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 This study explores how the English-only movement, particularly 
through the agenda of the English First campaign, has influenced U.S. 
public policy in ways that impact non-English-speaking communities. 
Grounded in New Social Movement and Dominant Culture theories, the 
research employs a conceptual and document-based approach to analyze 
five key cases: California’s Proposition 227, Arizona’s Proposition 203, 
Executive Order 14224, EEOC v. Premier Operator Services, and language 
challenges in Aurora, Colorado schools. These cases reveal how English-
only ideologies have been codified into educational, legal, and workplace 
policies that marginalize linguistic minorities and reinforce English as a 
marker of national identity. While often framed as promoting unity or 
efficiency, these policies have limited access to public services, equitable 
schooling, and fair employment for immigrant communities. Rather than 
measuring policy outcomes quantitatively, the study highlights the 
symbolic and structural dimensions of language governance, 
underscoring the need for inclusive, multilingual policies that protect 
linguistic rights and democratic participation in the U.S. 
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Introduction 
Language functions as a powerful medium for constructing national identity, enabling communication, 
and conveying cultural values. In the United States, English has long held a dominant position, shaped 
by the legacy of Anglo-American settler colonialism and institutionalized through education, 
governance, and law. However, increased immigration—particularly from Latin America and Asia—has 
intensified public discourse around multilingualism and national unity. Within this climate, the English 
First movement has emerged as a sociopolitical force advocating for English to be established as the 
sole official language of the United States. Although often conflated with the broader “English-Only” 
movement, English First refers specifically to both a formal advocacy group and a broader ideological 
agenda aimed at codifying monolingualism through policy (Baron, 2018; Crawford, 2000). 
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Proponents of English First argue that promoting English enhances societal cohesion, reduces 
government spending, and accelerates integration (Tollefson & Pérez-Milans, 2018). However, critics 
highlight that these arguments mask the exclusionary effects of English-only policies—particularly on 

Spanish-speaking and other non-English-speaking immigrant communities—who face reduced access 
to education, employment, and public services (Lozano, 2020; Wiley & García, 2016). Although the 
United States has no federally declared official language, dozens of states have adopted English-only 
laws that reflect this ideology in practice (Gándara & Hopkins, 2010). 

This paper approaches the English First movement not merely as a political campaign, but as a 
cultural project shaped by broader identity politics. Drawing on New Social Movement theory, which 
explains how identity-based activism responds to symbolic and cultural domination (Della Porta & 
Diani, 2020; Eyerman et al., 1990), the study situates English First as a reactionary mobilization to the 
perceived threat of multiculturalism. From the lens of Dominant Culture theory (Fairclough, 1992; 
Geertz, 1973), language is not neutral—it is an instrument through which social power is exercised, 
cultural hierarchies are reproduced, and symbolic exclusion is legitimized. 

While previous studies have assessed the legal and pedagogical dimensions of English-only policies, 
they often overlook how these developments function within movement politics and cultural 
hegemony. The ways in which English First mobilizes Anglo-centric identity claims to counter 
linguistic diversity remain underexamined. Additionally, although Spanish-speaking communities 
represent the largest linguistic minority affected by these policies, their experiences are frequently 
referenced but not conceptually integrated into broader sociological frameworks (Flores & Rosa, 2019; 
Ricento, 2015). 

This study aims to address these gaps by examining how the English First movement influences 
public policy and impacts immigrant communities through mechanisms of language regulation. Using 
a document-based and conceptual methodology, it analyzes five illustrative cases to show how 
language becomes both a site and a symbol of contestation between dominant and marginalized 
groups. Ultimately, the study contends that English-only policies are not merely about 
communication—they are political tools that define who belongs, who is heard, and who is left out in a 
culturally plural society. 

