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CHAPTER THREE

Perspectives from the History
and Politics of Bilingualism
and Bilingual Education

in the United States

KENJI HAKUTA AND
ELIZABETH FELDMAN MOSTAFAFPOUR

This chapter provides an overview of the current status of bilingual educa-.
tion in the United States, with a special focus on trends in research and
policy in this area. In the context of the present volume, it is appropriate to
acknowledge that bilingual education in this country refers almost ex-
clusively to the education of “limited-English-proficient” (LEF) StudEIlltS
who have an oral, non-English primary language. For example, the major
federal instrument to support bilingual education, the Bilingual Educat}on
Act {also known as Title VII of the Elementary and Secondary Education
Act), makes no mention of programs for deaf students. Despite many
obvious parallels and similarities, there has been little contact be'fWeen
researchers, practitioners, and policy makers who work with LEP children
and those whose concerns lie with another subpopulation of bilingual
children, namely, the Deaf. This chapter is prepared from the persp:ecﬁve
of researchers in bilingual education, rather than Deaf education, with the
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hope that the issues we raise may help to identify the parallels and
differences that exist between these areas.

Definitions

A most pressing issue in the area of bilingual education has been to
specify the definition of bilingualism. For a first-hand experience, the next
time you have a captive group of people interested in bilingualism (as in a
graduate seminar), try asking them to jot down spontaneously a definition
of what it means to be bilingual. What you will likely find {based on a
considerable number of replications of this “experiment” by the first au-
thor) is that most (roughly three in four) of the definitions will stress
relative language proficiency, or the ability to perform particular functions
in two Janguages. These are what we call “psycholinguistic” definitions of
bilingualism. They may differ in detail, some focusing on vocabulary,
others on grammar, others on functional skills, but they all refer, ulti-
mately, to a psycholinguistic capability. On the other hand, a minority of
definitions (the remaining one in four) will characterize bilingualism in
terms of social participation in more than one speech community. For these
people, the definition rests on degree of participation and group member-
ship. We refer to this as a “sociolinguistic” definition. The importance of
drawing a clear distinction between psycholinguistic and sociolinguistic
definitions cannot be overemphasized. Confusion has resulted, both in
research and in policy, because of a blurring of the boundaries.

In regearch, for example, some of the early studies on the relationship of
bilingualism to intelligence were conducted on immigrant children in the
1920s and 1930s (see Hakuta, 1986, for a review of these studies). The
definition employed in these studies was typically sociolinguistic, identi-
fying children with foreign names who were from immigrant back-
grounds as bilinguals. There were other studies published in reputable
journals which compared bilingual and monolingual children in which the
bilingual children were those who did not have Anglo last names, while
monolingual children were those who did have Anglo last names. Yet
another study “refined” this approach one step further by obtaining both
the father's name and the mother’s maiden name. If the father and the
mother both had foreign last names, the children were considered true
bilinguals. If one of the parents had an Anglo name, they were considered
partial bilinguals, and so forth. These studies generally showed a negative
correlation between bilingualism and 1Q test scores.

On the other hand, a psycholinguistic definition has been used in more






