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Unified School District, that schools that don’t provide special help for children with limited English 
are violating these students’ civil rights. In the Court’s language,

The failure of the San Francisco school system to provide English language instruction to 
approximately 1,800 students of Chinese ancestry who do not speak English, or to provide 
them with other adequate instructional procedures, denies them a meaningful opportunity 
to participate in the public educational program and thus violates . . . the Civil Rights Act of 
1964. (Lau v. Nichols, 1974)

In effect, the Court held that there was no equality of treatment of students who don’t understand 
English.

As their ruling didn’t specify what form this help should take, the Court did not require bilingual 
education. The Federal Bilingual Education Act of 1978 defined bilingual education as a program of 
instruction designed for children of limited English proficiency to achieve competence in English and 
to progress effectively through the education system.

Some arguments to make English the official language point to the millions spent on bilingual 
education, bilingual ballots, high school equivalency diploma tests, driving tests in foreign languages, 
and instant translation of court proceedings for defendants who don’t speak English. Emergency and 
health care organizations would face a burden of providing information in all the languages spoken 
in the United States.

One of the organizations supporting official-English laws was founded with the guidance of 
former U.S. Senator S. I. Hayakawa. U.S. English, a political lobbying organization, argues that 
because of the influx of Hispanic immigrants, the United States risks becoming divided linguistically 
and culturally like Canada. Between 1984 and 1988, 12 states passed resolutions making English 

Table 5.2 � U.S. Metropolitan Areas With the Highest Percentage of Spanish-Speaking 
Populations

McAllen-Edinburg-Mission, TX 84.3%

El Paso, TX 72.4%

Miami-Fort Lauderdale-Pompano Beach, FL 39.8%

Los Angeles-Long Beach-Santa Ana, CA 36.7%

San Antonio-New Braunfels, TX 36.2%

Bakersfield-Delano, CA 35.9%

Riverside-San Bernardino-Ontario, CA 34.2%

Fresno, CA 32.4%

Modesto, CA 31.6%

Oxnard-Thousand Oaks-Ventura, CA 30.2%

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2010 American Community Survey.


