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Bilingual education may have been affected greatly in its development by federalism, yet institutional factors have played a key role as well.  Texas and California both struggled to keep up with the educational demands of predominantly Latino immigrants, whose influx led to many legislation proposals for each state.  Besides the legislatures’ high involvement, the executive heads became instrumental in the evolution of bilingual education.  When the Federal government began to assume a stance on educating limited-English proficient children, the implementation powers of the state legislatures were met by governors.

It was a governor who restarted bilingual education in the United States in 1967.  That governor was Californian Ronald Reagan, who signed Senate Bill 53, which effectively allowed the use of other languages of instruction in California public schools (3).  This bill overturned a 95-year-old law that required English-only instruction (5).  The Federal government followed suit with the Bilingual Education Act of 1968 leading to other states dealing with limited-English education to consider their own measures.  Texas Governor Dolph Briscoe enacted the Bilingual Education and Training Act in 1973.  This endorsement repealed English-only laws dating back to 1918 (2).  But the surprising aspect was not the length of time it took to enact such a legislation, but the magnitude of the legislation enacted. “This event marked a historic turning point in the education of Mexican-American students in the state. The centerpiece was the mandate that all Texas elementary public schools enrolling twenty or more children of limited English ability in a given grade level must provide bilingual instruction” (2).   José Vega says that Briscoe’s response to the national Bilingual Education Act was “perhaps the most comprehensive statute enacted on the subject in any state”(4).  Reagan and Briscoe both took the liberty of forming specialized policies that would address the needs of their respective states, but Reagan allowed California educators more flexibility in incorporating their programs.

While some governors aided the initiation and progress of bilingual education in Texas and California, later state heads used their power to hinder it.  In 1986, the California state legislature extended a law mandating bilingual education, but it was vetoed by then-Gov. George Deukmejian (3). Bilingual education programs survived because they had been mandated by the California Education Department.  The following year, Deukmejian allowed the remaining bilingual education laws to sunset, or expire.  These laws were known as the “Chacón-Moscone Laws,” and they were the first state legislative act that mandated school districts to provide language minority students with equal educational opportunities despite their limited proficiency in English (5).  The legislature passed reauthorization of the acts, but Deukmejian promptly, and similarly vetoed it (5).  But the state managed to circumvent complete dilapidation. “Despite the Acts’ sunsetting, many of their "general purposes" remained operative, and districts were still required to follow these purposes when designing instructional programs for LEP (limited-English proficient) students” (5).  The state policymakers tried again in May 1998 to enact legislation, but Governor Pete Wilson vetoed this bill.  The law would have granted flexibility to school districts to use bilingual education or English immersion according to local needs and preferences (3).  The following month, the renowned Proposition 227 was passed, effectively outlawing bilingual education in California in favor of English immersion programs.

In the same period that California governors were vetoing bilingual education policies, Texas governors were standing by idly as their constituents remained strongly in favor of the bilingual programs.  A poll shortly after the passage of Proposition 227 in California found that 72% of respondents believed bilingual education was important in Texas (1). Texas governor and presidential hopeful (at that time), George W. Bush, had noticeably refrained from attacking bilingual education (1).  This became most ironic as other Californian Republican governors like Deukmejian and Wilson had their way against bilingual education policies.  A governor must attempt to honor the desires of his or her constituency, and though the governors may have agreed on the same policies concerning bilingual education, the public of each state did not.  

With Bush’s presidential victory in 2000, the accidental governor Rick Perry took the helm with a new agenda.  A Republican, his actions concerning bilingual education do not mirror the Californian GOP governors nor his Texan predecessor.  In July 2001, Perry signed Senate Resolution 50, which confirmed support for bilingual education in Texas (6).  While California governors helped make way for English immersion programs, Perry established support for dual immersion programs, which are considered a more inclusive model for bilingual education.  The Spanish-speakers learn English alongside English-speakers learning Spanish.  The resolution’s mission states: “Resolved that the State of Texas work toward the worthy goal of ensuring that someday every Texas student will master English plus another language” (6).  

Texas and California boast the largest Hispanic populations in the nation and therefore demonstrated the greatest need for specialized educational programs from the beginning.  Legalized bilingual education began and ended in California, mostly at the hands of its governors.  Texas, the state with the next highest Latino population, faithfully answered to the needs of its people.  Governor Briscoe’s determined plans for bilingual education in 1973 led to continued high expectations for teaching Texas’ limited English proficient students.  Reagan allowed California to be more flexible in its bilingual education policies, and the state was never able to agree on a common ground.  One state’s leaders chose to implement more English while one chose to employ both languages.  It is remarkable how two states with essentially the same initial needs can develop to become total opposites in their ideology concerning one public policy.  The power of a governor can do that.  
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