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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:



386 Language Diversity and Education

» Educational costs. We need to devote teachers, sghpol time, 'and
part of the educational budget to foreign language training. Amerllcar;
schools are notoriously poor in this field, and the resultant levels o
fluency and correctness among foreign language students are much
lower than among children who have learned these languages at
home. .

» Economic costs. American multinational businesses that compete
abroad are severely hampered by the low numbers of Americans com-
etent in languages other than English. '

d + National ;security costs. Millions of dollars are spent annually train-
ing foreign-service personnel, military personnel, and spies in for-
eign languages.

Costs to the individual include:

» Time and effbrt. It takes time, effort, com_mitment, motivation, and
hard work to learn a foreign language in high school, and much less
effort just to maintain a language alrgady learned at .home. L

« Cognitive costs. There is some evidence suggesting that mono 1111
gual children are missing out on an olpportumty"tp develo;; an ear ﬂ
appreciation of language that results in better ajb}hty to perform we
on tasks requiring linguistic and cognitive flexibility.

These are only some of the costs. They can be r.n.inimized by efforts
to maintain the natural linguistic resources ‘of .blhngual youngsters,
rather than standing by and tolerating the shift into monolmguahslm.
So why does this shift occur? Why do people who can sPeak tfwo an-
guages tend to shift into the exclusive use of one? Is tl:us s}:_n ; inevi-
table, or are there certain circumstances that deflect this S.h.lft. Some
answers to these questions can be found in the nature of bilingualism

and the nature of language proficiency.

e as it may seem, there is no general consensus on the defini-
fig::;% language};)roficiency Though there are many ways tl;?é. pe(l)tp:s
assess language, without a definition of proﬁf:lency it is difficul
know exactly what those assessment tef:hnlques are mezlsltiﬁng.
Those who study bilingualism are rather like four-year-old.d i reg
just taught how to use a ruler—they ca:t melasure length, width, an

ight, ave no idea how to compute volume. . '

he'll’ggtic:lu;;proaches to assessing bil_ingual proficiency uwo];t;j'1 dczlgg
things like counting the errors made in the second language. kls o
of approach is clearly inadequate; we know someone who speaks ]feut
fectly error-free Spanish, but can only carry on conversations a c; !
how much things cost and what size they are; we know sc;)me(t)ne el csle
whose Spanish is chock full of errors, but who can talk_ abou at;mthe
variety of topics with anyone from a Pugrto Rican taxi driver
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professor of Romance languages at the university. Which of these has
higher proficiency in Spanish? Clearly, a notion of proficiency that is
based on getting communicative tasks accomplished has a certain
merit, but we cannot totally ignore matters of correctness, either.

We favor a notion of proficiency very like that proposed by Frangois
Grosjean in his book Life with Two Languages: An Introduction to Bilin-
gualism.” Grosjean assesses bilingualism functionally. Think of a
chart of the tasks one faces in a given month: shopping, going to res-
taurants, talking and writing notes to your children’s teachers, help-
ing children with homework, having professional conversations, at-
tending professional lectures, giving talks, writing letters, reading
and writing reports, watching television, having family dinner-table
conversations, keeping a diary, negotiating with plumbers, babysit-
ters, gardeners, or repairmen, and so forth. Grosjean suggests that if
any of these tasks is accomplished in a second language, you are a
bilingual. The more tasks you can perform in either of two languages,
the more proficient a bilingual you are.

But, of course, no one does all those things every day in two lan-
guages. In fact, for any particular bilingual, certain spheres of life
{perhaps home and friendship) are in one language, while other.
spheres (perhaps work and public encounters) are in another.
Furthermore, one’s ability to function in any of those spheres in either
language may wax and wane with circumstance and need. What this
means is that, even for adults, proficiency in a language is not stable.
Knowledge of a language and skills in using it are more like dancing
the lead in Giselle than like the traditional notion of riding a bicycle.
Not only are practice and conditioning crucial to being able to per-
form, but someone who has not played the role in a long while may
even forget some of the steps! Attrition of language skills, even of first
language skills when they are long unused, is a common phenome-
non, now beginning to be documented by a number of researchers.
We need to know much more about the circumstances that promote
or prevent such attrition.

The fact that one’s proficiency in a language, even a native lan-
guage, can decline suggests that languages have to be used to be
maintained. Thus, there is a personal cost to bilingualism: the psy-
chological energy needed to keep using both the languages or to risk
losing proficiency in one. It may be this cost, among others, that is
reflected in the demographic trends toward monolingualism in the
society.

