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Abstract 

 

In 2000, Proposition 203 was passed by Arizona voters, dismantling bilingual education 

programs in public school, and requiring English-only instructional environments for English 

Language Learners. This study analyzes teacher and administrator perspectives on bilingual 

education and the implementation of Proposition 203 in Tucson, Arizona. Five experienced 

educators working in public schools within the Tucson Unified School District were recruited 

and interviewed for the purpose of this study. A total of seven open-ended questions were 

addressed, covering topics including, but not limited to bilingual education, the implementation 

and execution of Proposition 203, and methods of lecture delivery in the mainstream and 

segregated classroom. Testimonies revealed the ineffectiveness of English-only instructional 

methods and the need to restore bilingual education in Tucson, Arizona.  
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Introduction 

On November 7, 2000, Arizona Proposition 203 English for the Children was passed by a 

margin of 63 percent to 37 percent, making Arizona the second state to adopt an English-only 

school initiative. Arizona Proposition 203, modeled after California’s anti-bilingual measure 

adopted in June of 1998, not only places restrictions on bilingual education, but also requires 

English Language Learners (ELLs) to be immersed in English-only programs. Proposition 203 

was named after its financial supporter Ronald Keeva Unz, a Silicon Valley software 

entrepreneur. Following the passage of the Arizona measure, Unz launched his English for the 

Children initiative campaign in Massachusetts and Colorado; although the initiative was passed 

in Massachusetts by a wide margin, it was defeated in the state of Colorado (Wright, 2005). 

According to Wright (2005), California millionaire Ronald Unz has absolutely no background or 

experience in the field education or any other area involving language comprehension. 

Nonetheless, his plans and efforts to “replace bilingual education with English immersion 

throughout the country” (quoted in Wright, 2005, p. 667) have earned Unz a role in politics and 

education.   

Although Arizona Proposition 203 was passed in the year 2000, the Arizona Department 

of Education (ADE) delayed its implementation; it was not until the 2001-2002 academic year 

that Proposition 203 English for the Children took effect in the state of Arizona. By the end of 

fall 2001, a vast number of English Language Learners were placed in English-only programs 

including, but not limited to Structured English Immersion and Sheltered English Instruction. In 

a Structured English Immersion classroom, English Language Learners are instructed in English 

by a teacher who is not only content licensed but also licensed in either bilingual education or 

English as a Second Language instruction (ESL). Students are allowed to utilize their first 
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language only for clarification purposes; however, the teacher must utilize English when 

explaining or answering a question. ESL instruction is prohibited in this English-only program. 

In a Sheltered English Instruction classroom, English Language Learners are taught in English 

by a teacher who is only licensed in the academic content being instructed. However, the 

language of instruction is adapted to the student’s proficiency level.  

Parents have the option to apply for a waiver that exempts a student from the Structured 

English Immersion (SEI)  program if a student meets the following condition(s): (a) student is 

already fluent in English, (b) the student is eleven or older; or (c) the student has a mental or 

physical disability (Combs et al., 2005). However, meeting the previously mentioned conditions 

does not guarantee a waiver. A vast number of districts in the state of Arizona utilize the 

Language Assessment Scales (LAS) to determine proficiency in English. The LAS is composed 

of five levels, where level 1 and 2 indicate limited proficiency and level 4 and 5 indicate fluency 

in English. Level 3 indicates a student falling somewhere in between the previously mentioned 

proficiency categories (Combs et al., 2005).  

 

Instructional Methods Before Arizona Proposition 203 

Years prior to Arizona’s passage of Proposition 203, instructional methods and programs 

in schools with English Language Learners were vastly flexible. School districts had the ability 

to select from different program models to facilitate the process involved in acquiring English for 

ELLs (Jimenez-Castellanos et al., 2013). After the passage of Proposition 203, a few districts 

were able to preserve already existing bilingual education programs with the help of ELL parents 

and legal guardians. Davis Bilingual Magnet School in Tucson, one of the oldest and most 

successful schools in the state of Arizona, continues to serve language-minority individuals 
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including, but not limited to Spanish, Chinese, Yaqui and Tohono O’odham speaking students. 

Davis offers alternatives to parents not wanting to place their students in Structured English 

Immersion or Sheltered English Instruction classrooms.  

