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Introduction 

Tongue-Tied: The Lives of Multilingual Children in Public Educa-
tion [hereinafter Tongue-Tied] is a collection of personal narratives, book 
excerpts, essays, scholarly articles, and poems about the experiences of 
multilingual children in the United States public education system.1 Con-
tributors are diverse and include ªction writers, linguists, teachers, edu-
cational researchers, and professors from ªelds such as Chicano/Latino 
studies, African American studies, Native American studies, and English. 
All the contributors either grew up as a multilingual or multicultural child, 
work with such children, or both.2 

This Book Review consists of three parts. Part I provides an over-
view of the book, including the general structure, the context of the 
book’s development, and the themes common to the entire collection. 
Part II is a more speciªc critique of the book regarding its strengths and 
weaknesses, both in terms of the individual pieces and the anthology as a 
whole. Part II also includes questions the book raises. Part III looks 
closely at several individual selections that reºect and represent the 
ºavor of the collection. 

I. Overview 

Santa Ana3 and his student researchers developed Tongue-Tied as a 
response after California voters passed Proposition 227 in 1998, which 
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1
 Tongue-Tied: The Lives of Multilingual Children in Public Education (Otto 

Santa Ana ed., 2004) [hereinafter Tongue-Tied]. 
2

 The single exception is humorist David Sedaris, who writes about taking a French 
course in Paris as an adult. David Sedaris, Me Talk Pretty One Day, in Tongue-Tied, su-
pra note 1, at 71–74. 

3
 Santa Ana has written a dozen articles about the languages of Chicanos and the edu-
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limits public school children to one year of bilingual education before 
they must be mainstreamed into English-only classrooms.4 The intent behind 
the proposition seemed to be phasing out bilingual education altogether, 
which, together with several other contemporaneous propositions (e.g., 
Proposition 209, which severely limits afªrmative action),5 reºects the 
anti-immigrant stance of much of the California public. Santa Ana and 
his students assembled an anthology of works from writers with ªrst-
hand experience with multilingualism in public education. They collected 
pieces from writers who grew up with families that spoke Spanish, vari-
ous Native American languages, Polish, Chinese, or African American 
English at home. The focus of the anthology is the child: the child’s ex-
perience as a language minority student and the consequences of this ex-
perience on future educational and career opportunities, cultural identity, 
and self-image. 

Considering the diverse experiences, and cultural and professional 
backgrounds of the contributors, the unity of theme between the individ-
ual pieces is striking. Evidence from multiple disciplines indicates that 
growing up bilingual in the United States is a struggle, and the locus of 
much of the difªculty is school.6 In many cases, the school system makes 
the problem worse instead of better. When children are prevented from 
using their ªrst language but are not yet comfortable in English, the 
overwhelming result is that these children are silenced. Another common 
theme is a loss of cultural identity, concurrent with the sublimation of the 
child’s ªrst language. 

After a foreword, student preface, and Santa Ana’s introduction, the 
book is divided into six parts. Each part begins and ends with several 
short quotes foreshadowing or uniting the theme of the chapter.7 Part I, 
“The Child’s Struggle against Silencing,” consists mostly of personal 
narratives with a handful of poems. The writers, well-known authors such 
as Maxine Hong Kingston8 or scholars such as Antonia Castañeda,9 write 
about their own bilingual childhoods. In this section, the reader sees bi-

 

                                                                                                                              
cation of language minority children. He is also author of the award-winning book, Brown 
Tide Rising: Metaphors of Latinos in Contemporary American Public Discourse (Univer-
sity of Texas Press, 2002). Tongue-Tied, supra note 1, at 308. 

4
 Erika Villegas, Student Preface to Tongue-Tied, supra note 1, at xv–xvi. 

5
 Tongue-Tied, supra note 1, at 104. 

6
 Of course, this is not surprising, given that much of children’s lives takes place at 

school and with school-based activities (e.g., after-school sports, interacting with friends 
from school, etc.).  

7
 For example, Part I, “The Child’s Struggle Against Silencing” begins with a quote 

from Aldous Huxley: “Silence is as full of potential wisdom and wit as the unhewn marble 
of great sculpture.” Tongue-Tied, supra note 1, at 10. 

8
 Maxine Hong Kingston is the author of such highly regarded novels as The Woman 

Warrior: Memoirs of a Girlhood Among Ghosts (Vintage Books, 1975). See Tongue-

Tied, supra note 1, at 305. 
9

 Antonia Castañeda received her Ph.D. from Stanford University and is a history pro-
fessor at St. Mary’s University. See id. at 302. 
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lingual children stiºed or withdrawn into silence when they are not al-
lowed to speak their ªrst language.10 Change of language is frequently 
associated with childhood trauma involving culture clashes and racism.11 
One narrative describes the uniquely difªcult situation that many bilin-
gual children face: translating for their parents in such serious adult con-
texts as health care and ªnances.12 Many remember feeling as if they 
were permanently between languages; they became rusty with their ªrst 
language and eventually could no longer use it well, but they never be-
came fully at home with English either.13 These adults often felt that, as 
children, they had lost their culture and cultural identity along with their 
language.14 Due to the intensely personal nature of the pieces, Part I is 
the most consistently engaging reading of the entire book. Using it as the 
ªrst section to capture the reader’s interest was a good choice on the edi-
tor’s part. 

Part II, “The History of Silencing Children,” is a timeline of events, 
court decisions, and legislation affecting language minority children. The 
shortest section of the book, dry compared to Part I, provides a historical 
context that is useful background information for the rest of the book. 
However, this section focuses mostly on history affecting Chicano/Latinos 
and mainland Native Americans, neglecting to include some of the major 
legal landmarks affecting Hawaiian Natives, Alaskan Natives, Asian 
Americans, and, in earlier years African Americans.15 One relevant omis-
sion that immediately springs to mind is the Japanese American intern-
ment in California during World War II. More extensive detail or annota-
tion along with each event would have made this section livelier. 