There is another psychological cost for a bilingual individual who
has to interact in an only partially bilingual society: the threat to hu-

27, Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1982.
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man relationships, to self-image, and to personal identity associated
with every choice of which language to use. The reason why language
choice for the bilingual can be so difficuit may be explained by one of
the basic principles of social psychology—the convergence principle.
The convergence principle states that we tend to shift our language
style toward that of persons we like and admire. In everyday mono-
lingual conversations between speakers of slightly different dialects
or generations, one can see examples of the convergence principle at
work, as the northerner starts shifting into a slight drawl with a
southern friend or a grandparent adopts a grandchild’s baby-talk
words.

Consider the case of the perfectly bilingual Mexican American
whose children start to speak English among themselves and eventu-
ally to their parents. The adults can stubbornly go on speaking Span-
ish, which their children understand, to maintain the children’s pro-
ficiency in Spanish. But conversations where one partner speaks
Spanish and the other speaks English are hard to keep going for long,
as the convergence principle predicts. Not surprisingly, the parents
typically give in, with the result that the children end up monolingual
English speakers. Such parents can talk about the conflict—they
would like their children to speak Spanish—but they do not want to
sacrifice the familial intimacy, the freedom from conflict, and the con-
venience associated with acceding to their children’s preferences.
Costs to the family are reduced, but the children (and the society) pay
the resultant costs associated with monolingualism.

Why do the children in such a family gravitate to English monolin-
gualism? English, because it is the language of prestige and the ma-
jority culture; monolingualism, because for the child, as much as for
the adult, maintaining two languages is harder than learning, main-
taining, and using just one. In fact, the loss of one language under the
influence of the other, a problem for adults, is particularly acute for
children. Learning a second language takes so much energy for
young children that it is difficult to maintain the first language at the

same time without extensive support. The child who is still Jearning
the first language, as five- and six-year-olds certainly are, is particu-
larly susceptible to stagnation and decline. Becoming bilingual as a
chiid is sure to involve some costs: perhaps a cost to the first lan-
guage; certainly the cost of a period of inadequacy, discomfort, and
low proficiency in the second language; and perhaps the cost of being
judged a poor student because the assessment of intelligence and ap-
titude is made based on performance in a language not yet fully mas-
tered.
How long, then, does it actually take to learn a language for a child
or an adult? Anyone who has studied a foreign language knows it's a
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Rainful process that can take a lot of time, effort, and willi
risk fefaling foolish in public. There is a myth that’such ;;nll"t]‘lartlgtlr:eessa:z
for children, that “kids just pick up languages with no trouble.” In
fact, however, kids have more trouble than adults. If we take objé;:tive
measures of how long it takes children and adults under similar cir-
cumstances to learn a second language, the adults are much faster
Children may appear to learn faster because they can function with-
out knowing much, or because they pick up crucial social expressions
quickly, or because their accents are better. But their knowledge of
vocabulary, syntax, morphology, and discourse rules is much inferior
to that of teenagers and adults after a similar interval of exposure to
fche second language. Moreover, the speed of second-language learn-
ing depends on many factors, including motivation, aptitude, and
th; se(;ting in which the learning takes place. P ’
nd so, although there is a general belief that chi j i
a language and absorb it with no effort, in fact, it t"lltlﬂr;i't;e(ilujt‘Jt?'ttaltnlcelzn121}3
ing a lgqguage is hard for young children, hard enough that they will
avoid it if possible and will take quite a long time accomplishiny it if
Ehey Sannot avoid it. Young children, as much as older ones feegl the
cgst of personal c.h'scomfort, social isolation, and lowered self-
;::,) ;relr;n associated with speaking the language of their interactants
Oddly enough, some researchers have sugpe i
personal cost associated with becoming too %%eifi;ga;r?fgiirﬁ :
speakef of a second language as well, especially for adolescents and
adults in a submersion situation. This cost derives from the fact that
one expresses cultural identity through language. One’s way of
sp.ea}kmg conveys personal information about ethnicity, geogra lj:ical
origin, soc1fal class, age, political leanings, and many other as eits of
the self. This presentation of the self is, of course, different in apnothe
¥angua}ge. Fluent bilinguals often report having different personalitie;
in thexr. two languages, and studies have suggested that bilinpuals
show d1_fferent responses in projective psychological tests, such agsihe
Thematic Apperception Test, depending on which Ianguz;ge is used
The adult who learns a second language so well that he can “ e
as a native speaker is, in a sense, in a very risky situation Hep'as's
danger of losing the identity that is well established in the ﬁrstlf e
guage, because he is being treated as a native of the second cultuan-
fur:thermore, since he is not really a native in the second culture Il‘f'
is liable to make errors, both of self-presentation and in understa’ de
ing others, that would be forgiven in a second-language speaker, g ;
are not even recognized in a supposed native. One of the authors: fu
example, picked up and started using in Dutch an expression lea ’ 0;
from some neighbors which turned out to be a SOCiolinguriI;fic
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“marker” for a working-class dialect. People who were inclined to ac-
cept the speaker as a native of the Netherlands would have made a
serious error in judging social class and educational background. Pro-
tection against such misinterpretation is provided by an accent, a
clear marker of “the foreigner,” whose misuse of such expressions can
be taken as an error or a joke. For the other author, who sounds like a
native speaker of English, such protection was unavailable shortly
after coming to the United States. He went into a delicatessen and
ordered what he now calls “roast beef on hard,” but with the last two
words reversed, much to the shock of the butcher. It would have been
more graceful with a thick accent.
Perhaps the greatest cost of bilingualism feared by Americans with
a belief in the melting pot is not the cost to the individual, but the
price paid by society as a whole. It is often felt that bilingualism costs
too much at the societal level, where different language-based ethnic
groups might weaken the status of English and cause the splintering
of the nation. Those with such misgivings are worried that the United
States might follow the footsteps of officially bilingual countries such
as Canada and Belgium, where tensions among the linguistic groups
abound. However, most political scientists who have studied the re-
lationship between language and politics seem to agree that language
is rarely the causal agent of such conflicts. Although language differ-
ences may serve as the focal point of the controversies, they usually
just mirror the tensions already existent. Indeed, one can point to of-
ficially multilingual countries such as Switzerland, where there is
very little conflict among the language groups. The crucial character-
istic of tension-free bilingual nations is the expectation that it is nor-
mal for all citizens to be bilingual. In contrast, in tension-ridden bilin-
gual nations, bilingualism at the individual level is considered