 

Literature Review 
Language, Identity, and Power 
Language is not a neutral instrument of communication but a socially constructed mechanism that 
reflects and reinforces power dynamics (Buchanan et al., 1993; Fairclough, 1992). In multilingual 
societies like the United States, language functions as a key marker of identity, belonging, and access 
to institutional resources. The dominance of English, while historically situated, has evolved into a 
normative expectation that shapes the experiences of linguistic minorities, particularly Spanish-
speaking communities (Piller, 2017). Scholars argue that the institutionalization of English operates as 
a form of symbolic violence, marginalizing other languages and the cultural identities associated with 
them (Flores & Rosa, 2015). This dynamic becomes especially pronounced in policy settings where 
language use determines access to education, legal support, and civic participation (Tollefson, 2008). 

The cultural politics of language are evident in the way "standard English" becomes a gatekeeper to 
socioeconomic mobility (Lippi-Green, 2012). Linguistic discrimination often intersects with racial and 
ethnic identities, reinforcing structural inequalities under the guise of meritocratic ideals (Rosa & 
Flores, 2017). In the U.S. context, English-only policies have been shown to disproportionately 
disadvantage Spanish-speaking Latinos, who form the largest linguistic minority group (Lozano, 2020). 
The privileging of English not only affects language learning environments but also delegitimizes 
bilingualism as a valued cultural asset. 

The English-Only Movement: History and Critique 
The English-Only movement in the U.S. gained traction in the late 20th century, fueled by anxieties 
over immigration, national identity, and economic insecurity (Baron, 2018). Groups such as U.S. 
English, ProEnglish, and English First emerged with the aim of passing legislation to make English the 
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official language of government. Although framed in terms of administrative efficiency and national 
cohesion, scholars argue these movements are ideologically rooted in nativism and xenophobia 
(Crawford, 2000; Schmidt, 2000). The movement gained political momentum in states like California 
and Arizona, where English-only education mandates were imposed through public referenda such as 
Proposition 227 and Proposition 203. 

The central paradox of the English-Only movement lies in its invocation of language as a unifying 
symbol while simultaneously using it as a tool of exclusion (Wiley & García, 2016). By targeting 
bilingual education and multilingual public services, the movement has contributed to the social 
marginalization of immigrant populations. Critics argue that these policies violate civil rights 
protections and undermine multicultural democracy (Gándara & Hopkins, 2010). In this regard, 
language becomes both a site and a symbol of contested power relations. 

Dominant Culture Theory: Language as Cultural Control 
Dominant culture theory provides a useful lens to understand how language operates as a mechanism 
of social control. Drawing on the work of Clifford Geertz (1973) and Antonio Gramsci (2013), this 
framework conceptualizes culture as a system of meanings maintained by hegemonic groups to preserve 
their authority (Geertz, 1973; Gramsci, 2013). In linguistically diverse societies, the elevation of a single 
language to official status is a form of cultural imposition that reinforces the values, norms, and 
epistemologies of the dominant group (Fairclough, 1992). In the United States, Anglo-centric norms 
have historically shaped language policy in ways that exclude non-English-speaking communities, 
especially Latinos (Pennycook, 2017). 

Studies have shown that English functions as more than a tool of communication—it is also a 
gatekeeper of whiteness and national belonging (Flores & Rosa, 2015). The refusal to recognize 
multilingualism in public policy reflects broader racialized ideologies that privilege assimilation over 
inclusion (Alim et al., 2016). This dominant culture discourse frames English as a neutral standard, 
masking its role in sustaining inequity. 

New Social Movements (NSMs): Language Policy as Cultural Struggle 
NSM theory shifts the focus of social movement analysis from economic interests to identity, culture, 
and symbolic resistance (Della Porta & Diani, 2020; Eyerman et al., 1990; Touraine, 1985). Unlike 
traditional class-based movements, NSMs are driven by struggles over meaning, recognition, and 
inclusion. Applying NSM theory to the English First movement reveals its character not merely as a 
policy initiative but as a cultural project that mobilizes dominant identities in defense of perceived 
cultural loss. 

