By Rebecca Thatcher

After working hard for the past five years to raise a child who speaks both English and Spanish fluently, I was pleased that he was assigned to a bilingual kindergarten at Boone Elementary.


I knew that the emphasis of a bilingual kindergarten classroom would be on English, but at first I hoped there would be some reinforcement of my child’s Spanish skills as the year went on. But at the Back to School night meeting this week, the teacher made it clear that her role is to only teach the non-English speaking children in Spanish and to push them to learn English as soon as possible. If I were a parent of a child who arrived at Kindergarten speaking no English, that is probably what I would want for my child.

But I am a little amazed that here in Austin, where so many people are raising bilingual children, that the district seems to be so behind in truly offering a bilingual education.


Progress is never as quick as you would like it to be. But how can it be that supposedly progressive Austin the school district is still for the most part trapped in the mindset of getting Spanish-speaking kids to learn English and never mind about teaching Spanish to grade schoolers. Of course there are some notable exceptions. The elementary schools with wealthy and determined PTAs have hired separate Spanish teachers. And there are schools in East Austin that are experimenting with what I would consider true bilingual education.


But this is the year 2000. We have free trade with Mexico, and we will soon have it with more countries in Latin America. More and more people realize that how easily children learn languages. And we know now that learning extra languages as a child actually stimulates the child’s brain. Ironically, dual language programs are being offered in states that are a lot farther away from Mexico than Texas is. It is time to look beyond the push-those-immigrant-children-into English-model and realize the benefits of true bilingual education. 


This summer, while my children and I were visiting my Colombian-born sister-in-law in Washington D.C., we had dinner with a delightful pre-teen girl who is in a strong dual-language program in Arlington, Va. She said her sixth-grade class studies some subjects in Spanish and some subjects in English every day. Both her English and her Spanish were flawless.


 Dr. Pat Forgione has spoken so eloquently on this subject that I would like to quote from a speech printed on the Austin Independent School District web site. “I also want strengthen the bilingual education in our schools. We should accept no less than having all our students coming out of middle school fluent in both English and Spanish. Austin is perfectly situated for that. For decades, Americans have moaned about the fact that Europeans speak several languages. Let's stop moaning and do something about it. Why shouldn't we lead this nation in bilingual fluency for our students?”

 I cannot say it better myself. But there is one thing wrong with this quote. It says, “I also want to strengthen bilingual education.”  The fact is, we are so far away from true bilingual education it is not even funny. And maybe lots of parents aren’t even interested.

But it is unfortunate that here and now in the year 2000, I and other parents of                           bilingual or want-to-be bilingual kindergartners cannot have one classroom of dual-language instruction, it means it will be years and year before it is offered throughout the district. And probably decades before, as Forgione said in his speech, that “all of our students coming out of middle school (are) fluent in both English and Spanish.”

But we have to start somewhere. I hope by the time my three-year-old goes to kindergarten there will be a dual-language kindergarten class at our school. Meanwhile I will continue with my dream of raising bilingual children. Manos a la obra (Time to get to work.)