abnormal.

How does the current status of bilingual education fit into this ac-
counting of the costs of monolingualism and bilingualism? The fed-
eral government and the overwhelming majority of state and local
boards of education have a very narrow view of costs. They do not
consider the costs to society of losing linguistic resources. Their con-
cern, in tune with the times, is with the amount of money spent on
bilingual education programs. Bilingual education in its present form
may be one of the greatest misnomers of educational programs. What
it fosters is monolingualism; bilingual classrooms are efficient revolv-
ing -doors between home-language monolingualism and English
monolingualism. Were it not for the name, the champion of linguistic
homogeneity on American soil could not have found a better friend

than transitional bilingual education.
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To be sure, there have been changes in the wavs i i
minority children have been educagted in Amer)ifc':salrlm1 ;zl}'z::;}f]'}%l;agrd
d'ays of sink-or-swim submersion in regular classrooms with no spe-
c1a1. help are looked upon with almost universal shame and anger Ii.?or
their crue!ty. The bilingual initiatives that were taken in the 1960s
I'_1ave certainly made the transition easier for students. But the bottom
]euie.of ta}? of these programs has been an almost single-minded inter-
nfe I:? e extent and the efficiency of English proficiency develop-
_ Submersion is, for society, a cheap route to s -
ing (_n(? special teachers, classes, culi"riculum-, oercgll?(fgizi;\gsu:eg etfiizg;_
B}1t 1t is costly for the individual and may have associated \Eith it a
high risk of total failure (school dropouts barely literate in either the
h'ome.la!n'guage or English) and of educational delay. If a society de-
cides it is important, for example, that non-English-speaking children
be as good as English-speaking age-mates in reading, arithmetic, and
other content areas, then allowing the non-English speakers Eo be
mute observers while the English speakers learn the basic school
skﬁi}s1 may }mziduce permanent scholastic problems.
ngual education or English as a second
grams in American schools gwere designed tolmzlgi;euilllsa.}gsir;
two ways: (1) by speeding up the acquisition of English and (2) b
ensuring that‘the basic school skills and some content-area insl-ruc:)f
gon go on while E‘nglish is being learned. Submersion puts the entire
: lll.lrclen on the child. Bilingual education and E.S.L. divert some of
e burden to the schools. Research suggests that, particularly for
ch}ldren who are at some educational risk anywa’y—for exan{ 1
children wl:aose parents have limited schooling; children who arrpii\i;
at.school without the prereading or early reading skills typical of thei
m1dd]e:class peers; children from homes where economic and ps -
chologxca]. stress may prevent parents from monitoring school }:oy-
ress, helping with homework, or contacting teachers—the Iikelillalo gci
of success, both in English proficiency and in school achievem to'
grEater if th]f schools discharge that burden effectively. e
ven w:'it the support of bilingual educati .
young chﬂdre1:1 cannot be expecteg to learn setz)l:lc(i) ﬁai;g,egowﬁ\ﬁr,
Research by Lily Wong Fillmore and Barry McLaughlin sug egrslcthyi
as many as half the non-English-speaking children in biliig al o
grams need more than three years of help before their Englis%uis prc;
enough to understand reading books at their grade level or to u gg .
stand teachers’ talk during lessons on science or math, Some chiild en
were faster, but some who were potentially good students need dr s
much as_fou:: or five years of help with English before they co lde cl'aS
play their skills as learners. Such children, if placed prer};at\lzlrely 1151;
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mainstream classrooms, run the risk of being seen as slow learners,
as dyslexic, as learning disabled, or as just stupid by teachers who are
unaware that the students’ control of English is simply inadequate.
Surprisingly, such children are sometimes given [.Q. tests (based
heavily on vocabulary knowledge—obviously a weak point for chil-
dren who came late to English) and diagnosed as retarded on this
basis! Clearly, if we are going to mainstream non-English speakers
prematurely, we must at least postpone diagnosing, classifying, or
grouping them based on their performance in their second language.