Recent studies of right-wing populist movements have identified language as a central axis of 
mobilization, where English is invoked as a symbol of tradition, unity, and moral order (Blommaert, 
2018; Wodak, 2013). The English First movement, in this sense, represents an effort to reassert 
hegemonic cultural norms in the face of demographic pluralism. It is a reaction to the perceived erosion 
of national identity caused by immigration and globalization. This aligns with NSM theory’s emphasis 
on symbolic and cultural conflict as central to contemporary social movements (Eyerman et al., 1990). 

Moreover, NSMs are often characterized by their decentralized, issue-specific, and symbolic forms 
of action. In the case of English First, advocacy is pursued through public discourse, legal campaigns, 
and institutional lobbying—forms of “soft power” that reinforce dominant ideologies while avoiding 
overt repression (Gamson & Tarrow, 1999). The emphasis on English as a cultural cornerstone serves 
to rally support among majority populations while implicitly framing linguistic minorities as threats 
to social cohesion. 

Language Policy as Social Inequality 
While the normative claim of the English First movement is national unity, its material consequence is 
often increased marginalization. Policies that eliminate bilingual ballots, restrict ESL funding, or 
suppress native language instruction in schools create structural barriers to equity (Ricento, 2015). 
These practices have particularly affected Spanish-speaking students in public education systems, where 
English-only instruction has led to diminished educational outcomes and increased dropout rates 
(Gándara & Hopkins, 2010). 
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Furthermore, limited language access in healthcare, legal, and public welfare settings has been 
shown to worsen outcomes for immigrant families (Tollefson & Pérez-Milans, 2018). The cumulative 
impact of such policies is the systemic exclusion of linguistic minorities from full civic participation—a 
form of cultural and institutional erasure. Thus, language policy in the U.S. is not merely about 
communication; it is an index of whose identities are recognized, whose knowledge counts, and who 
belongs. 

 

Methods 
This study adopts a qualitative conceptual framework to examine how language policy, through the 
English First movement, functions as a mechanism of cultural control and social boundary-making in 
the United States. Drawing upon New Social Movement (NSM) theory and Dominant Culture theory, 
the research interprets language advocacy as a form of symbolic politics rather than a strictly legislative 
or administrative concern. NSM theory highlights how contemporary movements often center on 
identity and cultural values rather than material grievances (Della Porta & Diani, 2020; Eyerman et al., 
1990), while Dominant Culture theory explains how language policies reproduce hierarchical norms 
and reinforce Anglo-centric cultural authority (Fairclough, 1992; Geertz, 1973). 

Data sources consist of legislative texts, public policy documents, campaign materials, political 
speeches, and media discourse, alongside academic literature in sociolinguistics and political 
communication. These documents were selected based on their relevance to debates surrounding 
linguistic nationalism, multiculturalism, and the symbolic function of English in the American socio-
political landscape. 

The research applies critical discourse analysis (CDA) to identify ideological patterns, rhetorical 
binaries (such as “unity vs. division” or “English vs. immigrant languages”), and symbolic 
constructions of national identity within the corpus. This analytical approach focuses on how language 
is used to legitimize dominance, marginalize multilingualism, and mobilize collective sentiment 
(Flores & Rosa, 2015; Tollefson & Pérez-Milans, 2018). 

The interpretive lens allows for a deeper understanding of how language policy debates are shaped 
by socio-political narratives and cultural anxieties. By situating English First within a broader field of 
symbolic struggles, the study offers a critical reading of the cultural work performed by official 
language movements. 

 

Results and Discussions 
English First, New Social Movement Theory and the Challenge to Dominant Culture in Society 
The English First movement emerges not only as a campaign for official language legislation but also 
as a cultural force mobilizing dominant identity narratives in response to increasing linguistic diversity. 
The analysis of legislative texts, advocacy statements, and public discourse reveals recurring ideological 
themes rooted in anxiety over national cohesion, the symbolic centrality of English, and the perceived 
threat of multiculturalism. These themes reflect broader socio-political dynamics that align closely 
with the conceptual frameworks of New Social Movement (NSM) theory and Dominant Culture theory. 

