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Hartford's Bilingual Programs and their Barriers to Success


Bilingual education has been a part of this nation's history since colonial times, when English settlers began interacting with Spanish, French and Dutch settlers. The presence of non-English speaking children in schools has required action to create specific programs to standardize their education. Most early programs also had the goal of assimilation of English-language learners, as exemplified by the Americanization Campaigns during the World War I period, which aimed to reach children through programs in schools, while reaching adults at the workplace.
  Assimilationist perspectives became less popular with the advent of the Civil Rights movement, as our society began to value ethnic differences. The general climate of support for President Johnson's social programs, combined with the growing strength of the Chicano movement, helped persuade the federal government to pass the Bilingual Education Act of 1968.
  Following this legislation, schools were obliged to provide varying degrees of instruction for students in their first language while they learned English.


The earliest educational programs for non-English-speaking children had the exclusive goal of teaching them English, for the sake of cultural assimilation and to ensure that they would be able to be taught with the rest of the school population in the future.
 Such instruction is referred to as English as a second language, or ESL. Many educators and language-minority activists championed a bilingual education approach that encouraged children to retain and improve the knowledge of their native language. Such programs would typically provide instruction in children's native language covering several subjects, while also teaching English proficiency. Many school systems, including Hartford's, adopted a transitional bilingual education (TBE) model for their programs, providing both ESL and some subject-area instruction in the students' native language.
 Their goal was to enroll  limited-English-proficient (LEP) children in TBE classes only until they passed tests indicating a certain level of English proficiency, at which time they were to join mainstream English-only classes.


The Hartford school system began considering the issue of bilingual education shortly after the federal government passed the Bilingual Education Act, out of concern for the city's largely Puerto Rican Spanish-speaking population, which had a higher than average dropout rate in the 1967-1968 school year. Beginning in 1972, Hartford started offering a formal bilingual program for the elementary grades.
 Over the last thirty-six years, the bilingual programs have changed in scope and nature, with the intention of providing equal education for non-English-speaking students while they learn English. As with many bilingual programs elsewhere, Hartford's bilingual programs have failed to consistently bring LEP children's skills up to their grade level. The evidence presented below will show that this failure is due to inconsistent programs, insufficient resources, a lack of proficiency in children's primary language, and student mobility. Though each issue contributes to the failure of these programs, a lack of consistent programs and standards has had a profound effect on their success.


Bilingual programs and the government regulations regarding them have changed over time. Disagreement over methods, amount of instruction provided in the students' native language, and, most significantly, funding, have affected bilingual programs considerably. In Hartford, these programs have varied substantially over time. Beatrice Ukraincik, a Hartford bilingual resource teacher who retired in 2006, was involved in Hartford's bilingual programs from the beginning, and provided an overview of their major changes. In 1972, the exclusively bilingual Ann Street school, or "La Escuelita", opened with an enrollment of nearly 300.
 Bea has stated that, at this time, students in other schools who didn't speak English were removed from class for a period of time for English as a Second Language instruction. By 1977, Hartford had introduced a new program called Adelante, which Bea has identified as being modeled after a Corpus Christi, Texas program. This involved more schools within the city, providing bilingual classrooms in nearly every school. Teachers and administrators encouraged parents to be involved, and schools even offered English classes in the evenings for them to attend.
 These programs ran successfully for several years, until the majority of public opinion, and politicians' opinions, turned against bilingual education. 


The conservative movement of the following decades and its renewed nationalism resulted in a growing opposition to bilingual education among many lawmakers, out of fear that such programs were leading to the decline of the English language in America.
 During the 1980s and into the 1990s, many local programs ended or were redefined, as national opposition to immigration and bilingual education grew and federal funding diminished. Bill Bennett, President Ronald Reagan's education secretary and a zealous opponent of bilingual education, worked with Congress to reduce the amount of non-English instruction involved in it. He wanted the focus of federally funded programs to be on English language instruction, rather than on teaching LEP children in their native language. Bennett argued that children in bilingual programs were not learning English well or quickly enough,
 


Hartford's bilingual programs were suffering similar attacks at the same time. Lawmakers complained that children were not learning English and were staying in bilingual programs far too long. Another complaint was that many bilingual teachers were not truly fluent in English, which would hinder their ability to teach the language to others.
 In 1993, Hartford's bilingual classes and ESL instruction ended, replaced with a language-based literacy program, in which no instruction was provided in a language other than English. According to Bea Ukraincik, ESL teachers were then assigned to teach small groups of students who needed extra help with reading and writing within a mainstream classroom. ESL programs were brought back in 1996, with ESL teachers working as a team member within bilingual classrooms. In 1999, in response to changing immigration trends (including an influx from Asia, Africa, South America, and Eastern Europe
), a focus was placed on non-Hispanic LEP children, and they were placed in bilingual programs before the Spanish-speaking children, either being bused to a single school or meeting with special language tutors. Ultimately, the Connecticut legislature passed a law in 1999 putting a maximum of thirty months (or three school years) on the time a student may be enrolled in bilingual education programs.


