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Introduction. It is helpful to distinguish two goals of bilingual education.
The first is the development of academic English and school success, and the sec-
ond is the development of the heritage language. Good bilingual education pro-
grams achieve both goals, but my focus in this report is on the first.

Confusion about the first goal is understandable: How can children acquire
English, their second language, while being taught in their first language? This
occurs for two reasons: First, when we give a child good education in the pri-
mary language, we give the child knowledge, knowledge that makes English
input more comprehensible. A child who understands history, thanks to good
history instruction in the first language, will have a better chance of under-
standing history taught in English than a child without this background knowl-
edge. And more comprehensible English input means more acquisition of
English.

Second, there is strong evidence that literacy transfers across languages, that
building literacy in the primary language is a short-cut to English literacy. The ar-
gument is straightforward: If we learn to read by understanding the messages on
the page (Smith 1994; Goodman 1982), it is easier to learn to read if we under-
stand the language. And once we can read, we can read: The ability transfers to
other languages.

The empirical support for this claim comes from studies showing that the
reading process is similar in different languages, studies showing that the reading
development process is similar in different languages, and that correlations be-
tween literacy development in the first language and the second language are high
when length of residence is controlled for. All the above is true even when the or-
thographies of the two languages are very different (Krashen 1996).

Thus, good bilingual programs have these characteristics:

1. They provide background knowledge through the first language via sub-
ject matter teaching in the first language. This should be done to the point
that subsequent subject matter instruction in English is comprehensible.

2. They provide literacy in the first language.
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3. Of course they provide comprehensible input in English, through English
as a second language (ESL) and sheltered subject matter teaching. In shel-
tered classes, subject matter is taught to intermediate second language ac-
quirers in a comprehensible way. (Sheltered classes are for intermediates;
they are not for beginners and not for advanced acquirers or native speak-
ers. It is extremely difficult to teach subject matter to those who have ac-
quired none or little of the language. Beginners should be in regular ESL,
where they are assured of comprehensible input. Including more advanced
students in sheltered classes is problematic because their participation
may encourage input that is incomprehensible to the other students. There
is substantial evidence supporting the efficacy of sheltered subject matter
teaching for intermediate-level, literate students [Krashen 1991]).

A sample program. The “gradual exit” model is one way of doing a bilin-
gual program that utilizes these characteristics (table 1). In the early stage, non-
English speaking students receive all core subject matter in the primary language.
At the next stage, limited English-proficient children receive sheltered subject
matter instruction in those subjects that are the easiest to make comprehensible in
English, math, and science, which, at this level, do not demand a great deal of ab-
stract use of language.

Putting sheltered subject matter classes at this stage ensures that they will be
comprehensible. Students in sheltered math, for example, have had some ESL,
giving them some competence in English, and have had math in the primary lan-
guage, giving them subject matter knowledge. These two combine to help make
sheltered math comprehensible. Those forced to do subject matter in the second

Table 1. A sample bilingual program

Mainstream ESL/sheltered First language

Beginning Art, music, PE ESL All core subjects

Intermediate Art, music, PE ESL, math, science Social studies,
language arts

Advanced Art, music, PE, math, ESL, social studies Language arts
science

Mainstream All subjects Heritage language
development
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language immediately, without any competence in second language, have neither
of these advantages. The gradual exit program appears to be the fastest way of in-
troducing comprehensible subject matter teaching in English. Note also that
while the child is doing sheltered math, he or she is developing additional back-
ground knowledge and literacy through the first language in subjects that are
more abstract, social studies and language arts. This will serve to make instruc-
tion in English at later stages more comprehensible.

In later stages, math and science are done in the mainstream, and other sub-
jects, such as social studies, are taught in sheltered classes in English. Eventually,
all subjects are done in the mainstream. In this way, sheltered classes function as
a bridge between instruction in the first language and the mainstream.