One of the central discursive patterns identified is the framing of English as a symbol of national 
unity. Across campaign literature from organizations such as English First and U.S. English, English is 
portrayed not simply as a communicative tool but as the linguistic embodiment of American identity. 
Policy texts and political speeches frequently invoke the need to “preserve our common language” or 

“restore national coherence,” suggesting that multilingualism undermines shared values. This 
rhetorical construction serves to naturalize English as the unmarked norm and to associate linguistic 
diversity with social fragmentation (Baron, 2018; Wiley & García, 2016). 

Such discourse aligns with NSM theory, which argues that modern movements often coalesce 
around symbolic and identity-based grievances rather than material inequalities (Della Porta & Diani, 
2020; Melucci, 1989). The English First movement articulates a collective identity rooted in Anglo-
American heritage, mobilizing support by appealing to concerns over cultural dilution. This cultural 
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project seeks not only legislative change but also a broader realignment of the public imaginary—one 
that positions English as the sole legitimate medium of citizenship and belonging (Flores & Rosa, 2015). 

In parallel, Dominant Culture theory offers a framework to understand how this movement 
reproduces cultural hegemony. Language policy here functions as a tool for reaffirming Anglo-centric 
cultural dominance, not merely by promoting English, but by delegitimizing other languages—most 

notably Spanish. The discourse surrounding “English-only” laws often frames bilingualism not as an 
asset, but as an obstacle to assimilation, civic participation, and national loyalty (Lippi-Green, 2012; 
Rosa & Flores, 2017). This binary erases the historical and present contributions of Spanish-speaking 
communities, reducing their identities to a perceived lack of conformity. 

Manifestation into Policy 
The English-only movement in the United States has manifested through various policies and 
initiatives aimed at promoting English as the sole official language. These efforts have had significant 
impacts on linguistic minorities, particularly Spanish-speaking communities. This section examines 
key cases and data that highlight the consequences of such policies. 

Proposition 227 in California 
In 1998, California voters approved Proposition 227, formally known as the "English Language in Public 
Schools" initiative, with 61% in favor. The measure aimed to replace bilingual education with a structured 
English immersion (SEI) model, requiring that “all children in California public schools shall be taught 

English by being taught in English” (California Law, 1998). The initiative was driven by public 
perception that bilingual programs had failed to adequately teach English to immigrant students, 
particularly those from Spanish-speaking backgrounds. It mandated that English learners receive no 
more than one year of special language instruction, after which they were to be placed in mainstream 
English-only classrooms. 

While proponents of the initiative framed it as a necessary step to accelerate English acquisition and 
social integration, subsequent research presented mixed outcomes. On the one hand, some early 
assessments suggested modest gains in English language proficiency. For example, a report by the 
California Department of Education noted that standardized test scores for English learners showed 
improvement in the years following implementation (Hill, 2002). However, these gains were not 
clearly attributable to the policy itself and may have reflected broader educational reforms and 
increased accountability pressures introduced concurrently. 

More critically, a wide body of scholarship has documented how Proposition 227 undermined 
educational equity and achievement for English learners, particularly Latino students, who comprised 
over 80% of the state’s EL population at the time (Gándara & Hopkins, 2010). Research indicated that 
many schools struggled to implement effective SEI programs, often due to limited teacher training, 
insufficient instructional resources, and the abrupt dismantling of established bilingual programs 
(Parrish et al., 2006). The transition often left students linguistically isolated and disengaged, with some 
districts reporting higher dropout rates among English learners (Menken & García, 2010). 

Moreover, Proposition 227 contributed to a climate of linguistic marginalization, reinforcing the 
notion that non-English languages are a problem to be eliminated rather than a resource to be 
developed (Crawford, 2004). Scholars have argued that the measure was less about pedagogy and more 
about assimilationist ideology, echoing broader national trends toward monolingual English 
nationalism (Wiley & García, 2016). The initiative’s underlying discourse resonated with narratives 
promoted by the English-only movement, reinforcing cultural hierarchies and Anglo-conformity as 
normative educational goals. 

