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P1] Ever since I worked on my first book on bilingualism back in the early eighties, I have been fascinated by the state of bilingualism in the United States. And over the years, I have followed its evolution.

P2] It is important to realize that the U.S. Census Bureau does not keep track of bilingualism as such, unlike other countries such as Canada. But ever since 1980, the language questions asked (Does this person speak a language other than English at home? What is this language? How well does this pe[image: image1.png]


rson speak English?) allow us to work out, to a large extent, who is bilingual and where bilinguals can be found.

P3] The 2007 American Community Survey found that a bit more than 55 million inhabitants spoke a language other than English at home. Among those people, some 51 million also knew and used English and hence were bilingual. This represents 18 percent of the population. If we add to this number bilingual children under 5 (not covered by the survey) as well as people who use a second or third language in their everyday lives but only English at home, then probably close to 20 percent of the population can be considered bilingual.

P4] The percentage of bilinguals is definitely on the rise. It was 11 percent in 1980, 14 percent in 1990, to reach close to 20 percent currently. As was noted in an earlier post (see here), bilingualism in the US is very diverse, pairing English with Native American languages, older colonial languages, recent immigration languages, American Sign Language, and so on. English-Spanish bilinguals represent about half of all bilinguals and hence Spanish is definitely America's second language. Other important languages, but to a far lesser extent, are Chinese, French, Tagalog, Vietnamese, German and Korean.

P5] Over the past thirty years, many "traditional" immigrant languages have declined in number. Among these we find Italian, Yiddish, Polish and Greek. This is largely due to aging populations and dwindling migrant flows from the countries where those languages are used.

P6] Bilinguals are not equally distributed across the nation. Some states contain proportionally very few (e.g. West Virginia, Kentucky, Montana) whereas others have a far greater proportion (e.g. California, New Mexico, Texas, Arizona, etc.). As for cities, the ones with the most bilinguals are New York, Los Angeles and Chicago.

P7] If one considers the geographical distribution of language pairs (English and a minority language), then English-Spanish bilinguals are mostly found in the Southwest and Florida, English-Chinese bilinguals in California and New York, bilinguals with English and a Slavic language in Illinois, New York and New Jersey, and English-German bilinguals in the Dakotas and Pennsylvania.

P8] Bilingualism in the United States has traditionally been transitional–a passage, over one or two generations, from monolingualism in a minority language to monolingualism in English. However, there is an increasing awareness that the country's knowledge of the languages of the world is a natural resource that should not be wasted. Hence a growing number of families are fostering bilingualism either by making sure the home's minority language and culture are kept alive or by encouraging their children to acquire and use a second language.

P9] With the rising number of bilinguals in the United States over the years, we can dream that President Obama's suggestion in 2008 during a rally may just be the beginning of a new trend: "You should be thinking about .... how can your child become bilingual. We should have every child speaking more than one language".

SAMPLE MULTIPLE CHOICE QUESTIONS:

==1) Which languages are mentioned in this article:

A) Spanish, Russian, and Italian

B) Yiddish, American Sign Language, and Arabic

C) Tagalog, Spanish, and German

D) Polish, French, and Urdu

==2) This article tells a reader about all of the following except:

A) Where different language pairs can be found

B) How many bilinguals might be in America

C) The diverse forms of bilingualism

D) The percentage of people who are bilingual

E) The most likely careers for bilinguals
==3) Which statistic is NOT used in the article?

A) 20 percent

B) 55 million

C) 11 percent

D) 17 percent

==4) What forms of evidence are used in the reading?

A) References to poll data and to famous historical events

B) References to current trends and statistics

C) Stories about specific immigrant families and their children

D) Interviews with families and experts on bilingualism

==5) In P5, “dwindling” refers to something that is:

A) Usually consistent

B) Drastically changing

C) Slowly shrinking

D) Often surprising

==6) The purpose of P8 is to:

A) Explain a changing trend about how families remain bilingual

B) Argue that certain versions of bilingualism are better than others

C) Persuade readers to maintain their own original languages

D) Define what bilingualism actually means

==7) The tone of the last paragraph is:

A) Optimistic

B) Cynical

C) Humorous

D) Conflicted

SAMPLE SHORT ANSWER QUESTIONS:

In the opening paragraph, the author refers to various statistics. What is one that he is sure about? What is one that he is less than sure about?