Once full mainstreaming is complete, advanced first language development
is available as an option. This kind of plan avoids problems associated with exit-
ing children too early from first language instruction (before the English they en-
counter is comprehensible) and provides instruction in the first language where it
is most needed. This plan also allows children to have the advantages of advanced
first language development.

In the gradual exit program, the second language is not delayed. It is intro-
duced as soon as it can be made comprehensible. Quite early on, students in these
programs do a considerable amount of serious academic work in English, well be-
fore they reach the very high levels required for official reclassification. The grad-
ual exit model is thus not subject to the criticism that bilingual education
programs delay exposure to English for years.

The evidence for bilingual education. Evidence supporting bilingual edu-
cation is of several kinds: (1) the results of program evaluations, (2) the effect of
previous education on immigrant children’s academic performance, and (3) the
effect of measured first language ability on immigrant children’s second language
acquisition. This framework also helps explain the strong impact of socioeco-
nomic status (SES) on school success for immigrant children and why some are
successful without bilingual education.

Program evaluations. I would like to suggest a somewhat different approach
in evaluating and reviewing research on bilingual education, relaxing one require-
ment that others adhere to strictly, but insisting on others. The one I insist on is
the definition of bilingual education: A program can be considered a properly or-
ganized bilingual education program when it provides (a) subject matter teaching
in the primary language without translation to the point that subject matter in-
struction in the second language is made comprehensible, (b) literacy develop-
ment in the primary language, and (c) comprehensible input in the second
language. My prediction is that full bilingual programs, with all three conditions
met, will be superior to those in which fewer conditions met. I also insist that
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studies have adequate sample sizes and that the programs run for at least one year
(which may be far too short to show an effect).

Other reviewers have required that there be some kind of control for experi-
mental–comparison group differences that may have existed before the study
began. Everyone agrees that randomization is the best way to do this. Lacking
randomization, another technique is to statistically control for differences, in
pretest scores and/or background differences. In this review, I relax this require-
ment and allow studies to enter the analysis where there is no compelling reason
to suspect that the groups come from different populations. The logic behind this
approach was presented in Krashen (1996): With a large number of post-test stud-
ies of this kind, randomization is present.

My conclusions are these: In all published studies in which these conditions
are met, bilingual education is a winner. Children in bilingual programs acquire
more of the second language than those in all-English programs (Mortensen
1984), even eventually doing as well as native speakers of English (de la Garza
and Medina 1985; Burnham-Massey and Pina 1990). Results of studies in other
countries are similar (Fitzpatrick 1987; Modiano 1968—literacy instruction in L1
only; Appel 1984; Verhoeven 1991—literacy only).

In addition, apparent counterexamples, cases in which bilingual education
was thought to be inferior, do not meet the conditions outlined above. In these
comparisons, bilingual education is not described or inaccurately described, sam-
ple sizes are small, and/or real comparisons are not made.

For example, Rossell and Baker (1996) present ten studies in which “immer-
sion” is considered to be better than bilingual education. Six are actually compar-
isons of different versions of Canadian immersion, a program that satisfies all
three of the characteristics given above: They are all bilingual education. In all
versions of Canadian immersion, children obtain enough background knowledge
and develop enough literacy through the first language, both in school and at
home, to make subject matter taught in the second language comprehensible
(Krashen 1996). Thus, those with more comprehensible input in the second lan-
guage acquire more of it, because factors (a) and (b) are fully satisfied.

In several other cases, categorization is inaccurate. What Rossell and Baker
consider to be “immersion” and “submersion” are actually bilingual education;
comparisons that Rossell and Baker consider to be between bilingual education
and submersion or immersion are really comparisons of different versions of
bilingual education (e.g., El Paso and McAllen: see Krashen 1996).