Although Proposition 227 was later repealed with the passage of Proposition 58 in 2016—restoring 

the legal framework for bilingual education—its legacy remains significant. The nearly two-decade 
dominance of English-only instruction reshaped teacher preparation, school curricula, and public 
perceptions of bilingualism in California and beyond. The case of Proposition 227 thus serves as a 
pivotal example of how language policy, driven by political rhetoric and ballot initiatives, can produce 
long-term structural and symbolic consequences for linguistic minority communities. 
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Arizona’s Proposition 203: English Immersion and Cultural Politics 
In November 2000, Arizona passed Proposition 203, officially titled the "English Language Education 
for Children in Public Schools" initiative. Modeled closely on California’s earlier Proposition 227, the 
measure replaced bilingual education with a mandatory Structured English Immersion (SEI) model for 
English learners (ELs). The law required that, “subject to certain waivers,” all ELs be taught in English 
exclusively, significantly curtailing the use of native-language instruction in classrooms (Wright, 2005). 
Although proponents framed the initiative as a pedagogical reform to ensure faster acquisition of 
English, scholars have demonstrated that the underlying motives were deeply political, linked to 
broader English-only ideologies and anti-immigrant sentiment (Crawford, 2004; Lillie, 2013). 

Arizona’s adoption of Proposition 203 occurred amidst growing public anxiety about immigration, 
particularly from Mexico and Central America. As one of the fastest-growing Latino states at the time, 
Arizona became a focal point for debates over national identity, linguistic assimilation, and educational 
equity (Menken & García, 2010). Campaign messaging in support of the proposition emphasized 
perceived failures of bilingual education and invoked assimilationist discourses, positioning English as 
both a patriotic obligation and a gateway to opportunity. These rhetorical strategies mirror the patterns 
identified in New Social Movement (NSM) theory, in which identity-based grievances—rather than class 

struggle—motivate collective action and policy shifts (Della Porta & Diani, 2020). 

The passage of Proposition 203 had significant implications for Arizona’s school systems. By 2003, 
fewer than 10% of ELs were in bilingual programs, compared to over 35% prior to the initiative (Rios-
Aguilar & Gándara, 2012). However, studies evaluating the effectiveness of SEI approaches have 
revealed ambiguous and often negative outcomes. A longitudinal study by Mahoney et al. (2005) found 
that students placed in SEI classes struggled to meet grade-level expectations and received minimal 
support in their first language. Teachers also reported insufficient training and support to implement 
SEI effectively, leading to inconsistent practices across districts (Rolstad et al., 2005). 

Further, the rigid enforcement of English-only instruction failed to account for the cognitive and 
social benefits of bilingualism. Research shows that subtractive language policies—those which replace, 

rather than add to, a student’s linguistic repertoire—often hinder academic engagement and alienate 
students from their cultural identities (García & Kleifgen, 2010). This is particularly concerning in a 
state like Arizona, where over 75% of English learners are Spanish-speaking Latino students (Arizona 
Department of Education, 2015). The law effectively delegitimized their home language and reinforced 
a cultural hierarchy in which English was marked as superior and “American,” and Spanish as foreign 
or deficient. 

In addition to pedagogical consequences, Proposition 203 contributed to a broader climate of 
linguistic and cultural marginalization. By promoting a singular linguistic norm, the initiative 
reinforced the ideological assumptions of Dominant Culture theory, wherein power is exerted not only 
through coercion but through cultural symbols, norms, and narratives (Fairclough, 1992; Gramsci, 
2013). English became not just a medium of instruction, but a symbol of loyalty, morality, and civic 
compliance, while multilingualism was framed as a barrier to national unity (Wiley & García, 2016). 
The policy thereby encoded Anglo-centric values into the educational system and implicitly 
pathologized non-English-speaking communities. 

Despite legal challenges and continued scholarly criticism, Proposition 203 remained in effect for 
nearly two decades, only being superseded in 2019 by the passage of SB 1014, which allowed school 
districts more flexibility to design dual language programs (Romo, 2019). The longevity of Proposition 
203 underscores how language policy, once codified, can institutionalize cultural dominance and 
suppress linguistic rights under the guise of pedagogical neutrality. 