In 2000, bilingual programs were renamed Dual Language, retaining their focus on non-Hispanic English language learners. The intention of Dual Language programs is to include native speakers of English along with English language learners, to encourage both groups to learn to speak and read in the other's language. Dual Language is still the only existing bilingual program in the city, offered in six elementary schools. 
  As Bea's summary has shown, one major difficulty with changing bilingual programs was that, when one program would end and a new one would be instituted, all of the related standards and materials would change as well. This issue coincides with the problem of resource acquisition, which comprises a crucial aspect of successful bilingual education.


The vital components of bilingual program implementation are the resources provided. The most important resource for the success of students is specially trained staff members. When Hartford's bilingual program began in 1972, there was a severe shortage of bilingual teachers in the area. Hartford's first bilingual education director, Adolfo Jiminez, coordinated a recruitment effort for teachers using advertisements in Puerto Rico. Local colleges eventually reacted to the shortage by offering bilingual teacher certification programs.
 Similar situations occurred in other parts of the country, such as in Texas, where affirmative action programs were used to recruit bilingual teachers from within Texas and from Mexico. By 1974, when the federal bilingual education bill was first reauthorized, new funds were established to develop bilingual teacher certification programs. This version of the bill also increased funding for curriculum and materials acquisition.
  However, no materials, regardless of quality, would be able to benefit children who did not have a sufficient grasp of their native(or "primary") language. Children without a basic foundation of knowledge, both of their native language and of subject concepts such as math, were almost sure to not improve academically with participation in a bilingual program.
 This deficit has been identified by some as the main cause of failure of bilingual programs.


David Krashen, in his 1996 book Under Attack: The Case Against Bilingual Education, cites studies, including his own, which show the correlation between access to books, in primary or secondary languages, and success in bilingual education programs. One study, conducted in 1991 by researchers Ramirez, Yuen, Ramey and Pasta, found an average of twenty-two books total (not just children's books) in the homes of children participating in three different bilingual programs. School libraries studied by Pucci in 1994 presented a similar scarcity of books, offering about one sixth the ratio of books per child compared to the national average.
  Krashen states that books constitute the first stepping stone of literacy in the primary language, which leads to easier acquisition of fluency  and literacy in a secondary language. His prescription for successful bilingual programs began with a "book flood" in school libraries, bringing levels up to or above the national average ratio of 18 books per student. This would provide a bare minimum of access needed to promote literacy; more books in LEP children's native languages would also be essential.
 Krashen's data illustrates the crucial nature of children's home lives as predictors of success in school, whether of limited English proficiency or not. 


This overall failure of home preparation for school achievement has also been prevalent in Hartford. Along with limited access to books and other educational resources in the home (or as a result of this environment), many LEP children in Hartford bilingual programs have not possessed sufficient primary language skills and subject knowledge. Limited communication skills and learning disabilities have often been difficult to distinguish, and some students have ended up caught in between labels, seen as not learning disabled enough to qualify for special education classes, but still performing poorly without additional interventions. Another component of this issue is the tendency of many families in the Hartford school system to move frequently. This makes tracking children's progress very difficult, especially if families go back to their native countries and return later, which can slow or stop their acquisition of English.
 


The state Department of Education's annual evaluation of bilingual programs for the school year 1985-86 states that the mobility of nearly twenty percent of bilingual education students is "disruptive to both normal academic progress and to second language development, and complicates every aspect of program planning and administration." The report goes on to recommend that school districts improve tracking of mobile students and develop common bilingual curricula. The following year's report repeats the same statement in its recommendations section; the next available reports from 1995-96 and 1997-98 also cite student mobility as affecting more than twenty percent of the population of bilingual education students. The 1997-98 report states that such a high rate of mobility "prevents the program from having its full impact on student learning and achievement."