In many reports we have no idea whether the experimental (bilingual) or
comparison groups met any of these conditions, as descriptions are lacking. This
eliminates many studies that others have allowed into their analyses, such as Ger-
sten (1985)—which also suffers from a very small sample size—Moore and Parr
(1978), and Rossell (1990). All of these studies are considered by Rossell and
Baker (1996) to support immersion or submersion over bilingual education.
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In other cases, results of studies are inaccurately reported: In Curiel, Sten-
ning, and Cooper-Stenning (1980), which Rossell and Baker consider to be an ex-
ample of the superiority of submersion, nonbilingual students were better in
grade 6, but in grade 7 bilingual education students had higher GPAs, fewer had
been retained, and there was no difference in English reading. In addition, Curiel
and colleagues note that the bilingual program was used as a remedial program
for some students who previously had been in the monolingual English program.
Thus, a finding of no difference suggests that those placed in bilingual education
were able to catch up to the others.

Natural experiments. Two natural experiments meet the criteria outlined
above: Spanish-speaking children who had all their schooling in the United States
were compared to those who had some of their education in Mexico. In one case,
all children were in a bilingual program (Gonzales 1989); the study thus com-
pared the impact of some first language instruction with more instruction. In the
other study, education in the United States was all-English (Ferris and Politzer
1981). In the former case, sixth graders with some education in Mexico did better
than all-U.S. educated comparisons in English reading, while in the latter there
was no difference between the groups in English writing in junior high school, but
the Mexican-educated children had higher grades in English, and, according to
teacher reports, were more dedicated students. Ferris and Politzer also report that
the socioeconomic status of those with schooling in Mexico was lower than that
of the all-U.S. educated group.

Impact of education in L1. Also consistent with this theoretical stance are
studies showing that those with more education in the primary language are more
successful in English language acquisition, a result that confirms the powerful in-
fluence of subject matter knowledge and literacy gained through the first lan-
guage. Here is just one example: Gardner, Polyzoi, and Rampaul (1966: 3)
studied the impact of education in the first language on progress in intensive ESL
classes for Kurdish and Bosnian adult immigrants to Canada who had “virtually
no English” when they arrived. The subjects were classified into three groups:
those with a great deal of formal education (mean � fifteen years), those with
some (mean � seven years), and those with no formal education.

Table 2 presents the gains made by each group on tests of oral and written
English after participation in intensive ESL (twenty hours per week, for one to
one and a half years). For both measures, it is clear that the higher the level of lit-
eracy in the primary language, the greater the gains. This was true of both mea-
sures and extremely powerful in the written test, in which preliterates’ posttest
scores were lower than the high literates’ pretest scores. The strong impact of first
language education on English development has been confirmed in several other
studies (Chiswick 1991; Chiswick and Miller 1995; Espanshade and Fu 1997).
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Table 2. Gains after intensive ESL instruction

Oral test scores Pre- Post-

High literates 10 71

Semiliterates 7 58

Preliterates 1 43

Written test scores

High literates 17 91

Semiliterates 0 48

Preliterates 1 10

Note: Perfect score � 100 for both tests.
Oral test: Personal questions, picture description, discussion of leisure activities, family.
Written test: write name, circle correct time, copy words, label pictures, answer personal
questions, read text and write answers to questions, fill in blanks with correct preposi-
tions, verb tenses, multiple choice vocabulary.
Source: Gardner, Polyzoi, and Rampaul 1966.

SES as de facto bilingual education. Our framework helps explain the consis-
tent positive relationship between SES and English language development
(Krashen 1996). Children from wealthier families have, most likely, more and bet-
ter education in their primary language, caregivers who are better able to help them
with schoolwork (in their primary language), and, in general, more access to print.

Immigrant success. The research presented here helps explain why some im-
migrants did well in school without bilingual education: They came with a good
education in their own country, making instruction in English much more com-
prehensible (Krashen 1996; Tse 1997). Such cases are arguments for bilingual ed-
ucation, not against it.