Part III, “The Potential and Vulnerability of Multilingual Children,” 
consists of six longer pieces, most of which are abridgements from scholarly 
articles or books. The tone is more academic and research-oriented than 
the ªrst two parts. Each piece stresses the importance of teachers who are 
very interested and invested in their students’ learning process, so that 
they can identify with students on the students’ “own turf” and under-
 

                                                                                                                              
10

 See, e.g., Armando Garnet Ruffo, No Questions Asked, in Tongue-Tied, supra note 
1, at 70. In this poem an Ojibwe speaker becomes voiceless because he must use English. 

11
 One of the stories evoking the most trauma is Back in Those Days, in which Carol 

Yazzie-Shaw describes how government agents took her and her brother away from their 
Navajo grandmother to be put in a government school. Carol Yazzie-Shaw, Back in Those 
Days, in Tongue-Tied, supra note 1, at 48–54. 

12
 Antonia Castañeda, ¿Qué dice? ¿Qué dice? Child Translators and the Power of 

Language, in Tongue-Tied, supra note 1, at 66–69. 
13

 See, e.g., Juanita M. Sánchez, From “voz en una cárcel,” in Tongue-Tied, supra 
note 1, at 77 (“my voice is in the prison/ of my own history/ i never know/ am i being too 
spanish/ or not enough english?”). 

14
 Indeed, one contributor even lost his name. As a Nez Percé-Tsimshian boy, Phil 

George was renamed by his schoolteacher. His given name was “Two Swans Ascending 
from Still Waters.” Phil George, Name Giveaway, in Tongue-Tied, supra note 1, at 31. 

15
 Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, 348 U.S. 886 (1954), and subsequent re-

lated decisions are included, but very little pre-Brown information about African Ameri-
cans is given. See Tongue-Tied, supra note 1, at 98–105. 
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stand their culture and community. When students could connect to teach-
ers, and teachers grew to know the students’ families and communities, 
the students learned better. The pieces also stress the importance of sim-
ply getting children to talk—in whatever language or dialect—and to 
think about language in a positive way, getting away from notions of 
“correctness” or of certain dialects being “better” than others. In one ac-
count, a Harlem schoolteacher gets his student excited about language 
through discussions of etymology.16 The children are enthusiastic to learn 
about the dynamic nature of language growth, and the teacher validates, 
instead of denigrating, the contributions of the students’ ªrst languages 
and dialects to the continuous development of Standard American Eng-
lish. 

The fourth part of the book, “Mother Tongue,” focuses more spe-
ciªcally on the students’ family language. Like Part I, most of the pieces 
are autobiographical narratives or poems. In many cases, the family lan-
guage is also the student’s ªrst language, but in other cases, there was so 
much emphasis on English that the individual never learned the language 
of their parents or grandparents (or lost it through lack of use). When this 
happens on a large scale across many families, the traditional language 
can effectively die because none of the younger generation speaks it.17 
Common among the writers is a sense of loss of the language of their 
heritage, and a feeling of distance from their cultural roots as a result of 
not using their family’s language. Another common theme is the rift that 
develops between parents and their children, as children may become 
more accustomed to functioning entirely in English while the parents still 
speak only one language or are limited in their use of English.18 

“Excellence and Neglect in the Schooling of Multilingual Children,” 
the ªfth section of the book, is a collection of abridged articles on educa-
tional research. The articles describe what has been successful and what 
produces poor results in the education of multilingual children. Overall, 
the researchers agree that the educational experience is most efªcacious 
when the students’ languages and cultures are validated. When schools 
tell students that they should replace their cultural values with the cul-
tural values of the school, or that the way they speak is “wrong,” their 
educational experience will be far less effective than if the school and 
teachers supported the students’ home culture and language, while teach-

 

                                                                                                                              
16

 Herbert Kohl, From “36 Children,” in Tongue-Tied, supra note 1, at 118–23. 
17

 Hawaiian native Nana Veary describes with sadness how few people still spoke Ha-
waiian, even as long ago as the 1930s. Nana Veary, My Hawai`i, in Tongue-Tied, supra 
note 1, at 183, 179–83. 

18
 See, e.g., Pat Mora, Elena, in Tongue-Tied, supra note 1, at 165 (a poem from the 

voice of a Mexican immigrant mother who is losing her connection with her children due 
to the loss of a common language); Amy Tan, Mother Tongue, in Tongue-Tied, supra note 
1, at 169–73 (a Chinese American adult describes growing up with her immigrant mother’s 
version of English). 
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ing an additional one if need be.19 Most of the research and practical 
guidelines in this section are general to all cultural and linguistic groups, 
although one focuses on Latinos and two focus on African Americans. 
The two articles about African American education were written in re-
sponse to a local school board’s controversial resolution to recognize 
Ebonics20 as the primary language of its African American students for 
pedagogical purposes, and they provide an informed counterpoint to the 
media hysteria that surrounded the initial decision. Part V mirrors Part III 
(“Potential and Vulnerability of Multilingual Children”) and offers simi-
lar advice. Many recommendations, although they may be particularly 
vital to bilingual children, seemed broadly applicable as sound educa-
tional practices for all children.21 

The sixth and ªnal part of the book, “Rage, Regret and Resistance,” 
serves as both a status check and a call to action for those concerned with 
bilingual education. In this section, the pieces stress reclaiming the iden-
tity and power of bilingualism. Several pieces discuss minority adults 
who, as children, did not use the traditional language of the family and 
are now beginning to learn or relearn it.22 A distinguished poet tells about 
writing in English as a Chicano, and how his Chicano heritage and iden-
tity should and do inºuence his poetry.23 A Chicana calls upon marginal-
ized women to reclaim writing as their own instrument of power.24 The 
ªnal two pieces reºect, perhaps, the editor’s prediction of the future: an 
essay in which the writer code-switches25 deftly between Spanish and 
 

                                                                                                                              
19

 See, e.g., Daniel Solórzano & Ronald Solórzano, Principles of Successful Schools 
for Multilingual Children, in Tongue-Tied, supra note 1, at 197–200. 

