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‘NY Bucks The Trend’ 
James Crawford
On taking office last year, New York mayor Michael Bloomberg made no secret of his distaste for bilingual education. He announced an initiative to 'reform' programmes for teaching the city's 144,000 English language learners, voicing his personal preference for `total
 immersion'. He reminded New Yorkers that 'this is an English-speaking country, like it or not,' and accused the school `bureaucracy' of refusing to teach the language. He described bilingual education as an employment programme for teachers who 'couldn't get a job' otherwise because of their limited English skills.
 
So when Bloomberg's plan was finally announced this summer, language-minority advocates were prepared for the worst.  They were pleasantly surprised.
Rather than dismantle bilingual education, which now serves about 40% of English language learners in New York, the plan provides an additional $20 million to improve existing programmes. Innovations will include:
· Hiring more than 100 'instructional support specialists' to train teachers and ensure that children learning English are provided with the same rigorous curric​ulum available to other students. 
· Initiating after-school tutoring programmes.
· Creating an assessment and monitoring structure to ensure that schools are held accountable for students' progress. 
· Opening 14 dual language schools (also known as two-way bilingual education) designed to promote bilingual fluency for both language-minority students and native English speakers.
While numerous details remain to be worked out. education activists generally hailed the outcome as a victory - especially in the current political climate.
Two years ago, the city came under pressure from Ron Unz, the software millionaire who has successfully promoted ballot measures outlawing bilingual education in other states.
Numerous pundits and political figures, including Bloomberg, were sympathetic to the idea of an English-only mandate in New York.
But Unz's foray also united local supporters of bilingual education. Hispanic and Asian organisations established a coalition to help educate the public about the benefits of teaching in two languages. They did research, produced reports, organised rallies, and worked with news media to get the message out. They also mobilised political allies at a time when Bloomberg's support was sinking in minority communities, especially among Latinos who had helped to get him elected. Over time, the coalition's efforts at public outreach played a decisive role in changing the mayor's mind.
Unfortunately, this kind of outcome and the pro-bilingual activism that produced it remain rare. While English-only school initiatives have passed only in California, Arizona and Massachusetts thus far. the three states enroll 43% of the nation's English language learners. Opponents worked hard to defeat these measures and tried a variety of strategies to win over voters. Still they were badly defeated. Unlike the New York coalition, none of the organised campaigns attempted to explain or defend bilingual education. In effect, they surrendered the intellectual battle without firing a shot. Perhaps there is a lesson here.
According to reports by state officials, in 2001 only one in four American children whose English is limited received any kind of native-language instruction. Although comparable figures are lacking, this is probably the lowest level since the 1970s.
Bilingual education remains most widely available in states like New York, where immigrants have traditionally settled and where schools are most experienced in serving immigrant students. But in the states with the fastest-growing immigrant populations, bilingual programs are virtually nonexistent. These include Georgia (where English learner enrollments over the past decade increased by 901%), North Carolina (776%), Nebraska (719%), Alabama (554%) and South Carolina (481%).
This is an ominous trend for the future of effective language programmes. While the victory in New York is encouraging, it is likely to be an aberration - unless bilingual educators in other states get better organised.
For further information on bilingual education and related issues, visit James Crawford's Language Policy Web Site at:
Http://ourworld.compuserve.com/homepages/jwcrawford/