Bogus arguments against bilingual education. Many of the arguments
used to attack the effectiveness of bilingual education violate one or more of the
principles presented here.
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Is immersion successful? In several cases, the media has claimed success for
“immersion” when no comparison was made at all with similar children under
bilingual education.

ORANGE UNIFIED SCHOOL DISTRICT. According to the Los Angeles Times (Or-
ange County edition), “A controversial new English immersion program in the
Orange Unified School District [in southern California] appears to help many stu-
dents learn to speak the language faster than traditional bilingual programs”
(April 18, 1998). The article, which appeared in the middle of the Proposition 227
campaign, announced that “almost a quarter of the district’s 4,132 elementary stu-
dents in the immersion program had advanced their fluency by at least one level
in the first five months of study.” Orange Unified, the Times reported, dropped
bilingual education the year before and “went with English immersion.”

A closer look shows that this did not occur at all: First, while Orange Unified
claimed that it dropped bilingual education, its current English immersion pro-
gram used at least some first language support, supplied by paraprofessionals.
Even more serious, no comparison was made of the progress made by children in
the current program and children in the older program. Finally, the progress was
not remarkable. I concluded (Krashen 1999) that at the rate these children were
progressing, for those starting with no English, fewer than half would be ready for
sheltered subject matter instruction in English after one year, and fewer than 20%
would be ready for the mainstream in one and a half years. McQuillan (1998) an-
alyzed a more recent report from the same district and also concluded that chil-
dren were not doing very well under the “immersion” plan. The district, for
example, claimed that 81% of the immersion students could understand English
in specially taught classes. McQuillan points out, however, that three-quarters of
the children were already advanced enough in English to do a modified program
before the new program began! In addition, only six of the 3,549 students were
ready for regular classes after one year (the time limit imposed by Proposition
227), a dismal 1% reclassification rate, and, in agreement with my findings, only
about half who began with no English were ready for “sheltered” classes after one
year. Finally, once again, Orange Unified did not compare their students’ progress
in the new program to progress under older programs.

WESTMINSTER SCHOOL DISTRICT. The Westminster School District in Califor-
nia claimed that “after 18 months of instruction only in English . . . pupils have
made better academic progress and learned more English than they did when
taught in their native languages” (Long Island Newsday, November 28, 1997).
But gains were modest (3 NCE points in one year), and no comparisons were ever
made with previous programs. In fact, the Westminster district actually increased
the amount of first language support provided to pupils, in the form of parapro-
fessionals (Krashen 1999).
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TAFT SCHOOL. In another case, the comparison group was completely inap-
propriate. Children at the Taft School in Santa Ana, California, scored at the 48th
percentile in English reading on the CTBS in Spring 1997, well above the district
average of 22.5 and the highest in the district. Taft’s principal credited the
school’s English immersion philosophy for some of this performance (Education
Week, January 14, 1998). But Taft’s students are clearly more advantaged than
others in the Santa Ana district, as revealed by the following data:

CTBS Reading, grade 5 % free/reduced lunch LEP

District 22.5 (11.09) 80.1 (17.9) 77.8 (20.1)

Taft 48 43.8 36.2

Source: Los Angeles Times, August 28, 1997, A1, A16, A18.
Key: CTBS � Comprehensive Test of Basic Skills; LEP � limited English proficient.

Taft lies two standard deviations above the mean for free/reduced lunch as well as
for percent of limited English-proficient students. The correlation between read-
ing scores and SES status (as measured by % free/reduced lunch) was nearly per-
fect (r � .926) (Krashen 1999).

Taft’s “success” most likely has nothing to do with the absence of bilingual ed-
ucation. In fact, some of it could be due to de facto bilingual education, the superior
education in the primary language that more advantaged children tend to have.