In P4, the author states that “Bilingualism in the United States is very diverse.” What are two examples of that diversity? Please use one or more complete sentences to present your answer.

What is the purpose of P6 and P7?

Paraphrase the last sentence in P8.

The article ends with a look at America’s future. What do the author and President Obama predict?

SAMPLE ESSAY IDEAS

==Take a close look at P2. The author says that Census figures “allow us to work out, to a large extent, who is bilingual and where bilinguals can be found.” Then consider some other commonly used categories that we might use to describe groups of people: “unemployed,” “middle-class,” “Hispanic,” “depressed,” “religious,” and so on. In what ways is it easy to understand what these words mean--and in what ways does it become difficult to “work out” just how many people belong in one of these groups? How might this matter? 
==If you go to an ATM to take out some cash from the bank, many of the ATM machines will feature a screen which allows users to select a few possible languages. Think of other situations in which we are presented with information in a bilingual manner: signs, web sites, voting forms, newspapers, phone menus, TV shows, etc... What are some ways in which these options work in American society? What are some of the varied responses that people may have to such options?

==It’s not just individual people who are bilingual--certain communities/neighborhoods in the New York area are well known as places where it’s possible to live much of one’s life in a language other than English. (This, by the way, is nothing new in New York City!) What are one or more of these communities/neighborhoods that you are familiar with? Describe your own interactions with and within such communities/neighborhoods: in what ways might the strong presence of a second or third language lead to fascination, to frustration, to confusion, to collaboration, etc...?

==Take a look at P8. The author refers to families in which bilingualism was “transitional.” What happens when families move to America and the younger generations do not maintain a strong desire to be bilingual, and then learn only English? Why might they make this choice? Why might this matter? Why might this be changing?
ANSWER KEY
==1) Which languages are mentioned in this article:

A) Spanish, Russian, and Italian

B) Yiddish, American Sign Language, and Arabic

C) Tagalog, Spanish, and German<<

D) Polish, French, and Urdu

See P4. Russian and Arabic and Urdu are not mentioned.

==2) This article tells a reader about all of the following except:

A) Where different language pairs can be found

B) How many bilinguals might be in America

C) The diverse forms of bilingualism

D) The percentage of people who are bilingual

E) The most likely careers for bilinguals<<
See P7, P3, P4, and P4 again. No mention is made of careers.

==3) Which statistic is NOT used in the article?

A) 20 percent

B) 55 million

C) 11 percent

D) 17 percent<<

See P3 and P4.

==4) What forms of evidence are used in the reading?

A) References to poll data and to famous historical events

B) References to current trends and statistics<<

C) Stories about specific immigrant families and their children

D) Interviews with families and experts on bilingualism

No mention is made of poll data or historical events. No specific people are interviewed  or featured in stories.

==5) In P5, “dwindling” refers to something that is:

A) Usually consistent

B) Drastically changing

C) Slowly shrinking<<

D) Often surprising

The word “declined” may provide a clue. 

==6) The purpose of P8 is to:

A) Explain a changing trend about how families remain bilingual<<

B) Argue that certain versions of bilingualism are better than others

C) Persuade readers to maintain their own original languages

D) Define what bilingualism actually means

The words “however” and “hence” are important--what changes do they refer to? The author is not taking sides here, so he isn’t “arguing” or “persuading.” He does “define” bilingualism--but not here. See P4.

==7) The tone of the last paragraph is:

A) Optimistic<<

B) Cynical

C) Humorous

D) Conflicted
See the words “we can dream.” He shares the President’s hope so her isn’t “cynical” or “conflicted.” He is in agreement, but he’s not making a joke out of this.

