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INTRODUCTION

Bilingual education is an educational model designed to provide students
content area instruction in two languages. These programs as they serve language
minority students now face their most strident attacks since the nativist movements
of the early Twentieth century. Ironically, when the Bilingual Education Act was
passed in 1968, there was very little scientific research to support it. Since then, a
number of studies have demonstrated the effectiveness of bilingual education and
yet Propositions 227 and 203 in California and Arizona, respectively, severely
curtailed and, in many districts, resulted in the elimination of these programs.1

As an increasing number of native English speaking students get on waiting lists
to enter bilingual programs, the language minority children that such programs were
meant to serve in the first place are shoved back into the monolingual English
classrooms that previous generations fought to escape. Thus, the gentrification of
bilingual education seems imminent.

Opponents of bilingual education for language minority students argue it is
necessary to learn English in order to enjoy equality of opportunity societally and
educationally. Despite the empirical evidence favoring bilingual over English-only
methods in promoting these laudable goals, the arguments of bilingual opponents
have proven too tempting for an electorate predisposed to accept them.

What is interesting is how bilingual opponents have been able to make their
equality of opportunity arguments stick while betraying what should be a fundamen-
tal notion of liberal democratic societies. The fundamental notion referred to is a
“primary good,” the primary good of self-respect. In this article, my argument is that
equality of educational opportunity requires the promotion of self-respect. Drawing
on John Rawls’s work, I briefly review his defense of self-respect as a primary good
and further describe the Aristotelian principle of motivation that he relies on to
develop this defense. Self-respect in these Aristotelian terms provides specific
guidance in educational policy for language minority students. More specifically,
the consistent and systematic use of children’s primary languages in school as media
of instruction promotes self-respect, leading to increased academic engagement.2 In
making these arguments, I point out how important critics of bilingual education
either misuse or ignore this Aristotelian position to the educational detriment of
language minority students.

REVIEWING THE PRIMARY GOOD OF SELF-RESPECT

Rawls’s project is to develop a view of social justice defending justice as
fairness. Briefly summarized, Rawls asks us to engage in the following thought
experiment: imagine that you do not know your place in society, your position or
social status, or your fortune in the distribution of natural assets and abilities (for
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example, intelligence, strength, looks, and even psychological propensities). From
behind this “veil of ignorance,” Rawls concludes that we would agree to distribute
certain primary goods fairly.3 Among the primary goods necessary for individuals
to pursue, shape, and alter if necessary their view of the “good life” Rawls includes
basic liberties, equal opportunities, income/wealth, and self-respect. These primary
goods and their fair distribution are ideals upon which an “overlapping consensus”
can be achieved among individuals and groups such that social stability can be
maintained even in pluralistic societies.4

One point of plurality that Rawls does not explicitly raise is language. He also
spends very little time on schooling even though the primary good of equal
opportunities would seem to require, at a minimum, a vigorous and free system of
public education. It is in this gap that I build my defense of bilingual education by
connecting three pillars: language, schooling, and self-respect. Here again Rawls
provides a point of departure with an Aristotelian notion of self-respect.

Between and within disciplines the notion of self-respect is conceived differ-
ently and distinctions are made between closely related constructs. For example, a
distinction has been made between self-concept and self-esteem in psychology and
between self-esteem and self-respect in political philosophy.5 The construct of self-
respect, as Rawls develops it, seems to be subsumed within these related constructs.
Rawls, in fact, uses self-respect and self-esteem interchangeably, which more than
adequately meets his purposes and mine. For, those who misconceive the language/
self-respect interface do so using the same lay understanding of self-respect.

For Rawls self-respect has two specific aspects that demonstrate why it is
among his primary goods. He describes these aspects as follows:

[self-respect] includes a person’s sense of his own value, his secure conviction that his
conception of his good, his plan of life, is worth carrying out. And second, self-respect
implies a confidence in one’s ability, so far as it is within one’s power, to fulfill one’s
intentions. When we feel that our plans are of little value, we cannot pursue them with
pleasure or take delight in their execution. Nor plagued by failure and self-doubt can we
continue in our endeavors.6

Given that it is a fundamental precondition for planning and pursuing a rational life-
plan, self-respect is, Rawls contends, “perhaps the most important primary good.”7

Ignoring social conditions that undermine self-respect risks cynicism and apathy.

Two circumstances support Rawls’s first aspect of self-respect. The first
circumstance is having a life plan in which an Aristotelian Principle can be satisfied.
This Aristotelian Principle, a principle of motivation, runs as follows: other things
being equal, “human beings enjoy the exercise of their realized capacities (their
innate or trained abilities), and this enjoyment increases the more the capacity is
realized, or the greater its complexity.”8 The second circumstance necessary for
someone to enjoy self-respect is having their person and deeds appreciated and
confirmed by others who are likewise esteemed and their association enjoyed.