DID LA STUDENTS “TAKE TO IMMERSION?” An article appearing in the Los An-
geles Times on January 13, 1999, added to the confusion over immersion. The
article itself was reasonably well balanced. Interviews were conducted in the
Los Angeles Unified School District, and the Times reporter concluded that
children were picking up “verbal English at a surprising rate” but also reported
that there were concerns that children were falling behind in their studies. Many
teachers were questioning “whether most of the youngsters have acquired the
language skills necessary to comprehend math, reading, or history lessons in
English.” One teacher noted that children were picking up “social English,” not
academic English, that new concepts still had to be presented in the primary
language, and that “we won’t have as many readers in our class as we did last
year” (under bilingual education). Other teachers said that they had to “water
down” core subjects. This report was not a true evaluation. It was based on only
thirteen interviews, and no test scores or any other kind of statistics were re-
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ported. Further, the Times reporter did not point out that children typically pick
up conversational English with any kind of program, even with no special help:
The challenge is to help them develop what Cummins (1989) calls “academic
language,” the language of school. Nevertheless, the headline of the article pro-
claimed: “L.A. Students Take to English Immersion,” and the first paragraph
stated that “teachers are delivering promised reports that their children are
learning English more quickly than anticipated,” overstatements that are incon-
sistent with the rest of the report and that encouraged the perception that Propo-
sition 227 had been an unqualified success. Unfortunately, these are not isolated
examples of sloppy reporting (see Krashen 1999 for more examples).

The Delaware–Massachusetts Analysis. Glenn (1998: 6) also presents an in-
appropriate comparison: “Massachusetts mandates bilingual education, for exam-
ple, Delaware prohibits it, but Hispanic achievement is not notably higher in one
state than in the other; indeed, the gap between Hispanic and non-Hispanic white
scores on the National Assessment of Education Progress was substantially larger
in Massachusetts than it was in Delaware.”

There are a lot of problems with this comparison, as my colleagues and I
have documented elsewhere (Krashen and Crawford 1999). First, it appears that
the groups compared may be quite different: There are about 62,000 Hispanic stu-
dents in Massachusetts and 43% are LEP (1996-1997 data), but there are about
4,000 in Delaware and only 30% are LEP. Clearly, Delaware has a lower percent-
age of LEP Hispanic students, which suggests that the groups differ in other im-
portant ways.

Second, we may actually be comparing bilingual education with bilingual
education. Even though bilingual education is officially banned in Delaware,
this ban is not enforced (see Crawford 1995: 42). Red Clay Consolidated Dis-
trict in Delaware does bilingual education, and 795 out of Delaware’s 1,725
LEP children, and 762 of the 1,299 Hispanic LEP children, were enrolled in Red
Clay in 1996-1997. There appears to be plenty of bilingual education in
Delaware.

Third, we have no description at all of what kind of bilingual education was
done in either state.

Finally, Hispanics in Massachusetts actually scored higher than Hispanics in
Delaware on the NAEP reading exam, both in 1994 (194 to 190, a small differ-
ence, not “notable,” as Glenn points out) and 1992 (a larger difference, 201 to
187). Glenn notes that the gap between Hispanics and non-Hispanic whites was
larger in Massachusetts than in Delaware. This was true in 1994, but not in 1992.
In 1992 the difference between non-Hispanic whites and Hispanics was larger in
Delaware than in Massachusetts. Thus, even if we accepted the Massachusetts-
Delaware comparison as a true experiment, which it is not, the data does not con-
sistently support Glenn’s assertions.
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The 6% argument. Perhaps the most bizarre argument used by critics of bilin-
gual education is the 6% (or 2%, depending on the state) argument. The Califor-
nia version was this: Bilingual education has failed because “each year only about
5% of school children (in California) classified as not proficient in English are
found to have gained proficiency in English—the current system of language ed-
ucation has an annual failure rate of 95%” (English for the Children brochure).

The figure referred to is the percentage of limited-English proficient children
who are reclassified as English proficient each year. (The precise percentage was
6.2% in 1996, up from 5.7% in 1995.) To be reclassified means to reach a high
enough level of English literacy to be considered fully English proficient. Calling
this a “failure rate” is inaccurate and misleading. As Jeff McQuillan has pointed
out, using this definition, a four-year college would have a 75% failure rate, even
if all students graduated in four years.