20
 The word “Ebonics” comes from “ebony” and “phonics,” and refers to a dialect or 

language used by many African Americans. It is also known as African American English 
or Black English Vernacular (BEV). See, e.g., John Rickford, Suite for Ebony and Phonics: 
Reºections on African American English, in Tongue-Tied, supra note 1, at 236–41; Lisa 
Delpit, What Should Teachers Do about Ebonics?, in Tongue-Tied, supra note 1, at 242–
48. 

21
 Two articles cite Ronald Edmonds’s “Effective Schools” model, which emphasizes 

“high expectations and responsibility for student learning; strong instructional leadership; 
emphasis on basic skill acquisition; frequent monitoring of student progress; and an or-
derly and safe school environment.” Solórzano and Solórzano, supra note 19, at 199; see 
also Tamara Lucas, Rosemary Henze, and Rubén Donato, The Best Multilingual Schools, 
in Tongue-Tied, supra note 1, at 201–13. 

22
 Louise Erdich describes how she is learning Ojibwe as a second language (she car-

ries verb conjugation charts in her purse), and how there has been a renewed interest in 
using and reviving Ojibwe. Louise Erdich, Two Languages in Mind, but Just One in the 
Heart, in Tongue-Tied, supra note 1, at 264–67.  

23
 Benjamin Alire Sáenz, I Want to Write an American Poem II, in Tongue-Tied, supra 

note 1, at 253–54. 
24

 Gloria Anzaldúa, Speaking in Tongues: A Letter to 3rd World Women Writers, in 
Tongue-Tied, supra note 1, at 262–63. 

25
 Code-switching occurs “when bilingual people use both languages in speech, alter-

nating between the two . . . code-switching occurs at the word, phrase, or sentence level. 
Linguists consider code-switching to be a creative use of language by bilinguals who know 
both languages well.” Virginia Collier, From “Teaching Multilingual Children,” in Tongue-

Tied, supra note 1, at 229, 222–35. 
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English,26 and a poem welcoming the Chicano/Latino inºuence of Span-
ish on American English.27 

The back cover of the book classiªes it as “Education,” that is, it 
would be shelved in the education section at a bookstore. But this book 
could easily be utilized in a variety of academic contexts. Of course, it 
would be most useful for someone studying education, or for teachers, 
administrators, or policy makers already in the school system. It would 
also make a wonderful addition to an undergraduate course on sociology, 
linguistics, ethnic or cultural studies, or child development. The book 
would be equally useful in a law class, particularly a class on education 
law or minority issues, or in a government policy course. However, the 
book is enjoyable and readable enough that it should not remain in aca-
demia: it seems to have been compiled and edited with a wide audience 
in mind, and it is completely accessible to the layperson.28 The personal 
narratives and poems read like short ªction, and the scholarly articles are 
abridged and synopsized so that one need not have a background in re-
search to appreciate them. If it succeeds in reaching a broad and diverse 
audience, Tongue-Tied could play a substantial role in educating the pub-
lic about the realities of multilingual children. 

II. Praise, Criticism, and Questions 

A. Strengths 

1. Reaching Out to a Diverse Audience 

Overall, the book was quite good, both because it was an enjoyable 
read and because it will be a useful book in the debate about educating 
multilingual children. A book written and edited like this one will be of 
interest to a broad spectrum: academics from a variety of ªelds, policy 
makers, and members of the general public will be able to understand 
and learn from the book. A particular strength of the book is its apparent 
neutrality and balance; it is not written or edited in such a way as to 
alienate those that it seeks to educate and convince. Instead, the compel-
ling personal stories and academic research are effective at showing the 
average person what it is like to grow up as a bilingual child in the United 
States and why such a background is challenging in different ways than one 
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 Abby Figueroa, Speaking Spanglish, in Tongue-Tied, supra note 1, at 284–86. 
27

 Gina Valdés, English con Salsa, in Tongue-Tied, supra note 1, at 287. 
28

 However, the book will read more easily for someone who also has some knowledge 
of Spanish. Although there are a few words and phrases of other languages (e.g., Native 
American languages), most of the bilingual works in the book use Spanish. Even though 
there are glosses whenever there are long stretches of Spanish, much would be lost by not 
being able to understand entire sentences as the author wrote them, and jumping around on 
the page between the text and the translation would be distracting. Especially with the 
Spanish-English poems, the reader will enjoy them more if they understand Spanish. 
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might think. It would have been easy to compile a book that only the 
most ardent of bilingual education supporters would identify with, but 
with this book, Santa Ana succeeded in developing an anthology that 
even those who voted to limit bilingual education will ªnd accessible and 
informative. Although the educational policy and political undertones are 
apparent, the book steps back and lets the pieces themselves demonstrate 
and advocate the rationale behind the importance of better addressing the 
needs of bilingual children, rather than perpetuating the “manifestos, slo-
gans, and half-truths . . . noisily recited for front-page headlines and tele-
vision sound bites” regarding these issues.29 

More than any other genre in this book, the personal narratives will 
probably resonate with those who previously had little understanding of 
bilingual children. These pieces were written by famous authors30 and Eng-
lish professors at top universities.31 These contributors are extraordinarily 
“good at” English: they built prestigious careers founded on writing and 
speaking the language. If best-selling authors and Ivy League professors 
recount their English-only public education experiences as alienating, 
traumatic, and extraordinarily difªcult, one can only imagine that the 
experience of the average non-English speaking child is far more so. Not 
even those most gifted with language found their educational experience 
adequate. How could such a system even begin to be sufªcient support 
for the child whose greatest talents lie elsewhere? 

Although the editor is a Chicana/o Studies professor,32 the book de-
liberately does not limit itself to the experiences of Chicana/o children. 
Instead, it incorporates pieces representing a variety of languages, eth-
nicities, and cultures, showing the breadth and pervasiveness of the prob-
lems surrounding the public education of bilingual children. The inclu-
siveness broadens the audience and encourages political unity between 
affected groups that can ultimately lead to a stronger voice and greater 
power for all language minorities. It would be easy for groups to become 
divided and pitted against one another on this issue; if the problem is 
instead seen as common to many, there will be more success in advanc-
ing the interests and concerns of each individual group. 