While Rawls’s liberal-egalitarian project is designed to address challenges in
the larger community and to promote the ability to pursue a life-plan, his notion of
self-respect is readily applicable to schools. For example, we can easily qualify as
“educational” the types of endeavors that children cannot continue if “plagued by



A Primary Good in Schools384

P H I L O S O P H Y   O F   E D U C A T I O N   2 0 0 2

failure and self-doubt.” Similarly, we can conclude that children in schools “enjoy
their realized capacities” and that “this enjoyment increases the more the capacity
is realized.” To wit, it is not a stretch to assume that students who struggle with
reading will read less. Furthermore, students bolstered by the confirmation of their
deeds and capacities by esteemed “others”—teachers and classmates—are more
likely to further their capacities. In short, even though children may or may not be
involved in pursuing a life-plan per se, self-respect is equally important to them in
their school community and to their academic needs.

CONNECTING SELF-RESPECT AND LANGUAGE

If within liberal democracies self-respect should be a primary good, we must
engage in educational practices that promote that good. Following the Aristotelian
principle, bilingual education provides a significant and effective means to this end.

Aristotle tells us that “the pleasures arising from thinking and learning will
make us think and learn all the more” since “activity is intensified by its proper
pleasure.”9 As concerns language and activity, there are two lines of argument to
draw. First, language is the sine qua non of many, if not most, other activities,
especially academic ones. Second, language can itself be an activity whose capacity
can increase and from which pleasure can be derived.10

To see language sine qua non, four rather obvious assumptions must be made
explicit. First, thinking and learning require thinking and learning about something.
Second, the source of that something in schools is typically a teacher or textbook.
Third, these sources use language to make this something known to students for their
consideration. Fourth, further analysis or thinking and learning about this something
requires engagement by the student, either with the teacher or with the text, and this
also requires language.

These simple facts preclude the student who happens to not speak the language
of the teacher or text from engaging in a great number of school, especially
academic, activities. Furthermore, if, as Aristotle tells us, “activities are destroyed
by their proper pains” language minority students’ struggles to engage in academic
activities in a language they do not comprehend may lead to harm and disengage-
ment. 11 For “if a man finds writing or doing sums unpleasant and painful, he does
not write or does not do sums.”12 There should certainly be some doubt that children
would find reading in a language they do not understand pleasant. While we can all
be taught to decode and “read” phonetically in another language, enjoyment comes
from comprehension of and engagement with the text. It is this that draws us to read
all the more.

Aristotle’s logic here extends into nearly every academic subject. For example,
the enjoyment of history comes from understanding its flow and how society has
developed, in short, how history is relevant today. Its enjoyment comes from being
able to visualize historic events as they are presented through text. It is being able
to analyze historical events, delving more deeply into their root causes and the
decisions of major role-players. Some might argue that with present technology
history can be brought to life with video reenactments or computer simulations. One
need but watch the History Channel for ten minutes without the sound to realize that
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it is the narrator and his use of language that allows us to make sense of the images
before us and to understand their finer meanings.13 There is no joy in language-less
history or most other academic content areas for language is the sine qua non of their
understanding, their increased enjoyment, and, hence, their further engagement.

Language is also an activity in and of itself whose capacity can be furthered and
from which pleasure can be derived. For example, we tend to engage in increasingly
complex text in our leisure reading. As young children, we choose Dr. Seuss. As
adolescents, we might choose Marguerite Henry or Henry Potter. We play increas-
ingly complex word games, graduating, say, from the USA Today’s crossword to the
New York Times’s. Some people also choose professions in which language is their
livelihood (in an even stricter sense than the fact that it is the sine qua non for
everyone’s livelihood). For example, novelists strive to create sympathetic charac-
ters, weave through plots and subplots, and create vivid images of places and actions.
Journalists engage in a different sort of language work, striving to achieve efficiency
of word usage, conciseness, and balance. Songwriters tell a story within a specific
number of stanzas, matching their words and story to the music that will bring it
alive. Other professions require oral language skills. Baptist ministers, for example,
“hack” to pull their congregation into the sermon, adding syllables to words and
varying their intonation.

Young children increase their language capacity in schools through direct
instruction in spelling, in reading, in sentence formation. Later they engage in
paragraph formation and practicing language for different purposes, for example,
informing, persuading, and describing. More than this however, children in schools
increase their language capacity by engaging in academic subject matter that
introduces them to various language repertoires. In math, they make use of
increasingly specific language. The “up and down line” becomes the “vertical line”
and then the “X axis.” Children may even become frustrated with peers who continue
to call the X axis the “up and down line.” In some part, this is because precise
language makes communication more efficient. It may also be that an increased
capacity, in this case specificity of language, reduces one’s desire to engage in less
complex or sophisticated capacities.