In sum, Arizona’s Proposition 203 illustrates how language policy operates as a form of symbolic 
power, embedding dominant cultural norms into public institutions and shaping the lived experiences 
of minoritized communities. The case reinforces NSM theory’s emphasis on cultural contention and 
identity politics, while also exemplifying the role of discourse in legitimizing unequal educational 
structures. As such, it serves as a critical lens through which to examine the intersection of language, 
ideology, and social exclusion in U.S. policy landscapes. 
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Workplace Language Policies and Legal Challenges 
English-only rules in the workplace have been the subject of considerable legal and scholarly scrutiny 
in the United States, especially as they intersect with civil rights protections and issues of racial and 
national origin discrimination. While employers may justify English-only policies on the grounds of 
safety, operational efficiency, or customer service, such policies risk violating Title VII of the Civil Rights 
Act of 1964 if they disproportionately impact employees based on their linguistic background or 
national origin (EEOC, 2002). One of the most illustrative legal precedents on this issue is EEOC v. 
Premier Operator Services, Inc. (1997), a landmark federal case that exposed the discriminatory 
potential of blanket English-only rules. 

In the Premier case, the EEOC brought suit against a Texas-based telecommunications company that 
had implemented a policy prohibiting employees from speaking Spanish at all times, including during 
lunch breaks and personal conversations. The policy primarily affected Hispanic bilingual employees, 
several of whom testified that they were reprimanded, harassed, or even terminated for speaking their 
native language in non-work-related contexts. The court found that the company’s policy created a 
hostile work environment and violated Title VII, awarding over $700,000 in damages to 13 affected 
employees (EEOC, 1997). The ruling underscored that language-based restrictions, when not grounded 
in demonstrable business necessity, could constitute unlawful discrimination based on national origin. 

The Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) has consistently taken the position that 
English-only rules are presumed to violate Title VII unless the employer can demonstrate a compelling 
business justification (EEOC, 2002). According to the EEOC’s guidance, any policy that forbids 
employees from speaking their native language during breaks, informal settings, or personal time is 
considered overly broad and indicative of discriminatory intent. Moreover, such policies must not be 
selectively enforced against certain ethnic or linguistic groups—a factor that further exacerbated the 
legal standing of the employer in the Premier case. 

Scholars have noted that English-only rules in the workplace often reflect underlying ideologies of 
linguistic assimilation and dominant culture conformity, rather than pragmatic necessity (Lippi-Green, 
2012; Urciuoli, 2008). These policies can reinforce hierarchies in which Standardized English is treated 
not merely as a lingua franca but as a symbol of professionalism, loyalty, and competence. As such, 
non-English-speaking employees may be stigmatized as deviant, disloyal, or disruptive, even when 
their language use poses no operational impediment (Duchêne, 2011). From a sociolinguistic 
perspective, such policies contribute to the racialization of language, where certain linguistic practices 
become proxies for race, class, or immigration status (Flores & Rosa, 2015). 

The broader legal context reveals a tension between employer discretion and worker protections in 
multilingual environments. Courts have held that while employers may require English during specific 
tasks—such as safety procedures or customer interactions—they must narrowly tailor such rules to avoid 

infringing on workers’ rights (Del Valle, 2003). Blanket English-only policies risk suppressing linguistic 
diversity in ways that violate not only legal norms but also ethical commitments to inclusion, especially 
in sectors employing large numbers of immigrants and bilingual workers. 

The Premier decision also had symbolic implications, signaling a legal recognition of the cultural 
and emotional importance of language to identity. It affirmed that linguistic practices are not merely 
functional but tied to dignity, solidarity, and expression. In doing so, it provided legal precedent for 
future challenges to language-based exclusion in the workplace, while also exposing the fragility of 
linguistic rights in neoliberal labor structures where employers increasingly seek to standardize 
workplace behavior (García & Kleyn, 2016). 

In summary, workplace language policies such as those in EEOC v. Premier Operator Services, Inc. 
highlight the ongoing struggle to reconcile national labor norms with linguistic and cultural diversity. 
The case serves as a cautionary tale for employers, policymakers, and scholars about the dangers of 
using language as a tool of control and homogenization in an increasingly multilingual labor force. 