 

                                                                                                                              
29

 Villegas, supra note 4, at xv. 
30

 See, e.g., Amy Tan, who has had several bestselling novels, one of which was made 
into a movie, The Joy Luck Club (Putnam’s 1989). See Tongue-Tied, supra note 1, at 
310. 

31
 See, e.g., Michael Awkward, who was a doctoral student in English from the Univer-

sity of Pennsylvania and is currently the Director of the Center for the Study of Black 
Literature and Culture at the same university. Id. at 301–02.  

32
 Otto Santa Ana is a sociolinguist, Associate Professor, and a founder of the César 

Chávez Center for Chicana and Chicano Studies at UCLA. Tongue-Tied, supra note 1, at 
308–09. 
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2. Languages and Language Minorities 

Tongue-Tied focuses on the public education of children, but the 
book also functions to raise awareness of issues of languages and lan-
guage minorities generally. The short quotes at the beginning and end of 
each section are thought provoking and representative of the broad 
themes of the book.33 Part IV, “Mother Tongue,” functions almost as a 
crash-course in introductory linguistics. Without necessarily identifying 
the linguistic phenomena as such, the section addresses the nature of 
code-switching,34 dying languages,35 cognates,36 borrowed words,37 and dia-
lects.38 Articles in other sections introduce sociolinguistics,39 pidgins, and 
creolization.40 

3. Prejudice 

In addition to language issues, the book touches on racism and intol-
erance of people who do not speak the same way as the majority. In one 
poem, the speaker tells how, as a child, he helplessly watched his grand-
father face discrimination because he spoke Spanish, but not “English—
the invader’s sword, the oppressor’s language.”41 In a personal narrative, 
 

                                                                                                                              
33

 See, e.g., Gloria Anzaldúa’s quote at the end of Part II, “If you want to really hurt 
me, talk badly about my language. Ethnic identity is twin skin to linguistic identity, I am 
my language.” Id. at 107. 

34
 Michael Awkward marvels at a University of Pennsylvania professor who moves be-

tween speaking in “King’s English and hood dialect.” Michael Awkward, Learning to Trust 
the Language I Thought I’d Left Behind, in Tongue-Tied, supra note 1, at 190–91. See 
also Tan, supra note 18, at 169–73. 

35
 Veary, supra note 17, at 179–83; Delphine Red Shirt, Lakota Words, in Tongue-

Tied, supra note 1, at 174–77 (discussing Hawaiian and Lakota, respectively, as dying 
languages due to lack of use). 

36
 José Antonio Burciaga’s [hereinafter, Burciaga] “Bilingual Love Poem” integrates 

Spanish and English words within one poem. Burciaga, Bilingual Cognates, in Tongue-

Tied, supra note 1, at 187. 
37

 Burciaga, Chief Wachuseh, in Tongue-Tied, supra note 1, at 184–85 (dealing with 
words borrowed from one language by another; e.g., Spanish and Yiddish). 

38
 Burciaga discusses dialectical variations in Spanish. Id. Awkward, supra note 34, at 

190, discusses different dialects of English. 
39

 See, e.g., William Labov, Academic Ignorance and Black Intelligence, in Tongue-

Tied, supra note 1, at 134–51 (dispelling the fallacy that some dialects are intrinsically 
“better” than others, and showing that these are merely social judgments). 

40
 Pidgins are “a simpliªed fusion” of two languages “[n]ative to none of its speakers, 

a . . . mixed language, incorporating elements of its users’ native languages but with less 
complex grammar and fewer words than either parent language. A pidgin language emerges to 
facilitate communication between speakers who do not share a language; it becomes a 
creole language when it takes root and becomes the primary tongue among its users,” at 
which point it also develops grammatical features and a larger vocabulary. Rickford, supra 
note 20, at 240. 

41
 “this man didn’t give my grandpa/ an application because he was stupid, he said,/ 

because he was ignorant and inferior,/ and that moment/ cut me in two torturous pieces/ 
screaming my grandpa was a lovely man/ that this government farm ofªce clerk was a rude 
beast—/ and I saw my grandpa’s eyes go dark/ with wound-hurts, regret, remorse/ that his 
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another writer relates how a hospital told her mother (a Chinese immi-
grant who only learned English as an adult) that her CAT scan had been 
lost, but only when the daughter spoke with the doctor in Standard 
American English did the doctor give assurance that the CAT scan would 
be found.42 Not all of the stories of prejudice and intolerance involve the 
white majority. Two works describe Mexican American women who feel 
as if they are on the outskirts of the Spanish speaking community, one 
because she is not a native speaker of Spanish,43 the other because she 
speaks Chicano Spanish instead of Latino Spanish.44 In addressing these 
issues that go beyond public education, the book includes in its scope the 
broader questions that contribute to the problems multilingual public school 
children face. 

B. Weaknesses 

As effective as Tongue-Tied is, there are several things that could 
have been better in the book. A few criticisms are technical or structural 
and relate to editing; most are thematic and relate to the articles chosen 
for inclusion. 

1. Editing 

On the technical side, the abridged academic research articles could 
have included less summarizing and interpretation by the editor, and 
more excerpts of the researcher’s own wording from the original article, 
with perhaps a few words to tie the excerpts together. This would pre-
serve the voice and perspective of the original author while still making 
the articles accessible to the non-academic reader. Also, the citation in-
formation should have appeared either with the title or at the end of the 
article to make it easier for the reader to ªnd the original work. In Part II, 
the case law summaries were sometimes misleading.45 Additionally, the 
book could have included a conclusion to help the reader integrate the 
many different ideas they have just encountered. The preface and intro-
duction were good for orienting the reader to the issues and the context 
of the book, but a conclusion at the end of the ªfty-ªve articles would 
have made the work feel more complete. 
 

                                                                                                                              
grandchild would witness/ him humiliated.” Jimmy Santiago Baca, From Healing Earth-
quakes, in Tongue-Tied, supra note 1, at 166, 166–68. 