 

Dual Language Immersion in Schools 

Introduced in the late 1990s, the Dual Language Immersion (DLI) program provides 

Spanish instruction to students during their very first two years (K-1) regardless of their native 

language. After two years of Spanish instruction, faculty are required to increase the use of 

English instruction in the classroom by 30 percent (Smith et al, 2002). In the late 1990s, students 

from Davis who had completed the DLI program scored above average in the Stanford 

Achievement Test. In spring of 2000, every third grader either met or exceeded the Arizona 

Instrument for Measuring Standards (AIMS) test, despite the fact that at least 70 percent of 

classroom instruction had been in Spanish. Moreover, Davis Bilingual Magnet School has not 

only received various teaching excellence awards, but has been referred to by many as “a 

national treasure” (qtd in Smith et al., 2002, p. 107). 

Although Arizona Proposition 203 specifically mandates how English should be 

acquired, there exists very few research studies supporting the following key statements: “young 

immigrant children can easily acquire full fluency in a new language, such as English, if they are 

heavily exposed to that language in the classroom at an early age” and that immigrant students 

should be “educated through Sheltered English Immersion during a temporary transition period 

not normally intended to exceed” (qtd in Combs et al., 2005, p.702). It appears to be obvious for 

many policy makers that the first and most important thing immigrant students must do after 

arriving to the United States is learn English. However, research has shown that young students 



PERSPECTIVES ON BILINGUAL EDUCATION IN TUCSON, ARIZONA 

6 

 

often struggle when trying to acquire a second language (Collier, 1995). While young students 

have the potential to acquire conversational or social language very rapidly, the acquisition of 

academic language typically requires even more time and dedication (Combs et al., 2005). If the 

ultimate goal is to facilitate the process entailed in acquiring a second language, the fact that 

language acquisition is a lifelong process should be contemplated when implementing language 

policy.   

 

Students and Bilingualism 

Research has found bilingualism to build self-esteem, enhance intellectual flexibility and 

multitasking skills (Kluger, 2013). Bilingualism involves increased brain activity and flexibility, 

allowing students to learn English, or any other language, through the effective use of their 

native tongue. Recent studies indicate that a bilingual brain is “nimbler, quicker, better able to 

deal with ambiguities, resolve conflicts and even resist Alzheimer’s disease and other forms of 

dementia for a longer period of time” (Kluger, 2013). Because bilingual individuals constantly 

switch between two languages, they are not only better able to focus and remember content, but 

also develop abstract thought (Bialystok, 2001).Studies have also found that bilingual students 

tend to perform better than monolingual individuals when asked to complete tasks requiring 

executive control (Bialystok, 2011). In addition to the cognitive benefits, bilingual children are 

able to develop skills that contribute to their overall identity. Students from communities where 

their native language is valued not only possess a positive self-image, but also preserve a sense 

of pride in their culture and linguistic heritage (Moses, 2000).  

The substantial population growth among Latino individuals in the state of Arizona over 

the past years challenges policymakers to provide resources to successfully fulfill the educational 
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needs of ELLs (Jimenez-Silva et al., 2014). According to the United States Census Bureau 

(2015), 27 percent of individuals living in Arizona who were at least 5 years old of age spoke 

another language at home besides English. In 2014, roughly 31 percent of the population was 

classified as Hispanic. From 2009 to 2013, 34 percent of individuals living in Tucson who were 

5 years old and older spoke another language at home aside other than English. And in 2010, 42 

percent of the population was Hispanic (U.S. Census Bureau, 2015). While implementing 

concrete guidelines for the operation of a language instruction program can diminish confusion 

resulting from inconsistent definitions of bilingual education, implementing a one-size-fits all 

method in a linguistically diverse state such as Arizona fails to address the cognitive needs of 

bilingual students (Johnson, 2012). In the past decade, research on bilingual education programs 

in the state of Arizona has coincided with nationally situated research, supporting the 

effectiveness of bilingual instructional approaches among ELL students when measuring 

academic achievement, participation and success (Rolstad et al., 2005).  