The 6% figure does not represent the success of bilingual education. The Cal-
ifornia figure was based on all limited English children in California, not just
those in bilingual education. The real issue is whether children in full bilingual
programs, about 30% of those classified as LEP, had a lower reclassification rate.
This is, in other words, a study with no clear experimental group and no clear
control group. It is counter to all scientific practice.

It also needs to be pointed out that reclassification is not easy to do: Some
districts require that children place in the upper 2/3 of tests of English reading,
which by definition 1/3 of the native speakers fail to accomplish. Many limited
English proficient students are doing challenging academic study in English well
before official reclassification.

Is bilingual education responsible for dropouts? The circumstantial argu-
ment is this: Hispanic students have a large dropout rate. Hispanic students are the
biggest customer of bilingual education programs. Therefore bilingual education
causes dropouts.

False. Only a small percentage of Hispanic students are enrolled in bilingual
education: In California, for example, only 15% were in full bilingual programs.
In addition, the only empirical study of the impact of bilingual education on
dropouts, Curiel, Rosenthal, and Richek (1986), reported fewer dropouts among
bilingual education students than among comparison students.

What accounts for dropout rates? Not surprisingly, lack of competence in
English (McMillan, Kaufman, and Klein, 1997). But if bilingual education results
in better English development, as claimed above, this finding is an argument for
bilingual education.

A large number of studies confirm that other factors count, such as socioeco-
nomic class, time spent in the United States, the presence of print, and family fac-
tors. Hispanic students are well behind majority children in these areas. What is
especially interesting is that these background factors appear to be responsible for
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much if not all of the difference in dropout rates among different ethnic groups. In
other words, when researchers control for these factors, there is little or no differ-
ence in dropout rates between Hispanics and other groups (Rumberger 1983,
1995; Fernandez, Paulsen, and Hiranko-Nakanishi 1989; Warren 1996; White and
Kaufman 1997; Pirog and Magee 1997). Rumberger (1995: 605), for example,
concluded that “Black, Hispanic, and Native American students have twice the
odds of dropping out compared to White students . . . however, after controlling
for the structural characteristics of family background—particularly, socioeco-
nomic status—the predicted odds of dropping out are no different than those for
White students.” Rumberger (1983) confirms that Hispanic students often drop
out because they have to go to work. When dropouts were asked why they
dropped out, only 4% of the Hispanic students mentioned poor performance in
school, compared to 8% of comparisons. But 38% of the Hispanic students men-
tioned economic factors, compared to 22% of the other students.

Bilingualism, bilingual education, and earnings. Lopez and Mora (1998)
claim that Hispanics who participated in bilingual education programs earn sig-
nificantly less in their late twenties than comparison subjects who did not partici-
pate in bilingual education. Jeffrey McQuillan and I have argued that this
conclusion is not correct (Krashen and McQuillan 1998), based on the following
observations of the Lopez and Mora study:

• Earnings differences between former ESL and bilingual students were
small and not statistically significant.

• Comparison group subjects, those with no ESL and no bilingual educa-
tion, probably included English-only native speakers of English: Sub-
jects were allowed into the comparison group if they reported that a
language other than English was spoken at home, even if they them-
selves didn’t speak it or understand it.

• We have good reason to believe that subjects’ self-reports were not accu-
rate. The subjects were sophomores in high school when they were first
interviewed, which was in 1980. Twenty-seven and a half percent claimed
they had been in bilingual education, which would have occurred in the
early 1970s. But there were few bilingual programs in those days. Jim
Crawford has pointed out to me that only 6.5% of the schools in Califor-
nia, Arizona, Colorado, and Texas had bilingual education at that time, and
the programs reached only 2.7% of the Mexican-American population.