42
 Tan, supra note 18, at 171. 

43
 Michele M. Serros, Mi Problema, in Tongue-Tied, supra note 1, at 268–69. 

44
 Gloria Anzaldúa, Linguistic Terrorism, in Tongue-Tied, supra note 1, at 270–71. 

45
 See, e.g., the summary of Regents of the University of California v. Allan Bakke, 

438 U.S. 912 (1978) which sounds as if the main holding of the case were to severely limit 
afªrmative action. The case did deªne acceptable and unacceptable ways to practice 
afªrmative action (mainly by disallowing quotas), but its principal legacy is that it upheld 
afªrmative action as constitutional. Tongue-Tied, supra note 1, at 102. 
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2. Themes 

a. Inclusion: Creating a Majority of Minorities 

The ªrst thematic criticism relates to a way in which the book was 
also very strong: Tongue-Tied generally reached beyond the Chicano/Latino 
experience to include African Americans, Native Americans, European 
immigrants, and Asian Americans.46 However, it could have also ad-
dressed the experiences of white Americans whose ªrst language, like 
African Americans, is a dialect of English other than Standard American 
English. Santa Ana mentions working-class white dialects in his intro-
duction,47 which was a brilliant inclusion, but then he fails to return to 
this population anywhere in the book. Including working-class or rural 
white dialects would broaden the relevance of the book, and perhaps en-
courage another audience to become invested in the importance of ad-
dressing the needs of all children who grow up speaking something other 
than Standard American English. This includes many whites, in addition 
to many of the ethnic minorities that are the focus of the book. 

b. The Boon of Bilingualism 

Much more could have been done in this book to paint bilingualism 
in a positive light: bilingualism as an asset, instead of as a stumbling 
block. To that end, there could have been a more balanced selection of 
children’s views toward their experience of growing up bilingual. Of the 
twenty pieces on children’s personal experiences in Part I, only one ex-
plicitly mentioned any positive reaction to growing up bilingual.48 This 
criticism does not take anything away from the challenges that bilingual 
children face, but being bilingual from a young age also has advantages. 
Consider the following real-life examples: (1) a high school Spanish 
teacher tells her class that her native Spanish helped her tremendously on 
 

                                                                                                                              
46

 The one part of the book that falls short of being well balanced between the broad 
groups of language minorities is the chronology in the second part. It focuses largely on 
Chicano/Latino/a and Native American history, leaving out some major pertinent events 
and legislation addressed at Asian Americans and African Americans. There is no mention 
of the internment of Japanese Americans during World War II, or California’s history of 
anti-immigration laws speciªc to or targeting Asians, which were especially prevalent in 
the late 1800s and early 1900s. See, e.g., Frank H. Wu, Yellow: Race in America Be-

yond Black and White 92 (Basic Books 2002). Similarly, the information relating to 
African Americans prior to the Brown-era is sparse.  

47
 “English-only instruction restricts the range of pedagogical methods available to 

teachers. This ideology also insists that dialects, such as Chicano English, African Ameri-
can English, Neoriquen English, American Indian English, Native Hawaiian English, working-
class white English dialects, among others—all legitimate dialects of home communities—
must be cut out of the children’s mouths to advance their education.” Otto Santa Ana, In-
troduction to Tongue-Tied, supra note 1, at 3, 1–8. I would also include rural white dia-
lects. 

48
 Richard Rodriguez, Aria, in Tongue-Tied, supra note 1, at 34–39. 



2005] Broadening Support for Bilingual Education 173 

the SAT verbal section, because so many of the SAT vocabulary words 
are Latinate and cognates of Spanish words; and (2) a German family 
spends several years in the United States, and when they return to Ger-
many, the ªve young children delight in having a “secret language” that 
they share with their brothers and sisters but other children cannot not 
understand. As these examples demonstrate, there is much about bilin-
gualism that is desirable and beneªcial to the individual, and the book 
could have emphasized these advantages. 

Similarly, in the interest of highlighting the advantages of bilingual-
ism, the book should have included information about voluntary bilingual 
programs that include both children whose ªrst language is not English 
and children whose ªrst language is English. César Chávez Elementary 
School in Davis, California, runs such a program: the instruction is partly 
in English and partly in Spanish, and the participants are both native 
English and native Spanish speakers.49 In this Spanish immersion magnet 
school, language majority parents see such a beneªt to children learning 
in a bilingual setting and becoming ºuent in a second language that they 
choose to have their children (who would otherwise be in mainstream 
classes) in bilingual classrooms. Many private schools begin to teach 
children a second language from a very young age. Narratives or studies 
about the beneªts of bilingual programs for all children, not just minority 
children, would have been an excellent addition to this book. Because 
white or native speakers of Standard American English would be able to 
see the beneªts to their own linguistic, cultural, and ethnic group, it 
would incentivize them to promote bilingual programs instead of trying 
to eliminate them. The goal is to broaden the base of support for quality 
bilingual education. 

c. Language, Race, Culture, and Multiculturalism 

A strong theme throughout Tongue-Tied, that is both understandable 
and yet a substantial shortcoming of the book, is the close connection it 
draws between language and culture or race. It is understandable because 
there is undeniably a substantial relationship between language and cul-
ture. When an individual learns languages other than English, a much 
fuller appreciation and understanding of the language speaker’s culture 
becomes available through knowing the language. In other cases, people 
choose to learn a language because they appreciate and identify strongly 
with its associated culture. But it is a troubling suggestion that the con-
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nection between language and culture or race would seem so strong as to 
be immutable. 

At least one of the contributors to the book shares these concerns. In 
the poem Mi Problema, Michele M. Serros laments that other Chicanos 
see her as less Chicana and “unworthy of the color” because she did not 
grow up speaking Spanish and is now learning it as a second language.50 
She does not feel like she will be a “true Mexican” until she has per-
fected her Spanish.51 People should not be robbed of their ethnic and cul-
tural heritage merely because they do not share the language. Similarly, 
there should be room for the possibility of people embracing and being 
part of a culture even though it is not the one usually associated with 
their own race. 