 

Context of the Study 

School 1 and the English Language Development Program (ELD) 

 Like a vast number of public schools situated in Tucson, Arizona, School 1 utilizes the 

English Language Development Program (ELD) to develop the English language proficiency of 

ELL students so they can become successful in the mainstream classroom. English Language 

Learners are required to participate in the Arizona 4 hour-ELD block, which involves instruction 

in areas including, but not limited to English grammar, vocabulary, reading and writing. Passed 

in 2006, House Bill 2064 not only requires ELL students to participate in the 4 hour-ELD block, 

but also to be assessed at the end of every academic year to confirm English language 
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proficiency (“HB 2064 - English Language Learners”). Additionally, House Bill 2064 restricts 

funding for the same ELL student after two years of enrollment in the ELD program, ultimately 

affecting schools that serve a large number of ELL students. The following graph depicts the 

total number of votes in favor of, and against HB 206. 

 

Graph 1 

Voting Record for HB 2064  

 

Source: "HB 2064 - English Language Learners - Voting Record." Project Vote Smart. N.p., 19 

Dic. 2015 Web. 12 Feb. 2016. 

 

School 2 and the Dual Language/Spanish Immersion Program 

 Unlike School 1 and other public schools situated in Tucson, Arizona, School 2 is one of 

few official bilingual schools within the Tucson Unified School District. As of today, School 2 

has more than 300 students enrolled in their Dual Language/Spanish Immersion program, where 

students receive instruction in Spanish regardless of their native language. The Dual 

47% 

53% 

Votes 

Nays

Yeas
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Language/Spanish Immersion program integrated in School 2 is classified as a 90/10 program, in 

which kindergarteners and first graders are fully immersed in a classroom where 90% of the 

material is delivered in Spanish, and 10% is delivered in English. As students advance to second, 

third and fourth grade, the percentage of English usage increases, ultimately balancing out at 50 

percent of instruction in Spanish and 50 percent in English.  

 

Table 1 

Distribution of Languages in the Classroom at School 2 

Grade DL/Spanish Immersion Program 

K  90/10  

1st  90/10  

2nd 70/30 

3rd 50/50 

4th 50/50 

5th 50/50 

 

 

Methodology  

Arizona Proposition 203 English for the Children presented a research opportunity due to 

its overall vagueness, allowing individuals to provide different types of interpretations. With that 

being said, a research project was selected to further analyze individual perspectives on Arizona 

Proposition 203 English for the Children. Data for the proposed project stemmed from interviews 

with educators from elementary schools, identified as School 1 and School 2, belonging to the 
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Tucson Unified School District (TUSD). TUSD is an open enrollment district; therefore, parents 

have the ability to choose schools.The school principals of School 1 and 2 were contacted via 

email and informed about the goal and overall purpose of this study.  

A total of seven open-ended questions were addressed to each interviewee, covering 

topics including, but not limited to bilingual education, the implementation and execution of 

Arizona Proposition 203, perceptions of ELLs strengths, teaching experience and methods of 

lecture delivery. Interviews lasted twenty to thirty-five minutes and participants were paid for 

their time. Schools where interviews took place were selected based on location, test scores and 

school ratings; project was reviewed and approved by the TUSD and UA IRB. School 1 is 

identified as a Title 1 school with a Parent and Child Education (PACE) program for PreK 

students, and a Reading First school that utilizes DIBELS assessments to evaluate reading skills. 

School 2 is identified as an official bilingual school with a Specialists program, providing music, 

art and physical education classes every week for 45 minutes each. Furthermore, interviewees 

selected not only differed in experience, field of study and ethnicity to avoid participant bias, but 

were also required to have previous experience working with elementary-age English Language 

Learners for the purpose of this study. Participants were identified with a number to protect their 

privacy. 

 

Table 2 

Participants Identified by Numbers Belonging to Schools 1 and 2 

School 1 School 2 

Participant 1 Participant 3  

Participant 2 Participant 4 

 Participant 5 
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Findings 

The Execution of Proposition 203 

Participants held personal views that opposed the ideology and overall implementation of 

Proposition 203 in Tucson, Arizona. When asked to provide their thoughts on Proposition 203, 

participants not only expressed frustration with this piece of legislation, but also identified it as 

one of the least effective laws in Arizona.  

 According to Participant 2, proponents of Proposition 203 portrayed bilingual education 

as an expensive and inefficient program, diminishing the academic and cognitive benefits of such 

program. Participant 2 stated that Proposition 302 was wrongly depicted as the only method 

ensuring educational progress and English proficiency among ELL students: 

 “The people who proposed Proposition 203 definitely had the agenda of doing away with 

 bilingual education, but it was misrepresented to parents as a method for kids to learn 

 English faster, when in truth the best way that we know as bilingual educators is to work 

 with the child’s primary language and add the second language.” 