• We have no information on how bilingual education was done at that
time. It is not even clear whether “bilingual education” included ESL as
a component.

• Lopez and Mora include third-generation enrollees in ESL and bilingual
education. By then, language shift is nearly always complete.
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Chiswick and Miller (1998) suggest that bilingualism itself leads to lower earn-
ings. On the basis of an analysis of data from the 1990 census, based on males
between the ages of twenty-five and sixty-four born in the United States, they
claim:

1. Those who speak only English earned more in 1989 than those who re-
ported that another language was spoken in their home, even when fac-
tors such as schooling, years in the labor market, amount worked, marital
status, and urban or rural residence were controlled. Overall, English-
onlys (those who only heard English at home) earned about 8% more.

2. Even those who grew up in homes with another language who reported
that they spoke English “very well” earned less than English-onlys.

Chiswick and Miller (1998: 15) conclude that there is “no statistical support for
the proposition that bilingualism, as measured in this study, enhances earning
in the United States. It does provide support for the proposition that whatever
detracts from full proficiency in English has an adverse effect on earnings.”
However:

• Those who really suffered were Native American, Hispanic, and “Mexi-
can” men (“Mexican” was considered a separate category from “His-
panic”). Even those who reported they spoke English “very well” earned
less than English-onlys, 16%, 9%, and 7%, respectively. Other groups
had either a much smaller gap (3% for white non-Hispanics and none at
all for men of African and Asian origin). Chiswick and Miller also found
that Hispanics who speak English “very well” but who live in states with
high concentrations of Spanish-speakers earned 11% less than English-
onlys, but those in other states were only 4% lower. These results sug-
gest that language may not have been the central issue in determining
earnings, a possibility that Chiswick and Miller present.

• All other studies of heritage language show rather positive effects of
bilingualism. Those who develop their heritage language, in addition to
acquiring English, do slightly better in school and on the job market (re-
search reviewed in Krashen 1998). The overwhelming majority of chil-
dren of immigrants report higher competence in English than in the
heritage language by the time they are in high school (Krashen 1996).
Thus, most of those who speak another language at home probably do
not develop it to high levels, for a variety of factors. Language shift is
powerful. Most of Chiswick and Miller’s subjects were, most likely,
weak heritage language speakers. Their data is thus consistent with the
hypothesis that high development of the heritage language is positive,
and that weak development of the heritage language is a disadvantage.
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Public opinion. Our discussion of theory helps us interpret some opinion
polls on bilingual education. The polls clearly show that the public is not against
bilingual education. Respondents last year in both Los Angeles and Texas agreed
either that “students should be taught in their native language for a brief time—a
year or two” (Texas poll by the Dallas Morning News � 38% agreement; Los An-
geles Times poll � 39%), or that first language instruction “should last as long as
teachers and parents think it is necessary” (Texas poll � 36% agreement; Los An-
geles Times poll � 25% agreement). Thus, 74% of Texans surveyed supported
some use of the first language in school and 64% of those surveyed in Los Ange-
les. Only a small percentage supported English only (Texas � 24%; Los Angeles
� 32%) (details in Krashen 1999.)

A series of studies by Fay Shin also suggests that the public is not against
bilingual education. Shin did not ask people if they supported bilingual education;
instead, she targeted the underlying principles, asking whether people thought
“developing literacy through the first language facilitates literacy development in
English” and whether “learning subject matter through the first language helps
make subject matter study in English more comprehensible.” Results were en-
couraging; these principles apparently make good sense to a lot of people:

Developing literacy through the first language facilitates liter-
acy development in English.

Percent agreement:
Hispanic parents � 53% (Shin and Gribbons 1996)
Korean parents � 88% (Shin and Kim 1998)
Hmong parents � 52% (Shin and Lee 1996)
Administrators � 74% (Shin, Anton, and Krashen

1999)
Teachers � 74% (Shin and Krashen 1996)

Learning subject matter through the first language makes sub-
ject matter study in English more comprehensible.