Our willingness to engage in “lesser” capacities decreases because the reward
or pleasure from doing so has decreased. Someone who can play chess, for example,
is more likely to choose to play chess over checkers. For “while there is pleasure in
respect of any sense, and in respect of thought and contemplation no less, the most
complete is pleasantness, and that of a well-conditioned organ in relation to the
worthiest of its objects is the most complete and the pleasure completes the
activity.”14

REDIRECTING THE DEBATE ON SELF-RESPECT AND LANGUAGE

As contrast to the Aristotelian framework presented, it is informative to present
the ways that two influential scholars, Diane Ravitch and E.D. Hirsch, think about
the connections among language, self-respect, and schooling.

Addressing the relationship between self-respect and academic performance,
Ravitch argues, “genuine self-esteem means self-respect and confidence in one’s
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ability; self-confidence is the product of experience, the reward that comes as a result
or working hard to achieve one’s goals [presumably goals relating to academic
performance].”15 Here, Ravitch accepts what is for all intents and purposes the
Aristotelian principle invoked by Rawls. However, she applies this principle
inconsistently and tendentiously when it comes to bilingual education. This is
because Ravitch is misguided by her view of bilingual education solely as a
technique for language instruction. She measures the effectiveness of bilingual
education merely by whether or not it is the best way to learn English.16 While
Ravitch admits that they may not be appropriate for all children, she clearly leans
toward English-only programs for language minority children and dismisses the
goal of bilingualism.17 Invoking an intuitively appealing time-on-task argument, she
asserts,

[u]nless [bilingual education] enables non-English-speaking children to learn English and to
enter into the mainstream of American society, it may hinder equality of educational
opportunity. The child who spends most of his instructional time learning in Croatian or
Greek or Spanish is likely to learn Croatian, Greek, or Spanish.18

In short, the more time that students spend on a specific task, the more they will learn.
In this case, the assumption is that immersion in English provides children with the
greatest amount of time on the task of English acquisition.

Continuing this line of thought, Ravitch, with Chester Finn, points out, “the
more youngsters read, the more regularly they attend school, and the more serious
content they study while they are there, the more they tend to know about history and
literature.”19 Again, the time-on-task argument tells us that the more one studies
history the more history one learns. This is not farfetched. The problem is, following
this logic, the non-English-speaking child who spends most of her instructional time
learning history in English is likely to learn English, not history. Furthermore, and
contrary to Ravitch’s assertion, the Spanish speaking child who spends her instruc-
tional time learning history in Spanish is likely to learn history; she already speaks
Spanish.20

On the one hand Ravitch wants educators to afford language minority students
“sufficient opportunity to examine important events and issues in depth.”21 This is
consistent with her Aristotelian position that such opportunity is crucial to students’
increased capacity in the subject area. This capacity increases enjoyment and results
in “genuine self-esteem.” But, recalling the earlier language-less history example,
such in-depth analysis requires, for non-English speakers, the primary language
instruction that is a component of bilingual education, something Ravitch seems to
reject. In other words, she abandons her own Aristotelian point of reference when
it comes to the education of language minority students.

Hirsch is similarly confused. Looking specifically at his views on language,
Hirsch claims that he is “opposed neither to biliteracy nor to the learning of foreign
languages.”22 However, he goes on to claim “well-meaning bilingualism could
unwittingly erect serious barriers to cultural literacy among our young people and
therefore create serious barriers to universal literacy at a mature level.”23 While he
is for, “in the best of worlds,” multiliteracy for everyone, Hirsch is adamant that “the



387John E. Petrovic

P H I L O S O P H Y   O F   E D U C A T I O N   2 0 0 2

first step in that direction must be for all of us to become literate in our own [read:
Hirsch’s own] national language and culture.”24

Immediately we might ask why the national culture is so inaccessible via a
language other than English. Why cannot language minority students begin to
understand the socio-political expectations of U.S. culture through their own
language? I do not speak Japanese but have learned something about Japanese
society nonetheless. It is also unclear why biliteracy impedes universal literacy
while monoliteracy promotes it. Indeed, if we continue to follow Hirsch’s applica-
tion of theory, we exacerbate the (il)literacy problem.

This is evident in what Hirsch calls Sticht’s Law. As Hirsch summarizes it,
Sticht’s Law holds that “reading ability in nondeaf children cannot exceed their
listening ability.”25 Questionable as it is, my purpose is not to question the law but
Hirsch’s application of it: If Hirsch’s “first step” is for all children to become literate
in English, will not all language minority children in his schools be immediately
behind their monolingual English speaking peers in literacy? Furthermore, they will
remain behind until they acquire the necessary English oral/aural skills for literacy.
It is unclear how and when Hirsch expects they would catch up.