  

 Participant 4 indicated that, although Proposition 203 potentially led to state savings, the 

unrealistic expectation imposed on English Language Learners; that is, to become proficient in 

English within a year, focuses on the rapidness rather than effectiveness of second language 

acquisition.   

 

Benefits of Bilingual Education  

Participants associated bilingual education with higher levels of academic and cognitive 

attainment. Additionally, participants reported that bilingual education not only contributes to the 

development of executive functions, but also increases ELL students’ cultural appreciation and 

linguistic diversity in the classroom, ultimately impacting our nation as a whole. Participant 5, an 

experienced teacher, noted: 
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 “If the state continues to limit our students from having bilingual education, we are going 

 to have a lot of people who should have a second language but don’t and that is going to 

 limit diversity in our nation.” 

 

Another participant identified bilingual education as the most successful and beneficial strategy 

for students wanting to acquire a second language. Participant 4 stated that unlike other 

programs, bilingual education utilizes native language to not only develop the knowledge, but 

also the skills necessary for students to succeed as English Language Learners.  

 According to Participant 5, ELL students’ prior language learning experience and overall 

mastery of native language influences the effectiveness of second language acquisition: 

 “If you teach a student in their first language and allow them to master it and then bring 

 in their second language, they are going to be successful… And studies have shown that. 

 English Language Leaners need to master their first language to begin with. Yes, they 

 can speak [native language] because they get it from home, but a lot of students cannot 

 read it and write it. That’s where education comes in, where we teach them how to 

 read and write it and then we teach them the second language.” 

  

 Participant 4 stated that bilingual education fosters a learning environment where respect, 

cultural-awareness, positive self-esteem, and success are constantly promoted in the classroom: 

 “I believe that children who are forced to lose their first language are really hurt by 

 being placed in English-only instructional environments. Attached to language comes 

 culture and if you don’t value a child’s language, culture and family, than that detracts 

 from their learning. It doesn’t help their achievement, it does just the opposite.” 

 

When asked to provide opinions on bilingual education, participants expressed the importance of 

providing educational options to students and teachers in the state of Arizona. Furthermore, 

participants indicated that the restoration of bilingual education programs in Arizona public 

schools would ultimately (1) enhance the educational experience of ELL students in the 

classroom, and (2) engage non-English speaking parents. 

“From my own experience, I know that bilingual education does work to teach students 

content and also to teach them a second language. If I could have bilingual education 

back at this school, I’d be happy. I feel that students and parents should have a choice, 



PERSPECTIVES ON BILINGUAL EDUCATION IN TUCSON, ARIZONA 

13 

 

bilingual education or ELD; I think it should be offered in all schools as an option, and 

not just in certain schools.” 

 

 

 

ELL students’ academic attainment after Proposition 203 

 

Participants criticized the ELD program and expressed their disappointment with the anticipated 

improvements of ELL students’ academic attainment claimed by Proposition 203. Furthermore, 

participants stated that the ELD program failed to enhance the educational experience of ELL 

students.  

 When asked if ELL students acquired English faster under the English Language 

Development program in comparison with bilingual education, participants responded “no.”  

According to Participant 3, English Language Learners do not learn better in English-only 

instructional environments, but in mainstream classrooms where their primary language is 

valued, acknowledged and utilized to reinforce and develop learning skills.  

 “I believe that children who are forced to lose their first language are really hurt by 

 being placed in English-only instructional environments. Attached to language comes 

 culture and if you don’t value a child’s language, culture and family, than that detracts 

 from their learning. It doesn’t help their achievement, it does just the opposite.” 

 

Participant 1 stated that the 4-hour ELD block does not contribute to ELL students’ 

academic attainment; instead, discourages English Language Leaners from completing their 

assignments before being removed from, and after being placed back into the mainstream 

classroom. 

“There exists no sense of accountability with so many teachers working with ELL  

students.” 