Percent agreement:
Hispanic parents � 34% (33% were “not sure”) (Shin 

and Gribbons 1996)
Korean parents � 47% (Shin and Kim 1998)
Hmong parents � 60% (Shin and Lee 1996)
Administrators � 78% (Shin, Anton, and Krashen

1999)
Teachers � 70% (Shin and Krashen 1996)

It is important to note that Shin’s subjects were not recent graduates of language
education programs, nor were they bilingual teachers: Most were, in fact,
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“civilians.” When polls seem to indicate that the public is against bilingual edu-
cation, a closer look reveals that this is not so.

• In some cases, the public is simply expressing support for children learn-
ing English, a goal we all agree with. In fact, this explains much of the
success of Proposition 227: Many people thought they were simply “vot-
ing for English” (Krashen 1999). When parents say they want children to
learn English, this should not be interpreted as a rejection of bilingual
education.

• When parents reject bilingual education explicitly, they reject versions
of it that few bilingual education advocates would support, that is, ver-
sions in which all instruction is in the first language “until children are
ready to learn English.” As noted earlier, I think children are ready for
English the first day of school (Krashen 1999).

• Some polls ask if parents are willing to delay subject matter for English,
that is, take time for English study before children learn subject matter.
This is an unreasonable question: In good bilingual education programs,
children get both maximum subject matter instruction and make maxi-
mum progress in acquiring English at the same time. The former helps
the latter, as explained earlier in this paper.

Some polls ask if parents are willing to delay English while the children are in-
structed in their native language. This is also an unreasonable question: In good
bilingual programs, there is no delay of English.

Postscript: What happened in California? I suspect that many voters did
not know what they were voting for when they supported Proposition 227. They
thought that a “yes” vote was simply a vote for English. My evidence comes not
only from the countless number of people I talked to, people who told me that
they were voting for Prop. 227 because “I’m for English,” but also from the Los
Angeles Times poll of April 13, discussed in the text, which showed clear support
for the use of the first language in school and little support for “English-only.”

If voters had known what was really in Prop. 227, they would have voted dif-
ferently. This was confirmed in our study. Jim Crawford noted that the following
kind of question, closely following the description of Prop. 227 on the ballot, was
typically asked of voters in polls: “There is an initiative on the June primary bal-
lot that would require all public school instruction to be conducted in English and
for students not fluent in English to be placed in a short-term English immersion
program. If the June primary were being held today, would you vote for or against
this measure?”

This kind of question can be easily interpreted as “Are you in favor of chil-
dren getting intensive English instruction?” and did not reflect what was in
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Proposition 227. A more accurate question, Crawford suggested, would be one
like this: “There is an initiative on the June primary ballot that would severely re-
strict the use of the child’s native language in school. This initiative would limit
special help in English to one year (180 school days). After this time, limited
English-proficient children would be expected to know enough English to do
school work at the same level as native speakers of English their age. The initia-
tive would dismantle many current programs that have been demonstrated to be
successful in helping children acquire English and would hold teachers finan-
cially responsible if they violate this policy. If passed, schools would have sixty
days to conform to the new policy. If the June primary were being held today,
would you vote for or against this measure?”

Students in my language education class asked 251 voters either question 1
or question 2 and the data were analyzed by Haeyoung Kim. The difference be-
tween the responses to the two questions was huge (and statistically significant):
While 57% supported the original version, only 15% supported the modified ver-
sion, a result that confirmed our suspicions that few people knew what was in
Prop. 227, and if they had known, most would have not supported it.

N � 251 for don’t know against

Original question 74 (57%) 17 (13%) 39 (30%)

Modified question 18 (15%) 17 (14%) 86 (71%)

chi square � 51.51, df � 2, p � .001

Unfortunately, despite numerous attempts, we were unable to get crucial informa-
tion about Prop. 227 to many voters.
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