Contributors to the book emphasize that highly valuing students’ cul-
tures, along with their languages, will promote these students’ educa-
tional success.52 One group of researchers studying “majority-minority” 
schools, where Latinos were the plurality and white students were the 
minority, found that the “staff in these schools also celebrated the stu-
dents’ cultures . . . schools we visited afªrmed the customs, values, and 
holidays of the language-minority students’ countries in deeper and more 
consistent ways throughout the year.”53 Facially, this sounds like a very 
good strategy, but the underlying assumptions seem to be: (1) white ma-
jority schools that currently do an inadequate job of teaching their stu-
dents about valuing different cultures should continue to be exempt from 
the need to do so, because white majority schools already “value their 
students’ cultures;” and (2) schools with a large population of one minor-
ity group do not need to teach about and value the culture of other minor-
ity groups. Schools should validate the students’ own cultures, but they 
should also expose students to and validate the cultures of others in the 
interest of cross-cultural understanding and to avoid fostering an “us-
versus-them” mentality. 

The same researchers also advocate that school leaders should “be 
bilingual minority-group members.”54 The emphasis on race in this state-
ment is troubling. It is certainly important for students to have authority 
ªgures in the school who are like them in some ways, but representation 
of both the students’ language and race does not necessarily need to be 
found in the same person. This philosophy of choosing school leaders 
would eliminate Michele M. Serros, a woman who is culturally and ra-
cially Mexican, from being a school leader because she is not yet ºuent 
in Spanish.55 Similarly, it would eliminate from consideration a white 
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man who grew up in Mexico speaking Spanish as his ªrst language, be-
cause although he is culturally Mexican and speaks Spanish better than 
English, he is white. Of course, I do not take Lucas et al. to mean that 
they would automatically or necessarily eliminate Serros and the white 
man from working with Latino children, but the objection must be raised. 
Taken a little further, the recommendation becomes essentialist and misses 
the point of what the school system should be trying to foster in the edu-
cation of both majority and minority children. 

The ideal is for the children’s educational experience to encourage 
them to have positive interactions with a variety of races, cultures, and 
languages, not just their own, because no matter what their own race, 
culture, and language is, if they live in the United States, they will need 
to be able to relate to people who do not share these characteristics. 

d. On Fixing the Educational System 

The suggestions about education could have a more pragmatic focus. 
Although many of the suggestions are potentially useful, some appear 
vague (not sufªciently explicit as to implementation),56 overbroad (they 
would be just as applicable to monolingual students as bilingual stu-
dents),57 or even impractical (other factors, e.g., substantial funding or 
building additional school facilities, would be required to implement 
them).58 There should be more concrete ideas that a parent could use to 
help a child with homework tonight, or that teachers or administrators 
could take from the book and implement in the classroom tomorrow. Re-
ducing class size to twenty students, developing bilingual and sheltered 
basic and advanced level courses, and hiring qualiªed bilingual teachers 
are sound suggestions for improving the education of language-minority 
students,59 but a school cannot make these things happen quickly without 
additional funding, which also requires some level of public support. 
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C. Questions Raised 

1. Rethinking Second Language Acquisition 

The book’s well-supported anti-immersion perspective is interesting, 
and it raises the question of implications for second language acquisition 
pedagogy in general. Linguistic research supports the idea that students 
should be allowed to use their ªrst language or code-switch while learn-
ing a new language.60 But there are few, if any, contemporary second lan-
guage classes that allow students to speak English with the instructor or 
with other students. Middlebury College’s highly regarded intensive summer 
foreign language program takes the immersion approach to the extreme: 
students may not use any language other than the target language for the 
entire duration of the program (six to nine weeks), whether eating, relax-
ing in the dorms, or playing volleyball.61 Students may not read books or 
newspapers, talk on the phone, or watch TV in English. The prohibition 
is strictly enforced and followed with few exceptions, even for those with 
no prior exposure to the target language.62 

If the work of bilingual education researchers is accepted, does that 
require fundamentally rethinking the way English speakers are taught other 
languages? Unlike many public school settings, private adult second lan-
guage programs often lack the stafªng or funding to support an immer-
sion setting; thus, people pay signiªcant amounts of money to enroll in, 
for example, Middlebury’s immersion program or a Berlitz course with 
small class sizes. Those running second language immersion programs 
such as these undoubtedly think their methods are pedagogically sound, 
but these methods are in direct conºict with what we know from bilin-
gual education researchers. One could point to the age difference: Berlitz 
students are adults, not elementary and secondary school children. How-
ever, immersion is not necessarily any easier or more comfortable as an 
adult, as David Sedaris relates in his account of a French class he took in 
Paris as an adult.63 

2. Competing(?) Strategies for Educating Language Minority 
Students 

As is the case when there are multiple perspectives considered in the 
same work, this book raises some intriguing questions. One line of think-
ing opposes holding language-minority students back by keeping them in 
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ESL or sheltered classes, because these classes often fail to adequately 
meet the academic, social, and emotional needs of immigrant children.64 
Another advocates offering a range of content-based classes and other 
courses in the students’ ªrst language or in a bilingual setting.65 At ªrst, 
these two perspectives seem to be in opposition, but they are based on 
similar grounds. The main point common to both approaches is that ESL 
and sheltered classes are often ineffective or dysfunctional, and do not 
focus sufªciently on the content areas and skills that students need in 
order to stay interested, advance appropriately for their grade level, and 
prepare for college. The solution is to provide targeted instruction and 
support which will enable language-minority students to learn the neces-
sary content and continue progressing in all subject areas, whether that is 
done in mainstream classes or bilingual classes. 

III. In-Depth Analysis of Three Articles 

The ªnal Part of this Book Review is a closer look at several of the 
pieces included in the book. I chose these pieces primarily because: (1) they 
are representative of the best characteristics of the collection in terms of 
perspective and vision; and (2) they are some of the most effective pieces, 
based on interest, relevance, and/or readability. One piece is included 
from each of the three main genres of the book—scholarly research, per-
sonal narratives, and poems—and each piece represents a different lan-
guage, culture, and race minority as well. 