 

Participant 3 indicated dissatisfaction with the 4-hour block ELD program in the following way: 

 

 “To alienate, isolate, and segregate children into 4 hour blocks so they can learn a 

 language that is in the mainstream classroom makes no educational sense and I think it 

 should be an illegal process.” 
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Additionally, Participant 3 added that improvement of ELL students’ academic attainment tends 

to be influenced by interaction with their classmates; segregating students in classrooms hinders 

their educational experience. 

 “I don’t believe academic attainment has improved because students are isolated from 

 their peers to focus solely on language when they should be in class learning content with  

 other students.” 

 

 

Strengths of English Language Learners 

 

Participants identified the following as some of the many strengths of English Language 

Learners: (1) diverse cultural backgrounds, (2) willingness to learn and become better students, 

and (3) native language. Furthermore, Participant 5 described ELLs as hard-working and 

determined individuals: 

 “ELLs bring a lot of wealth from home. Their culture and native tongue is very strong, 

 and they refuse to let go of that. ELLs acknowledge where they come from and where 

 they stand. They are aware of the fact that they need to work on their weaknesses in order 

 to strive and be successful in the mainstream classroom… But they never stop. Their 

 drive and determination always keeps them going.” 

 

Aside from the previously mentioned, Participant 1 identified mathematical comprehension as a 

valuable strength of ELL students. According to Participant 1, parents of English Language 

Learners who are not fluent in English still have the ability to help ELLs develop math skills at 

home. 

 “Students often exceed more in math than they do in writing or reading because [math] 

 involves a universal language we all understand. Students get the support at home, 

 regardless of whether parents speak English or not.” 

  

According to Participant 3, ELL students’ linguistic strength – their native language, not only 

enhances their educational success, but also makes ELLs unique.  
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 “Strengths of English Language Learners are like strengths of any child. If they have a 

 strong basis in their home language, the skills that they need to function, and the elements 

 of their own home life and their culture that are associated with that language, we as 

 educators are able to capitalize that by adding to the foundation ELLs bring with them.

 Their native language is critical to their identity! It makes ELLs who they are!” 

 

The overall goal of this research study was to gain informed perspectives on the implementation 

of Proposition 203 and elimination of bilingual education in Arizona public schools. Testimonies 

and perspectives provided by participants provide substantial evidence that the dismantling of 

bilingual education programs in Arizona public schools has only affected the experience of 

teachers and ELLs in the classroom. The following section discusses findings and conclusions of 

this study.  

 

Discussion 

The main finding of this study is that participants identify the English Language Development 

(ELD) program as an ineffective instructional approach for second language acquisition. 

Participants stated that ELL students are able to acquire English better when their native 

language is acknowledged and reinforced in the mainstream classroom. ELL students attending 

public schools where their native language is valued, and not neglected, tend to possess a 

positive self-image and are able to take pride in who they are and where they come from.   

The findings noted above discussed three prevalent themes pertaining to the current ELD 

program and its impact on the learning experience of ELL students. The following conclusions 

were drawn based on the analysis of perspectives provided: (1) academic achievement has not 

improved since the passage of Proposition 203, (2) ELL students learn better in environments 

where their native language is utilized as a support system, and (3) the ELD program has not met 

the educational needs of ELLs. 
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Proposition 203 prioritizes rapidness rather than focusing on effectiveness, imposing 

unrealistic expectations on ELLs. Under Proposition 203, ELL students are expected to become 

proficient in English within a year, ultimately defeating the purpose of second language 

acquisition. Like mentioned in Combs et al., learning a second language is a lifelong process, 

and accelerating such process only hinders the development and acquisition of the English 

language. Furthermore, Proposition 203 limits ELL students’ learning experience by designating 

English Immersion as the only successful method for teaching English in Arizona public schools. 

Lack of instructional flexibility in the mainstream and segregated classroom prevents teachers 

from meeting the educational needs of ELLs. 

ELL students’ native language should be treated as one of their many strengths and 

viewed as an asset rather than a deficit. According to participants, ELL students are able to draw 

on their prior language knowledge and background experience when learning English, 

facilitating second language acquisition. Furthermore, providing instruction in ELL students’ 

native language to teach English not only promotes learning, comprehension and interaction in 

the classroom, but also creates a supportive environment for all.    