Executive Order 14224: Institutionalizing Monolingual Nationalism 
On March 1, 2025, President Donald Trump signed Executive Order 14224, officially designating English 
as the national language of the United States. The order rescinded Executive Order 13166 issued by 
President Bill Clinton in 2000, which had required all federally funded programs to provide meaningful 
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access to individuals with Limited English Proficiency (LEP) (U.S.Department of Justice, 2000). While 
proponents claimed the new order would enhance national unity and reduce bureaucratic inefficiency, 
civil rights organizations and language access advocates warned that it would jeopardize access to 
essential services for millions of non-English speakers (Fair, 2025). 

The executive order emerged from long-standing efforts by English-only advocacy groups—such as 

English First and ProEnglish—that have sought to enshrine English as the sole official language through 
both legislation and administrative directives. These movements reflect what scholars identify as 
symbolic politics, in which language is used as a proxy for anxieties about immigration, identity, and 
cultural change (Laitin, 2007; Schmidt, 2000). By framing multilingualism as a threat to national 
coherence, English-only proponents effectively construct a binary between linguistic loyalty and 
cultural deviance. 

Executive Order 14224 thus extends the logic of monolingual nationalism into federal governance. 
While the order did not explicitly ban translation services, it removed federal mandates for language 
access, delegating the decision to individual agencies. This administrative shift has disproportionately 
affected immigrant, refugee, and low-income communities, who rely heavily on multilingual materials 
for accessing health care, legal aid, education, and public benefits (Gándara & Hopkins, 2010; Tollefson 
& Pérez-Milans, 2018). According to data from the U.S. Census Bureau, more than 25 million people in 
the United States have limited English proficiency, with Spanish speakers comprising over 60% of this 
group (U.S.Census Bureau, 2022). 

Critics argue that Executive Order 14224 is not merely bureaucratic, but ideological, operating under 
what Flores and Rosa (2015) term raciolinguistic ideologies—the belief that language practices of 
racialized populations are inherently deficient, even when technically proficient in English. By 
elevating English as the only legitimate public language, the order reaffirms dominant cultural 
hierarchies and delegitimizes multilingualism as a civic value. 

Furthermore, the policy undermines principles enshrined in Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, 
which prohibits discrimination on the basis of national origin in any program receiving federal 
assistance. The U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (2023) has stated that language barriers 
in federally funded health programs can lead to misdiagnoses, poor health outcomes, and violations of 
patient rights (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2023). By rescinding mandatory 
compliance standards, the executive order may open the door to increased institutional exclusion of 
LEP individuals, disproportionately affecting non-citizen populations. 

From the lens of Dominant Culture theory, Executive Order 14224 can be seen as an attempt to 
reassert Anglo-centric national identity at a time of growing demographic diversification. It reflects the 
broader logic of cultural retrenchment, where state power is used to symbolically consolidate national 
belonging through language (Fairclough, 1992; Lippi-Green, 2012). The order thus serves both as policy 
and performance—signaling to political constituents that the government is protecting “traditional” 
American values against perceived cultural erosion. 

Additionally, comparative insights underscore the anomaly of such a policy in global democracies. 
Countries such as Canada, Switzerland, and South Africa accommodate multiple official languages to 
support inclusive governance, suggesting that linguistic pluralism is not incompatible with national 
unity (Piller, 2016). By contrast, the U.S. federal government’s embrace of monolingualism under 
Executive Order 14224 signals a retreat from democratic multiculturalism, privileging ideological 
homogeneity over civic inclusivity. 

