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'~and nathods in dealing vith nonnative Bnglish speaking students, this
" autobiographical account by a Chicana wvoman descridbes how nnqliah

teachers caused her to feel insecurity, frustration, and

‘enbarragssent about her use of language. Aaong the probleams the.

author descrihes are her suffering at being forbidden to use Spnnish.

‘and at being -punished wvhen she 4id so, i1 elementary school: her

shame at being ridiculed by a junior high school English teacher
because she and the other Hexican-Amserican students had never heard
of Toa Sawyer; her pain im high school at having her oral reports

"~ frequently interrupted with prorunciation corrections: her shame in a

cdlleqe public speaking course at having her "pcor® English

. pronunciation corrected in a cruel and huniltatinq manner: and her

continuing apprehension about public speaking. She also describes

current episodes shoving that similar prob.ams continue to exist for

—students. The author argues that BEnglish instruction creates a

negative attitude tovard English and that English teachers are

. responsible fer the high dropout rate among Chicanos and Chicanas,

and she concludes by urging English teachers to treat students and
their native languages with respect while reinforcing the acquisition
of Biigqlish lanquage skills. (GT)
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: 'Q , . . "'ny Escue-m Tongue' v

or a Chicana in the Ensl:lsh cusetoon"
Norma E. Cantu

"I would like to begin my talk by reading the poem by Lorna

L4

Dee cervangeo from which I tock ny ti.tlc. It will provide the context

torwhatlhavctouy. . S, .

PORMS FOR THE YOUNG VHITB MAN Wo
ASKED KB HOW I, AN INPELLIGENT, WELL- .7
MMQULDWINM .
WAR BETWERN RACES . | :
-Lorna'nucern 8 —

[}

Inmy own lard there a.e o di.stuntionst__ N fee

The barbed wire politics of oppression
have been torn down long ego.
' There are no boundaries. The only reminders
o . of past battles, lost or won, is the ali.ght
* rutt:l.ng in the fertile fields.

In my land people write poems about love.

‘They dance on the rooftops, all

of their babies are fat, everyone rsaas

Russian short stories and wespss

there are no colors; there is no race;

there are only hands -

: softly stroking thighs, only words

‘. *. Zull of nothing but contented childlike syllable 8,
. ' ard the only hunger is a real hunger,

nons of this complicated starving

of the soul from oppression. -

I am not a revolutionary.

J don't even like political poems.
Do you think I can believe in & war between races?
I can deny 1t. I can forget about it

when I'm safe,

living on my own continent of harmony

and home, but I am not

there . . « * 4
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. I balieve in the revolu : S
' ' because everywhere there is an enemy weliting, ' ‘__)
.- ~ n sharp-shooting diplomats round every oorner, L . .
o thsre are snipers in the schools...
: ' - (T know you don't believe this. .
. . you think this is nothing . ' .
. but faddish exagbration, but : ,
they are not shooting: | : ,
at- youl)' . ' v . |
Their bullets are discrete and designed to gkill slowly. PR
. They ar’e aimed at my children. o
. These are facts.: ‘ o :
leat ms show you zy wounds: my stumbling mind, my -
| ®excuse me” tongue, and this ’ : .
‘magging preoccupation - '
e ) itth the feeling of not being good enough.

These bullets bury deeper' than logic.
o Racism is not intelligence. :
I can not reason tljeae scars awey.

Outeide my door - * .
there is a real eneny: \ .
who hates me. . ' )

\

.-

e I am a poet who yearns to dance on rooftops,
, ; S to whisper delicate lihes. about joy '
[ ; kS érd the blessings of human understanding.
v : . I try. I go to my land, my tower of words and
f . shiit the door, but the typewriter doesn't fade out ‘
. -the sound of. the blasting, ‘ . :
, / the screams, the muffled outrage..,. '
' i : My own days brirg me sleps on the face.
/ ' . Bvery day I am deluged with reminders
i that thls is not .
I ; ny land.

. 1 do not belisve in a war between races

buf. in this country
there is war.

I speak to you as a survivor of this war. My scars are many and
unfortunately new wounds are inflicted constantly, for the var is not over
~-sometimes I wonder if it ever will be. I teach Epgttsh-gnd being a
non-native spesker of English has given me a vantage point that allows
me & perhaps clearer vision of .what happens in the English classroom.