A. What Should Teachers Do About Ebonics? by Lisa Delpit66 

Some background information about the Ebonics controversy may 
be useful prior to analyzing Delpit’s article. In 1996, the Oakland School 
Board approved a resolution recognizing Ebonics as the primary lan-
guage of African American students.67 This decision received signiªcant 
negative media attention and was the focus of a national uproar.68 Al-
though many Americans thought of Ebonics as a sub-standard version of 
informal English and opposed its recognition in the school setting,69 lin-
guists overwhelmingly supported the resolution.70 Traditional teaching 
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methods involve “correcting” Ebonics-speaking children’s “wrong” speech 
until it resembles Standard American English. However, educational re-
search shows that the most effective way of teaching Ebonics-speaking 
children to use Standard American English is to teach it as if teaching a 
foreign language.71 Instead of telling children that their way of speaking 
is “wrong,” this method contrasts Standard American English and Ebo-
nics features, and students translate between the two languages. 

Delpit’s article describes Ebonics as something she can neither be 
“for” nor “against,” as it is fundamentally a simple reality: Ebonics is the 
ªrst language or dialect of many African American children. However, 
there is the concern that if these children do not also learn the standard 
dialect (Standard American English) used by those with social, eco-
nomic, and political power, their opportunities will be severely limited. 
According to Delpit, “[w]hile having access to the politically mandated 
language form will not, by any means, guarantee economic success, not 
having access will almost certainly guarantee failure.”72 

Delpit shows why the conventional “correction” method of teaching 
Standard American English is ineffective.73 Because the student must 
continuously monitor his or her speech, talking becomes difªcult, and the 
result is often that the child stops talking altogether. Delpit illustrates this 
point in teacher training courses by having the teachers learn a new “dia-
lect” in which the speakers must add “iz” at a speciªed place in each syl-
lable of a word. After training, the teachers must stand up and explain, 
using the new “dialect,” why they chose to become teachers. Delpit re-
ports that “[m]ost only haltingly attempt a few words before lapsing into 
either silence or into Standard English” and comments that participants 
“invariably speak of the impossibility of attempting to apply rules while 
trying to formulate and express a thought.”74 

Additionally, “correction” is ineffective because students may be re-
luctant to reject their home language in favor of Standard American Eng-
lish due to issues of group identity. Delpit cites a study showing that chil-
dren whose ªrst language was Pima used a form of English that was close to 
their teacher’s standard dialect from ªrst through third grade, but by 
fourth grade, the students were moving toward the local dialect of Eng-
lish, indicating a realization of the importance of language in their group 
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membership.75 If accepting the standard dialect means rejecting their 
identity with their group, children are likely to resist doing so. 

Delpit describes teaching techniques that afªrm the children’s ªrst 
language form while teaching the standard form. Teachers can have chil-
dren discuss ways TV characters from different cultural groups talk, read 
books written in different cultural dialects, and make bilingual dictionar-
ies translating Ebonics into Standard English. Role play is another valu-
able strategy, allowing children who learn dramatic parts in the standard 
dialect to become comfortable using it. Students can also play the roles 
of well-known newscasters who use Standard American English. All of 
these techniques raise children’s awareness of differences in language 
forms and familiarize them with the standard dialect without denigrating 
their own language form. 

In addition to grammatic and syntactic differences, Ebonics also dif-
fers from Standard American English in discourse style and language 
use. In a study of children’s informal oral narratives, researchers found 
that white children tended to tell “topic-centered” narratives,76 while black 
children often told “episodic” narratives.77 White adults responded very 
negatively to the black children’s “episodic” stories, inferring that the 
student storyteller might be troubled by reading and language difªculties, 
as well as “‘family problems’ or ‘emotional problems’ [which] might ham-
per” the student’s “academic progress.”78 Black adults, however, responded 
positively, calling such stories “well formed, easy to understand, and in-
teresting” and predicting that the child was “exceptionally bright, highly 
verbal, and successful in school.”79 The educational implications are 
clear: a lack of cultural and linguistic familiarity with different discourse 
styles could cause white school leaders to expect these black students to 
have academic and emotional problems, resulting in lowered expecta-
tions, and thus neglect to challenge them as they would children whose 
discourse styles were more similar to their own. 

The “correctional” method also fails in teaching children to read. 
Teachers are more likely to correct “dialect-related” miscues80 than mis-
cues that are not “dialect-related.”81 When teachers continuously correct 
Ebonics-inºuenced features in a child’s reading, they focus so much on 
pronunciation that they fail to realize when a student has understood the 
text—inarguably one of the most important functions of reading. Reading 
then frustrates the children, as they understand the text but are continu-
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ously told they are doing something wrong. Students may come to resist 
both the teacher and reading, having been forced to think of reading “not 
as something you do to get a message, but something you pronounce.”82 

Delpit’s article is effective because she takes a pragmatic approach 
to an often inºammatory topic, and she substantiates her viewpoint very 
well. She looks at Ebonics not just in its educational context, but in its 
political context as well, and addresses the main concerns of those who 
do not understand or approve of the Oakland decision while afªrming the 
views of the resolution’s supporters. The purpose of recognizing Ebonics 
was not to prevent or exempt African American children from learning 
the standard dialect in schools. Instead, the purpose was to teach African 
American children Standard American English in the most effective way 
possible, and Delpit presents research and evidence to show that children 
are more successful at learning the standard dialect when pedagogical 
methods make use of Ebonics and acknowledge it as valid. Ebonics is the 
starting point, and the children learn the standard dialect as a second dia-
lect, not as a replacement for one that their teacher considers “wrong” or 
“deªcient.” 

In this way, Delpit’s article gives a concise example of what the en-
tire book seems to be trying to do: broaden the support for improved educa-
tion of language-minority children by presenting the case in a way that 
accurately represents the cause while making it understandable to the 
mainstream. Additionally, the teaching techniques that she advocates har-
monize well with the prevailing philosophies for teaching language-
minority children: afªrm the child’s culture, set high expectations, and 
help the children to meet them. 