Bilingual education programs are doing precious little to maintain
the native languages of the students. In a recent national survey of
the goals of school districts with language-minority students, fewer
than 10 percent of the districts cited native-language maintenance to
be their goal. Furthermore, even in programs with a strong compo-
nent for the development of native-language skills, students are
quickly moved out into mainstream classes, often after one or two
years in the program. For the majority of language-minority young-
sters who go through the revolving door of bilingual education, what
lies ahead is the shift to English monolingualism.

Strictly in terms of second-language acquisition, foreign language
classrooms are less effective than submersion or bilingual approaches
because the second language is spoken only in the classroom and not
in the society. The age differences in speed of acquisition noted above
for submersion settings are, if anything, even more pronounced in

foreign language settings. In the 1950s American schools initiated a .

program called foreign language in the elementary school (FLES),
which was abandoned after results came out suggesting that gains
made during two to three years of FLES could be matched with a few
months of instruction at the high school level. However, while rela-
tively little foreign language proficiency was acquired by FLES stu-
dents, they did evidently derive from the experience some interest in
foreign language study. Since the abandonment of the FLES pro-
grams, the number of students taking foreign languages in high
schools has dropped precipitously. The United States is the only tech-
nologically advanced western nation in which there is no requirement
for foreign language study, even for academic-track students, in high
school. A current, mild return of interest in foreign languages among
high school students is creating a personnel crisis, since so few
trained teachers emerge from a system that postpones serious foreign
language study until the university. Achieving sufficient levels of pro-
ficiency in a foreign language to teach it can take several years, even
for adults. Starting at age eighteen just does not give very much time.

A novel method for foreign language instruction to elementary
school children was first introduced in Canada by Wallace Lambert
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and associates in the Montreal school system. They taught whole
classes of English-speaking children French simply by giving them a
Frepch teacher who taught the entire curriculum in French. In the
beginning the children answered in English, but after a year or two
were expected to use only French in the classroom. Such immersion
programs have been tried in the United States as well. Immersion can
be remarkably successful, but again, it takes several years for children
to become fluent, it works faster with older than with younger chil-
dren, and the levels of second-language skills achieved are rarely
native-like. The primary problem with foreign language immersion
programs seems to be that all the students in such programs are from
the same, majority-language background. They have little or no con-
tact with peers who speak the foreign language as natives.

Thgre is an irony here, of course. Bilingual and E.S.L. programs were
designed to get children who speak a language other than English
into English classrooms as soon as possible. Because it requires effort
on the child’s part, and perhaps commitment and skill on the parents’
part as well, to maintain and develop the native-language skill when
thg child is in an English-speaking classroom all day, there is a risk of ‘
lqs.mg proficiency in the home language. Even if the parents maintain
bﬂlpguahsm, we have seen above that their children are extremely
unlikely to do so. Thus the children in our society who have the best
bet at proficiency in two languages are being seduced by the school
system into monolingualism in English, while the children who
rmght_ be willing to work hard to achieve bilingualism are given in-
struction in foreign languages that is typically too little and too late to
ensure adequate proficiency. .

Qne novel method, called the two-way bilingual program, has been
taking the best of both worlds from bilingual and foreign language
education. In these programs minority students are provided the tra-
ditional form of bilingual education, that is, instruction in their native
language, with gradual increments of English. The difference is that
English monolingual students are placed in the same program and
thus immersed in the foreign language spoken by the minority stu-
dents. By the third grade, both groups of students receive equal
amounts of instruction in English and in the foreign language. A ma-
jor strength of two-way bilingual programs is that both groups of stu-
dents act as linguistic models for each other. The chance of becoming
proficiently bilingual is increased—in the case of minority students
throggh retention and development of their native language whilé
acquiring English, and in the case of majority students, through ex-
posure to real speakers of the foreign language.

Two-way programs can be found in many parts of the country, in-