. o By baring my scars to you I hope to do more than make you aware of the
] tremendous impact we have @s English teachers; awareness doesn't always
e lead to changes, and change is what is needed: ‘change in attitude, charge
in method, change in the English classroom. In my own role as teacher of
Bnglish, I have had to implement Su‘-farent changes.

e



' Bnglish lastruction in the Elementary School

finglish instructicn in the elementary school in South Texas in
the. fifties msant "No-Spanish® rules, i.e., rules against using Spanish
in school. My grandmother had teught me to read and write in Spenish
and the strange syilsbles that I was confronted with in first grade
baflled me. My mother's admonition that I listen and learn English
when-she left me that first day in the strange place must've lielped,
for I didn't break into tears as eo mery others did when the teacher
spoke to us, Being the “nice, obedient” dsughter .that I was, I quickly
learned and quickly moved from reading group to reading group until
I was n the “With Jack and Janet® group; I believe we were the Blue °

' Bannies, or smme such. I becams a champion speller but only after learn-

ing to vompete. wemldwllyunttositdwnﬁrst,mdlmulq _ :
often misspell a ward so I could J my friends. But the revard cams- -

. 4¢ you didn't sit ‘down; so I-learned not to join my friends,.but to

please the teacher. This could be classified as a form of subtle = ., ™
punishment, but the more blatent foms of attack took ‘the shape of
real punishment. Depending on the teacher, we were subjected to a

.variety of punisihments directly relsted to our use of Spamish. In .
“¢he thind grade, it was 500 lines of: #7 will not speak Spanish in

the classroon (or in the playground)"; in the fifth grade, we wers
fined for each word spoken in Spanish. In.addition to being psycho-
logical methods of indoctrination (for weren't we being told that
in effect our langusge was not acceptable?), both of these were ter-

. rible hardships on those of us for whom paper was- precious. One of

my father's rare visits to the school was occasioned by such an assign-

ment, I don't remember the outcome of his visit; I remenber only the
enbarrassment and shame I-felt. I don't resent the teachers who in- - :
flicted these punisiments; no, they are not at fault, they were only ‘o

* .doing what they had been twught was the way %0 teach Bnglish. #How .

will they learn if they persist in using Spanish?" That's how they ' =
hed been trained to sees their teaching situation. They themselves .

" were products of the same systenm and had been taught through similar

methods. Most spoke Spanish, and, with a few exceptions, often spoke

Spanish among themselves, though rarely in front of us. ~
I would like to believe ti.at this has changed, that students o
whosé first language is not English are no lornger being punished for their e

linguistic heritage, are not learning to be ashamed of their language.
why, with all the bilingual-bicul tural programs and all, such practices
should now be part of history, part of the past, as is the old law which
required that all Spanish surnamed students in Texas repeat the first .
grade. But such is not the case. The elementary school student, even
after going turough Head Start, is still being taught that his or her
language is not good enough. My nephew cauually informed me that Spanish ‘/
is for the birds, and that he is in the top reading group because he '
doesn't speek Spanishe-of course, he is telling me all this in Spanish., ./
when I pointed this out to him he looked at me with a condescending look

and saide-"In school, I don't speak Spanish in school." ' The lesson is

still theres Spanish is for the birds. ’ ‘

. 4
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s " In juder h’ﬂ; the rules were not explicit, but they existed, -ty
o . nonetheless. The ish teschers were ron-Spenish speakers, and were :

. Lor the most part not from the ares. My seventh grade teacher, for
L exanple, was from the Bast and happened ‘to be in Laredo becsuse her ST
. ~ ... husband wes stationed at the air base. Her dissatisfaotion and total :
lack of understanding can best be exemplified by her reaction when
' . she found out that nome of the thirty some odd members: of her heme :
" room class had ever heard of Tom Sswyer.. She laughed, scolded us, o
made comments about.our stupidity snd in short embarrassed us. I
~ being one of her #top students,".felt shame and @ vague sense of RN
- Fesponsibility for the rest of the class--ill of us were Chicanos, _ .
- by the way. My humiliation had a positive result: . I became an- .. - -
avid redder; I was.going to show her. I read @ll of Twain that -
year and proceeded to read constantly. from then dbfe=-on the bus, : C
during study hall, during lunch, and sometimes even\at home when N
. there wis time. That was the effect on me. But what ‘about the o .
. . others in the cless--how many of my peers were turned off, how many
o . 'other Chicanos and Chicanas were so humiliated end embarragsed by
“teachers' insensitivity that that they turned away £fom books, fram
English? Thoughtless comments, insensitive reactions, unconscious
ethnodentrism, perhaps I should ‘ t racism, in the English class-
- . room denied many of us even the dpportunity of becoming interested -
.‘ in susceeding, and our failure was predictable. Lot

At this stage in our edusation, we are tested and counselled C_
sbout our future caresr goals. 'Most tests have been proven to be ine . :
valid shen the population being tested is made up of non-traditional _ :

- students; non-native speakers of standard English usually score low -
in verbel ebility. This is especially the case for students whose

\ first language is not Bnglish, énd whose predictable scores would
be lower. The pace is set, and may of us are directed into vocational
tracks based on the invalid results of testing in junior high.