B. Mother Tongue by Amy Tan83 

Mother Tongue is a personal narrative about ªction writer Amy Tan’s 
mother and the English she speaks. Tan’s mother, who immigrated from 
China as an adult, speaks a kind of English that many would describe as 
“broken,” “fractured,” or “limited.”84 Tan says many of her friends have 
difªculty understanding her mother’s speech, but to Tan it is perfectly 
comprehensible; it is simply one of “the Englishes I grew up with.”85 Tan 
describes code-switching between her several “Englishes,” including the 
English her mother speaks, the simpliªed English she speaks to her 
mother, and the “carefully wrought” Standard American English “bur-
dened . . . with nominalized forms, past perfect tenses, and conditional 
phrases” that she learned in school.86 
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Tan herself was ashamed of her mother’s English as a child, and she 
recalls people in stores, banks, and restaurants serving her mother badly 
or ignoring her because of the way she spoke, conªrming Tan’s own be-
lief about her mother: that “because she expressed them imperfectly her 
thoughts were imperfect.”87 Like the bilingual children of many other 
immigrants, Tan recalls the difªculty of acting as interpreter and transla-
tor for her mother from a young age. Even as an adult, Tan sometimes 
needs to help with her standard dialect when others fail to respond to her 
mother’s English. 

Just as Delpit describes with Ebonics-speaking children, Tan feels 
that, as a student, her achievement test, IQ test, and SAT scores, as well 
as her academic performance in English, were adversely affected by the 
inºuence of her immigrant family’s speech at home, resulting in her 
teachers steering her away from studying English and toward math and 
science.88 She remembers ªll-in-the-blank English tests and SAT-style 
word analogies as being particularly difªcult given her language back-
ground and the reasoning processes underlying her mother’s form of 
English, which complicated Tan’s attempts to predict “correct” answers. 
This experience is consistent with evidence showing that standardized 
testing formats can disfavor minorities and students for whom English is 
a second language.89 

Tan’s article describes the experience of many bilingual students. 
Because they can speak English, they are thrust into difªcult, adult set-
tings (e.g., business negotiations or medical conversations). But because 
the English they bring to school is not the standard dialect, they become 
alienated from or ashamed of their immigrant parents, and teachers fail to 
recognize the extent of their abilities, guiding them into race-stereotyped 
academic and career tracks. Tan, however, was “rebellious in nature and 
enjoy[ed] the challenge of disproving assumptions” and majored in Eng-
lish in college, going on to become a successful ªction writer, where she 
could incorporate the richness of all her different “Englishes” in her work.90 

C. Bilingual Love Poem by José Antonio Burciaga91 

The ªnal piece included for analysis is a poem by Burciaga, a pre-
eminent Chicano poet and writer. The poem is included at the beginning 
of an essay about the humor and richness of bilingual cognates, but the 
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focus here will be on the poem, which embodies the spirit of the essay. 
The poem is reprinted below (the numbered lines and line-by-line glosses 
for the Spanish words have been added): 

Bilingual Love Poem 

1 Your sonrisa* is a sunrise *smile 
2 that was reaped from your smile 
3 sowed from a semilla* *seed 
4 into the sol* of your soul *sun 
5 with an ardent pasión* *passion 
6 passion ardiente,*  *ardent 
7 sizzling in a mar de amar* *sea of love 
8 where more is amor* *love 
9 in a sea of sí*  *yes 
10 ªlled with the sal* of salt *salt 
11 in the saliva of the saliva* *saliva 
12 that gives sed* but is never sad. *thirst 
 
13 Two tongues that come together 
14 is not a French kiss 
15 but bilingual love. 
 
This poem is an outstanding demonstration of how the possibilities 

for playing with language grow exponentially when a person is bilingual 
and can assume a bilingual audience.92 Burciaga pairs whole Spanish and 
English words together that look similar, e.g., sonrisa and sunrise (line 
1), sal and salt (line 10), and sed and sad (line 12). In one case, the spell-
ing and meaning of the words in both languages are the same although 
the pronunciation differs (saliva and saliva). Adeptly code-switching, he 
alliterates bilingually, repeating “s” sounds93 several times in nearly all 
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the lines, and repeating “m” in consecutive lines as well (lines 2-3 and 7-
8). In some lines, he uses two words which are pronounced very similarly 
in both languages but have different meanings: sol and soul (line 4), a 
mar and amar (line 7, combining an English article with a Spanish noun 
to sound like another Spanish noun), more and amor (line 8), sea and sí 
(line 9). He also uses both the English and Spanish forms of certain words, 
e.g., mar (line 7) and sea (line 9) and sonrisa (line 1) and smile (line 2). 

Particularly intriguing are the ªfth and sixth lines, where Burciaga 
repeats the same noun and adjective, ªrst using the English adjective and 
the Spanish noun in the English word order (adjective preceding the 
noun). In the sixth line, the word order is Spanish (adjective following 
the noun) with the noun in English and adjective in Spanish. In these two 
lines, he shows the similarities between the two languages—these words 
are nearly identical in form and meaning, and share common roots—
while enjoying the artistic possibilities of their differences. 

In addition to the form of the poem, its theme is also a celebration of 
bilingualism. The poem’s imagery evokes beauty, hope, love, and ex-
citement: sunrises, smiles, passion, sizzling souls, and thirst that is never 
sad. He may have been addressing a love interest with his poem, but the 
poem could also be understood as one expressing love of bilingualism 
itself:94 two tongues coming together not in the literal sense (which 
would result in a French kiss as in line 14) but in the ªgurative sense 
(tongue as a metaphor for language). 

The vision of this poem is marvelous because it embraces the won-
der of being bilingual, treasuring it as an asset rather than as a problem to 
be corrected or a liability to be hidden. Not only is the speaker delighted 
with his bilingual abilities, the reader also gets a thrill out of being able 
to follow the poem’s dexterous bilingual plays on words. This poem em-
bodies the attitude toward bilingualism that the community should strive 
to foster, and also provides a taste of the wonderful possibilities that can-
not exist in a monolingual framework. 

Conclusion 

Generally, Tongue-Tied is a well-constructed commentary on the his-
tory, current state, and future of multilingual children in the United States 
public education system. The book explains the challenges facing multi-
lingual children, and provides some guidance as to how these challenges 
could be successfully addressed. With its multidisciplinary and multicul-
tural selections, Tongue-Tied has the capacity to reach a wide audience, 
hopefully raising the overall awareness of the realities of multilingual 
children and showing that limiting bilingual education to its traditional 
form is in no one’s best interest. 
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