 The implementation of the ELD program in public schools has negatively affected ELL 

students’ academic attainment, overall performance and learning experience in both the 

mainstream and segregated classroom. According to participants, ELLs tend to lose interest and 

focus minutes before being pulled out of, and after being placed back into the mainstream 

classroom due to the lack of stability. Immersing ELL students in an English-only environment 

where instruction is focused solely on English grammar, vocabulary, reading and writing does 

not motivate but instead, discourages students from reaching their full potential.  



PERSPECTIVES ON BILINGUAL EDUCATION IN TUCSON, ARIZONA 

17 

 

 In a culturally and linguistically diverse state such as Arizona, policymakers should be 

implementing laws that meet the needs of ELL students. Teachers in Arizona are being expected 

to teach a second language within a year without instructional flexibility, imposing an 

impractical expectation on ELLs and teachers; academic attainment is being measured based on 

how rapidly students acquire a second language, and not on effectiveness. Participants’ responses 

clearly indicated how important it is to maintain and foster native languages in the classroom; 

parents should be informed about the option to apply for waivers that can potentially exempt 

their students from being immersed in English-only instructional environments. Schools serving 

a large number of ELL students should hold information sessions in various languages aside 

from English in order to inform parents about waivers and other educational alternatives. 

According to participants, parents should have the ultimate authority to decide how they want 

their children to be educated, not the state. The perspectives provided by participants in this 

study suggest the restoration of bilingual education programs in Arizona public schools. 

 

Conclusion 

The implementation of Proposition 203 mandated an almost immediate transition from bilingual 

education to English-only instruction, making major changes to the requirements for teaching 

English in Arizona public schools. Before the passage of Proposition 203, instructional methods 

were flexible, allowing teachers to utilize various strategies in the mainstream classroom to meet 

the educational needs of ELLs. Participants in this study indicated the ineffectiveness of 

imposing a one-size fits all method of instruction in classrooms where students vastly differ from 

each other. According to participants, English-only instructional environments fail to address the 

educational needs of English Language Learners.  
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This study contributes to existing data supporting the educational effectiveness of 

bilingual education programs in public schools located in Tucson, Arizona. Classrooms where 

ELL students’ native language is treated as a strength foster diversity, cultural appreciation, and 

linguistic duality. Furthermore, participants noted that ELL students tend to be more successful 

when their native language is not only reinforced, but utilized in the mainstream classroom to 

teach a second language.  

The perspectives and testimonies provided by teachers and administrators reveal the need 

for providing educational alternatives to parents and students residing in a culturally and 

linguistically diverse state such as Arizona. Program options should exist for English Language 

Leaners; parents should be given the ultimate authority to select which program best suits the 

needs of their students, granting them the right to make the most appropriate educational 

decisions for their children. 

 This study demonstrates the need of restoring bilingual education programs in Tucsonan 

public schools. Participants shared their informed perspectives on Proposition 203, indicating the 

ineffectiveness of the programs imposed by such law. The ELD program complicates second-

language acquisition by segregating ELLs in classrooms where their native language is 

neglected. ELL students have what it takes to not only acquire a second language, but also be 

successful in the mainstream classroom; however, initiatives such as Proposition 203 are being 

implemented by policymakers lacking background and experience in the field of education, 

restricting ELLs from effectively acquiring English proficiency.   
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Appendix A 

 

 The following questions were addressed during interviews with participants belonging to 

School 1 and School 2: 

1. What are your thoughts on Arizona Proposition 203 English for the Children?  

2. What are your thoughts on bilingual education?  

3. Based on your experience, do you believe academic attainment of English Language 

Learners has improved since Arizona’s passage of Proposition 203? If yes, how? 

4. Based on your experience, do you believe students learn better in English-only 

instructional environments? Why or why not? 

5. Please tell us about your experience working with English Language Learners.  

6. What are some strengths of English Language Learners? What are some needs? How do 

these strengths and needs influence your teaching experience and lecture delivery? 

7. What resources do you utilize when communicating with English Language Learners 

who are not fluent in English? 
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Appendix B 

 Participant 1: Five years of teaching experience working with ELL students. 

 Participant 2: Teaching experience working with 2
nd

 and 3
rd

 grade ELL students. 

 Participant 3: More than 30 years of experience working with ELL students. 

 Participant 4: Bilingual Immersion teacher, has worked with ELL students for 30 years 

and will be retiring in a couple of weeks. 

 

 Participant 5: Has been working with TUSD since 1987, has experience working with 

ELL students. 

 