High School

) . , » In high school, Bnglish became one of my favorite subjects. Up
- %o now, I had wanted to be a scientist and math had been my favorite:
My Junior high counselor had pointed out that 4if I were seriously con-
sidering college I should think about teaching and forget about being
& chemist, "It takes six years of college, and college is very expen-
sive,® he informed me. 4s a member of an accelerated English class,
I was able to reasd more than the usual anthologized literature. I
read The Dis of Anne Brank and became a devoted diarist (a practice
that I adhere t3 to this day). My scars from this time are of a dif-
ferent kind. They are not so much language based, but are a result -
'of the sexist and racist attitudes of the typical early sixties high .
school experience. Because I was in the accelerated Bnglish class, e
+ I was separated from most of my Chicano/a friefddss a definite point
- of conflict. I was an expert at diagramming sentences and had learned
- well the rules for pleasing my Engl.sh teachers: I followed instructions,.
. . outlined chapters, wrote excellent.book report following what they
called SCAT1 (Setting, Characters, Action, There); in short, I was the
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‘model Brglish student. But there were still vestiges of Jy pre-

cccupation with languege tat hed marred @y Junior high classes.

" § detested having to-give oral reports. Mrs. Lindhein's “spots®
sent me into & panic. Ws would drev & topic from a.box and would then
deliver s five mirmute jmpromptu talk on thé topic~-l was terrified,

not because I didn't have anything to. say, but because invariably
my talk was interrupted with promuncistion -corrections. I was often

admonished to Yspeak up? and

delivery poor,® or “Bxcellent orgenisation, but you must speak louder.”
%hen I read Maxine Hog Xingston's Woman Warrior I empathiszed fully -
sletent

with the protagoniat's distr

precisely this "langusge problem.”

. One more 8C8T.... I won't go into the agory over tests and
spelling and vocabulary quiszes.’ 1 usually did well on them, but
there was always a sense of not being able to perform, as'if the

_ "language would somehow betray me. At this time also, I had prac-
tically deniéd that I hed Spanish es ny langusge in spite of the
fac. that we spcke motling but Spanish at home. I had learned my .
' lesson well; to succeed, use English. R .

collogo IBxperiences

_ In colldge. the English classes were very much 1like those in. -
high school, and the teachers were much like those in high school

, as well, except now they wer

received comments 1ike %Content good,

ess and per preoccupation with

e men, My first exam in a College English

_class (Composition and Rhetoric) I scored the second highsst grade.

‘The professor managed to emb
bty asking what high school I

arrass me in front of the entire class
had graduated from. The highest mark

hsd been made ty & student who came from the local catholic academy.
The implication was obvious to me; I shouldn't have made a high mark.

I never made arything higher

than a B after that. Orades are powerful

weapons.. They are a way of controlling, of inflicting wounds. But

I don't want to focus on ths

methods or the means of the warfare that

. Lorna Dese nentions; I want to stick to the discussion of the participants,

the teachers and the student
are of course the teacher's;
not of English but of Speech

s. The means of control, the attitudes,
and here I would like to mention a teacher,
. In his classroom, my langusge inhibie

tions became even greater. Instead of reassuring, of fostering my
public speaking, which the class was ostensibly supposed to do, I was

so humiliated and felt like

such a failure that it took years .to get

over the trauma. One particular incident stands out in my mind. After
listening to one of my spesches and giving me the usual criticism about
my volume, he proceeded to dangle a set of keys in front of me. I w&s
supposed to ask for them. At that time, I didn't differentiate between
the long and short vowel involved, and what came out was YGive me the
kiss.® The class burst out laughing and I burst into tears. He had

made his point. .
There are still sounds

that I have to watch for, and I am haunted

by fears of mispronouncing words with certain vowels. I avoid the word

Bgheet? and in fact any other words that have sh or ch sounds. Recently
a professor pointed out that I still had a problem with /s/ and /2z/. I-
believe now that the person with the problem is the professor, who thinks

6
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fortunately, my intellectual beliefs do not erase the doubts, fears
and spprehension that still croeps in when I'upak.' : _

The negative experiences did mot end, and the humiliation and the e
unessiness with English persists in cértaln situstions. As a student * .
tsacher, I was introduged to the tremendous 4impact that the Bnglish . a
Classroon has quits by accident. I was to prepare @ bulletin board
for ny Cooperating Teacher. The B-board was composed of a big blue
bottle resembling a Milk of Magnesis bottle, & spoon, and thr ops
falling. onto it from the bottle, labelled grammar,. reading, 9.

The bottle was labelled 7th Grade Bnglish. I dutifully mede such boards,
wrote lesson plans, tapedsnd scored my teaching in spite of my deep °
objections. The puni ¢t meted ont to discipline problems was to

copy from the spelling book or from a dictionary. “At least they're

" learnming something,®, the principsl enswered to my objections. The =

texts I was forced to use were racist, and sexist, and the teachars _ :
as well as the students were still doing ®busy work® that I had N
reaisted but which had #taught me so well.” S . ‘

T an convinced that Bnglish teachers are vesponsitle for the
high drop out rate smong Chicanos/as. The failures I belisve are the .
teachers of Bnglish. We persist in teaching not -a survival skill'
'which the students need, but the outmoded, unreal language use that
we belisve is English. Oiven the educatiomX system our students must
'go through, we owe them the respect of their language, but also the
mastery of the language that they need to funstion in the system, and
indeed succeed with. Instead, we .instill insecurity, frustration,
embarrassment which will further inhibit and reinforce the inferiority
feelings assoclated with language. In one sense, we are producing -
exactly what the system seems designed to produce-=dropouts.

But things are changing, we are told. No oms is finjed for
speaking Spenish any more, there's bilingual education ard LESA pro-
grams. Yes, I am aware of the attempts and the rhetoric and I won't
totelly deride such moves. I suppose there ars some students being
spered, some students benefitting from the programs. But again, I .
mst refer to personal experiences. There is still ghystem that is .
instilling languege attitudes: the war is still on. Il give you
another example; I've already spoken about my nepher's view of Spanish.
My sister teaches 7th grade math in South Texes. Her students are all
‘bilingual, although occasionally she has a class of monolingual Spanish
speskers (recent immigrants). In this pariicular class, however, all
the students speak both languages. She is explaining fractions vhen
the digtrict's . math supervisor walks in to observe. One of the students
‘raises her hand: Yes, Maria.® “Pero M'am, como es que....” The
supervisor stops the student in mid-qus stion with a vehement outburst
against spesking Spanishs %This is & math class, not a Spanish class,"
he exclaims. The student is in tears and the teacher is furious. A
complaint to the principal and to the superintendent brings no results.
The class resolves to beware when the supervisor is arourd, and to
1imit themselves to English when he comes back. In the same school,
with the same population make-up--mostly bilingual Chicano/a students,
the eighth grade English teacher must teach a section on myth--Greek

|"
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' wtha that is,. M in her classroom there are studan’s ul.th mea
m.mu. Nomuonotmuwmuude. : ,

'The examples are mma. the lmoq is clears A non-nat! ve
speakeyr of English is being taught, iu effect, as if English we™. his

B " or her langusgs, and ss if there were no other consireration. « v
. : I have obamed that there is a new, perhaps reneved is a bett N,
% war. The wer being waged in our schbols looks terribly suspisio. «

P ' Conmpetency testing and stiff college entrence requirements will not -

A . hpmo our educational system, but thoy will pvsh out more and more

S ! people who will be unemployed and often unemployable in our

oophtati.cated“ technologiocal society. An immate at the State Peni-

-‘tentiary in Lincoln has observed this trend and concluded that we in

. the U.8. arein a period of war preparation. I sed the role of the
Bnglish teacher as crucial in whatever ha?pena to our students. Richard

claims that it is a,tudent 8 pight to be-taught the skills;

Rodrigues
I sgres, but the analysis mst be n further still, The reason many . .

. of our students are not acquiring ¢ glcills is that Bndl.ieh instrugtion
' CQ " oreates a negative attitude toward the language: The English classroom -
cen be either a f£rightening, oppressiveé and in effect neghtive and = .

. . humiliating experience which results not in learning btut in alienating

- ' and intimideting the student, or it can be an exciting, positive ex-
. perienve that reinforces languege akill acquisition as something de-
sirable but does ‘in no yay condemn the learner or impose a value

, ,. o judgment on the skills and the language which that learner already
. 2. possesses. It can open the proverbial door of opportumcy by openi.ng
. . - <7 another woverbtal door-~language. ﬁ

. But I an uncoutortable with ihis conclusion. It 1.3 smp:u.stic,
and it reinforces a myth that I am not too willing to pgss on; it seems
to imply that if the students don't drop out and do finally have a high -
: school diploma in their hinds, the whole world is at. their feet--not
.. ' true. .I agree with Ivan Illych that our education is not the panacea -
. we have been led to believe. But a complete revamping of our educational
system is not the aim of this paper. Within the existing set up, we
as English teachers .ean and are in fact bonnd to prepare our students,
to respect their language skills, and above all to approach our profession
with that attitude of Pespect for our students. When my 8-year old nephew
tells me that Spanish is for the birds he is only reiterating lwha he.has
~ learned from his teachers, his peers, his textbooks. Even though no one
2&3 "taught" him the lesson, it is wollleamed. #In this country/there
8 war.®

4 -'.-.~-.v--.-

&

EKC ' - . /

T . . /
s .

+

A

N T N