Now if literacy is important to Hirsch and if he desires to remain faithful to his
own psychology, he must reapply Sticht’s Law. He must admit that the first step
should not be literacy in English but literacy, period. He must admit that Sticht’s Law
applies to non-English speaking children such that the 18,000 plus hours of pre-
schooling experience in their first language matter, that these first language oral/
aural skills are the foundation of literacy.

In sum, Hirsch’s argument is that children must spend time on the task of
literacy. This they cannot do without an oral/aural speech foundation. In his
insistence on literacy in the “national language” as the first step, Hirsch unwittingly
disallows language minority children to spend time on the task he finds so
important.26

Recall the point made earlier that language minority children can be taught to
read if by reading we mean decoding and pronouncing words. But this is not literacy
in any deep sense. Following the Aristotelian principle, in order for students to
engage in reading further and to increase their capacity for it, it can not be so tedious
and meaningless that the activity is “destroyed by its proper pains.” Meaningful,
autonomous reading requires at least a certain amount of comprehension.

DEFENDING BILINGUAL  EDUCATION AS A SOURCE OF SELF-RESPECT

For language minority children, bilingual education provides the opportunity
for them to engage in the self-respect-promoting activity of their language both as
the sine qua non of other academic activities as well as an activity in and of itself.
Their first language affords them access to the curriculum. This promotes self-
respect by providing students’ confidence in their ability to fulfill their academic
intentions—a level of confidence that cannot be achieved through a language they
do not understand. Use of the first language more readily promotes the realization
of increasing academic capacities and subject matter understanding. This, in turn,
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promotes self-respect through the realization of increasing capacities within the
language itself in the ways described previously. Finally, bilingual education
promotes self-respect since the use of the child’s first language as a language of
instruction is the ultimate confirmation of their sense of their own value, or at least
that part of the “self” that is derived from sharing certain important characteristics
(language) with their community and kin.

Given the discussion so far, opponents of bilingual education might raise the
following argument: The language minority student’s increasing capacity in English
can be a source of self-respect. I would agree that there are myriad sources of self-
respect and that English acquisition is one of them. This is precisely why I am
defending bilingual education (in English and the student’s first language) and not
monolingual (first language) education.27 But the argument here certainly does not
address the academic issue of how students go about increasing in any deep way their
capacities in content areas. In other words, no self-respecting student enjoys her
school career simply because she increases her capacity in one area while her peers
have access to a full array of content and choices.

This might bring about an addendum to opponents’ critiques: English can
reasonably replace the student’s primary language as the sine qua non of other
sources of self-respect. When this occurs, the array of content and choices available
to English-speaking students will be available to the English language learner.
“When” is the operative word here for it is empirically impossible to determine when
an individual child will have reached a level of proficiency in a second language to
compete effectively with native speakers of that language. On the one hand, Ron
Unz, sponsor of initiatives to eliminate bilingual education, has told us that this can
occur in about one hundred eighty days. As the results of his English immersion
program in California indicate, this is absurdly unrealistic.28 On the other hand,
Christine Rossell, professor of political science at Boston College, has claimed that
it could take students “ten, maybe even twenty” years to become fluent in a second
language; and she adds, “some may never become fluent at all.”29 Unless we are
dealing with a student who has some sort of language disability, who underwent
some sort of trauma, or who suffers from some other pathology, Rossell’s claim
holds the same merit as Unz’s.

Research indicates most language minority children will learn the target
language well enough to compete academically in that language within four to seven
years.30 Even this, however, cannot be interpreted strictly. For language minority
students come to school with a variety of experiences. Some come to school on grade
level in their own language. Others do not. Some come to school having studied
some English or another language. Others do not. Some come from upper-middle
class families. Others do not. All of these factors and many others affect the rate of
second language acquisition.

In the end, we must ask: What happens to children when the most important
capacity they bring with them to school, their language, is ignored? Since second
language acquisition is not a discrete learning event but takes several years for the
vast majority of second language learners, we cannot allow ourselves to be lulled
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into the intuitively appealing arguments of bilingual critics. Full participation in
school with teachers, in class with other students, in content with one’s language,
and the self-respect that each of these helps to build should not be sacrificed, not even
for one hundred eighty days. To answer the question, children whose language is
ignored upon entering school fall behind academically and drop out at higher rates.31

This makes the dual contentions that English acquisition is a source of self-respect
and can become the sine qua non for other sources anemic at best and perhaps even
harmful.

Even if bilingual education were not more effective but only as effective as other
instructional programs, there is no reason to deny children the particularly important
source of self-respect of their first language. As the primary capacity brought to
school, a child’s language must certainly provide the sense of his own value integral
to the construct of self-respect. Were there any evidence that the practice of helping
students to maintain their primary languages in school denied them access to other
important sources of self-respect, the conclusion might be different. But there is
simply no evidence that properly designed bilingual programs do any such thing.
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