with
decisions about language; members of gro*ﬁs like U.S. Eﬁfrlfhﬂgﬁf
i i ages 0 -
that the social costs of tolerating the use of Jangu es other than B
i i f potential disruption and political factio x
e antable, Prob ili 1 education argue that the social
ceptable. Proponents of bilingual education :
E;l;itz oFlow achievement by a significant minority of school children
eat. . N )
an‘?/\t’;:)l(ijlf rthe proponents of U.5. English a.nd of blhn.gual edu'cattxlin‘n
can be seen as defending conflicting positions, we will argue 1n this

paper that the conflict is apparent, not real. Furthermore, we will ar-

.S. English to establish English as !:he
gue that both the proposal of U g b ingat education

ici tional language, and the in;sfi :
gf 11??51 ?;pically pragc;liced, entail additional serious costs not usually

computed into the final amount of this particull?r sociﬁtal Iclie:i:im::rtl};
i i haps some light can be shed o
the costs of monolingualism. Perhaps an t d on th
i by considering what basic
equences of either of these decisions
g:;f:h%logical and linguistic research can tell us about the costs and
i i i ilingualism.
efits of monolingualism and bi . o .
be'rIlhé classic characterization of American sqc1e1ty is dt;zf ;\1(:‘11;2:51
" i f immigrant groups into a single, unaierer
D rore. A prorequisi iting has been acquiring English, an
hole. A prerequisite to the melting uiri
:nsurpﬂsiig refi]uirément in a country where English is thtiiiang‘;\.lr;g;
of government, of education, of business, and of daily ;1 What
should surprise us is the willingness among immigrants, ;1 ost a¢
strong as their tendency to acquire English, to lose their tra
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languages. Nonetheless, the United States is, at the societal level,
staunchly monolingual. Legislating monolingualism as a requirement
for citizenship could hardly have been more successful in creating a
monolingual society than have been the unofficial economic and so-
cial forces at work.

It may seem odd to claim that the United States js one of the most
monolingual societies in the world. What of the Hispanic population
of the United States, currently 9 percent and growing? What of the
millions of dollars spent on bilingual education, for the benefit of stu-
dents from homes where Spanish, Portuguese, Vietnamese, and Chi-
nese, or a myriad of other languages are spoken? What of the French-
speaking communities in Louisiana and in northern New England?
What of the Chinatowns in Boston, New York, and San Francisco and
the Japanese communities in California? What of the immigrant com-
munities of Cubans, Southeast Asians, Haitians, and Central Ameri-
cans, all maintaining ties with their traditional languages? These
groups look like cases of bilingualism within the melting pot.

Demographic studies, both current and historical, however, tell us
that stable bilingualism is not characteristic of these groups. Only the
old folks, the very young, and the recent arrivals, in general, speak
these other languages; the school children and young adults have
often switched to “dominance” in English. Once the parents’ genera-
tion becomes more comfortable in English—something that can hap-
pen in the course of the second generation—then the third genera-
tion is monolingual in English. This shift from bilingualism to
monolingualism can be seen even in the current groups of immi-
grants to whom bilingual education services are widely available,

There is an unfortunate tendency to believe that this linguistic
laissez-faire toward English monolingualism is the natural state, even
perhaps the morally correct one, and that attempting to change its
course would inflict large costs elsewhere. It is therefore important to
understand the psychological and societal forces underlying this
shift, for it has been the source of frustration and perplexity to many
educators and policymakers who understand that monolingualism is
costly both to the monolingual individual and to society. The rapid
shift into English means that children who could have learned fluent
Spanish or Chinese or Portuguese from their mothers and grand-
mothers are instead struggling to learn it, and often succeeding
poorly, in high school foreign language dlasses.

Aside from the communication gap that is created across genera-
tions of immigrants by this shift, there are many other costs asso-
ciated with the melting pot’s shift into monolingual English. Costs to
society include:






