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Language in America

	
 My parents are from the Fiji Islands and my sister and I spoke Hindi as our first language. 

We did not speak much English in the house. As the years went by and we started elementary 

school, we had to learn English to communicate with the other children and teachers. I grew up 

in Vancouver, BC, where there is a lot of racial and ethnic diversity. Although we did grasp Eng-

lish quickly, my sister and I chose to speak to each other in our native tongue, sort of our secret 

language. My teacher told my mother that we could not speak Hindi at school and that we should 

be speaking more English at home; yes, my mother was offended, but she was young and just 

went along with what they said. As a result, we started to speak more English in the house and 

would communicate to our parents in English rather than in Hindi. Today, I can understand Hindi 

fluently but unfortunately I have trouble speaking it. I feel that if our language had been more 

accepted at school I would have never lost the ability to speak it.

	
 Samuel Ichiye Hayakawa, author of the essay, “Bilingualism in America: English Should 

Be the Official Language,”  noted that “…by agreeing to learn and use a single, universally spo-

ken language, we have been able to forge a unified people from an incredibly diverse population” 

(191). I agree with his argument; but we must also embrace other cultures and encourage immi-

grants to speak their native language, or the outcome may be that they will lose their cultural 

identity and their ability to communicate in their native tongue. Children should continue to stay 

in tune with their roots and should continue to speak as many languages as they can learn. A mul-

tilingual child is considered intelligent and would most likely have more opportunities than a 

child who could communicate primarily in English. Myriam Marquez wrote an essay “Why and 
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When We Speak Spanish in Public”. She says, “For most bilingual people I know, it’s a matter of 

respect for our parents and comfort in our roots”  (200). In some communities, older family 

members may feel disrespected if younger members could not speak in their native tongue. By 

speaking in their language, a sense of pride and unity is created within a person’s ethnicity. 

	
 Marquez continues, “…being an American has very little to do with the language we use 

during our free time in a free country”  (201). This country is one of the strongest nations in the 

world in part because of its diversity. America would not be what it is today without our vastly 

diverse population. The United States does not have a “government-mandated official language” 

(201), so I do understand why naturalized citizens may not take an effort to learn English 

quickly. As it is a requirement to pass and English spelling and writing test to gain US citizen-

ship, the government could make it mandatory to complete an English program for immigrants 

who have problems learning the language. If this was a requirement by the government, wouldn’t 

immigrants have to oblige?

	
 It is unrealistic to believe that we can have more than one official language. As Hayakawa 

states, “Bilingualism is a costly and confusing bureaucratic nightmare. …the costs would be in 

the billions (191-192). The money could be used more efficiently elsewhere. Though the idea of 

having more than one official language sounds intriguing, how do we decide which language(s) 

to use? Also, it would be costly to implement programs to teach the other language(s). For people 

to learn and communicate effectively in a language other than their own, they must be in a Lan-

guage Immersion Program, in which they would be required to speak the language daily. I 

worked at a customer service center in Canada, and found it impossible to communicate with 

French speaking customers even though I took a French class for six years.
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 Immigrants migrate to the United States to live the “American Dream”. Foreigners from 

all over the world come here for better opportunities and to make a better life for their children. 

They want their children to have a right to an education and all the freedoms Americans enjoy. 

Parents, both English speaking and bilingual, want their children to be successful. To achieve a 

better standard of living, a child must have a proper education. As Marquez discusses, “We know 

that, to get ahead here, one must learn English”  (201). The government must continue to support 

ESL programs that have been proven to be successful in teaching children English. People living 

in America should learn to communicate in English. It should be the common language of this 

country. But speaking English is not the glue that holds this country together. Scholar and teacher 

Robert D. King discusses “unique otherness” in his essay “Should English Be the Law?”

King uses this term to explain the ability of a country to differentiate itself from another 

country by customs, cultural traditions, and political institutions that bind them to-

gether…America has unique otherness… our love for the automobiles; we have in our 

history a civil war that freed slaves…we have sports, hot dogs, hamburgers… “We are 

Americans; we are different” (187-189)

When we think of America we think of freedom, democracy, movie stars, fast food, football, ap-

ple pie. We think of places like, Las Vegas, New York City, California, The Grand Canyon, Niag-

ara Falls etc. America is also known for it’s diversity, not many other countries in the world are 

described as a melting pot. We are full of different cultures and ethnicities, that’s what makes us 

who we are as a country not the English language.

	
 Yes, we should have a unified language but we should never be forced to forget where we 

came from. One should never be ashamed of their background or race, or how they dress, or that 
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their accents may sound different. They should be proud of it; the intention is to keep their native 

culture and values alive while embracing their new culture, which is being an American.
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