Historically, LEP students were often identified as learning disabled.
 Marco A. Arenas mentions the example of the Soledad case in his doctoral thesis. This was a class action lawsuit in 1970, which argued that the nine Mexican-American children who were classified as mentally retarded due to their language limitations were irreparably damaged and fated to a life of "illiteracy and social dependence on welfare".
 The 1974 Supreme Court case of Lau vs. Nichols  argued that schools which failed to teach English to the Chinese-speaking plaintiffs were limiting their potential for future success.
 The Court ruled that such treatment was a violation of the children's civil rights, and the following year, the Office of Civil Rights presented the "Lau Remedies," which helped provide guidelines to school districts regarding the minimum number of LEP students that had to be present in a district (twenty, as it remains today) to require a bilingual education plan.
 


These landmark court cases changed state and federal approaches to the implementation of bilingual education. In 1976, Hartford community organization La Casa de Puerto Rico sponsored a study of the city's bilingual programs. It found that one half of LEP children were receiving inadequate bilingual education. This resulted in a state consent decree, with stricter controls over the city's bilingual programs.
 The above-mentioned Adelante bilingual program began in 1978, which made a concerted effort to involve parents in the education of their children. Aside from offering ESL classes to parents, administrators encouraged them to take an active role in planning activities and helping in the classrooms.
 This level of involvement would probably have ensured the success of the program, if it had been allowed to continue. Current focus on improving test scores has greatly reduced classroom free time, so visiting parents would not have as much of an opportunity to help out as in previous years.


Parental involvement encompasses the largest component of a student's life. Students with access to books at home or from a library, with parents who purposefully provide a rich educational environment for their children, will almost certainly overcome the obstacle of an imperfect bilingual program.
   Rose Alvarado, a bilingual classroom teacher in Hartford for the last twenty years, related the story of a student she had in first grade four years ago who has gone on to exit the bilingual program, and has even won an award in the school science fair. This student, a boy named Omaniel, had many advantages uncommon to the majority of such students: a stable location in the same school,  both parents at home, and sufficient knowledge of Spanish language and content areas  upon entering bilingual education.
 Krashen cites these advantages to address opponents of bilingual education who argue that many successful people never had bilingual education. He contends that the examples given in a 1991 study by de la Pena represent students who had both "subject matter knowledge...and literacy development in the first language," and that they had participated in "de facto bilingual education" which made their English language instruction more understandable.
 The success of these individuals validates Krashen's claim that these foundations of knowledge are critical to educational success for all students, regardless of their native language.  


Although native English speakers suffer from much of the same educational issues as LEP children, the situation is somewhat more critical for those who arrive at school with a profound disadvantage  such as not understanding English. Hartford's response to the non-English speaking student population has been influenced by many different factors, which have all intertwined to result in a set of bilingual programs that have generally failed. Federal funding was the first factor that allowed these programs to be implemented. It began in the Johnson era, while Nixon's personal interest in education and desire to create a new Republican majority led him to continue supporting the federal program.
 The 1980s saw the first round of dismantling of federal funding, specifically for non-English instruction. The Clinton administration repaired some of Reagan's damage, though public opinion was fiercely split as opposition to bilingual education solidified, as evidenced by the zigzag pattern of Hartford's varying bilingual programs throughout the 1990s, which Bea Ukraincik detailed. Ultimately, the 2001 No Child Left Behind Act, in the opinion of some educational professionals, effectively dismantled the national bilingual education act of 1968, exclusively supporting English-only instruction. Most bilingual education initiatives are now funded only with state money, appropriated by state legislatures.
 The main impact of federal funding on Hartford's bilingual programs was arguably the acquisition of human and educational resources.


The teacher shortage is still an issue, but there are many more bilingual certification programs now than in the early years. Unfortunately, the tests, standards, textbooks and other materials are still subject to the implementation of new programs.  Well-trained teachers may be able to make up for this shortcoming.  Another vital factor is the lack of school readiness displayed by many LEP children, which is inextricably related to the issue of parental involvement. Access to proper educational resources is a great first step to overcoming this deficiency. The need for books in primary languages, however, can be complicated by new immigration patterns. As people from Africa, Asia, South America and Mexico came into Hartford, the needs of the bilingual programs changed drastically.
 This issue also contributes to an unavoidable inconsistency in programs which is unrelated to funding. As a whole, these four issues of inconsistent programs, insufficient resources, a lack of proficiency in children's primary language, and excessive student mobility have united to form a substantial barrier to success for Hartford's bilingual programs.

 
America's history as a nation of immigrants has been full of challenges relating to the education of children and adults who did not speak the predominant language. The approach has changed over the centuries, as the value of retaining one's culture of origin has increased. This issue remains controversial, since it is always racially and/or ethnically charged. Language is the primary medium we use to communicate our culture, and it is important that children be able to learn English without losing their primary identity. As the face of Hartford continues to change, hopefully the children of its new arrivals will be able to excel in school due to successful bilingual programs.
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