In conclusion, Executive Order 14224 represents a strategic deployment of language policy to 
advance cultural exclusion and administrative retrenchment. While its immediate legal effects may 
vary across agencies, the symbolic and material consequences are likely to be significant, especially for 
immigrant communities. The order reflects a deeper ideological project—one that frames English not 
only as a tool of communication but as a test of loyalty, belonging, and legitimacy in the American 
polity. 
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Impact on Immigrant Communities 
The enforcement of English-only language policies has had far-reaching consequences for immigrant 
communities, particularly in education, healthcare access, and civic participation. These policies not 
only constrain linguistic expression but also operate as instruments of cultural exclusion, reinforcing 
social hierarchies that privilege monolingual English speakers and marginalize multilingual 
populations (Flores & Rosa, 2015; García & Kleyn, 2016). 

A salient example is the recent case in Aurora, Colorado, where Venezuelan and other Latin 
American immigrant students faced substantial barriers in adapting to English-only instruction upon 
entering the U.S. public school system. According to an investigative report by the Associated Press 
(2024), several students at Aurora Public Schools struggled academically despite having prior formal 
education in their home countries (Associated Press, 2024). Although school officials made some efforts 
to translate materials or use bilingual aides, the absence of robust bilingual education programs and 
tailored language development pathways left many students linguistically isolated and academically 
disengaged. These students not only encountered difficulties with content comprehension but also 
experienced cultural disorientation and diminished confidence, conditions that scholars have linked to 
subtractive assimilation models in linguistically restrictive environments (Cummins, 2000; Menken & 
García, 2010). 

This case illustrates the broader problem of systemic under-resourcing for English learners (ELs), 
particularly in districts with rapidly growing immigrant populations but limited bilingual 
infrastructure. The application of English-only policies in such contexts results in academic 
stratification, where ELs are disproportionately tracked into remedial or underperforming pathways, 
limiting their access to college-preparatory curricula (Callahan & Gándara, 2014). Furthermore, these 
conditions compound socio-economic disadvantage, particularly for newcomers from non-English-
speaking regions who may also face legal precarity, trauma from migration, and unfamiliarity with U.S. 
institutional systems (Tollefson & Pérez-Milans, 2018). 

From the standpoint of language rights and social justice, the Aurora case underscores the need for 
additive bilingualism and culturally responsive pedagogy, which affirm students’ linguistic capital 
rather than suppress it (García & Wei, 2013). Research consistently shows that when schools 
implement dual-language or transitional bilingual education programs effectively, ELs demonstrate 
stronger long-term academic performance, higher graduation rates, and improved integration 
outcomes (Thomas & Collier, 2002; Valentino & Reardon, 2015). 

Moreover, the denial of linguistically inclusive education also has implications for civic integration 
and democratic participation. Language barriers in early schooling can negatively affect immigrant 
youths’ perceptions of institutional legitimacy and their sense of belonging in the broader society 

(Rumbaut & Portes, 2002). As such, English-only schooling is not merely an educational matter—it 
becomes a cultural sorting mechanism that signals who is fully included in the national narrative and 
who remains on the margins. 

In sum, the effects of English-only enforcement on immigrant communities, as evidenced in Aurora 
and corroborated by extensive research, demonstrate the urgent need for language policy reform 
grounded in equity, human rights, and linguistic pluralism. Policies that recognize multilingualism as 
a societal asset rather than a deficit are essential for building inclusive institutions in increasingly 
diverse democracies. 

Scope and Limitations 
While this study is grounded in the ideological and discursive analysis of the English First movement, its 
scope extends into policy analysis due to the movement’s direct influence on legislation, executive 

actions, and administrative practices. English-only advocacy has shaped a range of concrete policies—

such as California’s Proposition 227, Arizona’s Proposition 203, and federal directives like Executive 

Order 14224—that institutionalize the movement’s linguistic ideology within public education, 
government services, and the workplace. Accordingly, the focus on English First is not limited to 
symbolic discourse but includes a critical assessment of how its agenda becomes codified into law and 
policy, producing tangible social and legal consequences. 
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It is important to clarify, however, that this study does not attempt to provide a comprehensive legal 
analysis of each policy, nor does it seek to represent the full diversity of experiences across all 
immigrant communities affected by these laws. Rather, it offers a conceptual and document-based 
examination of how English-only movements—particularly those aligned with English First—translate 
cultural ideologies into governing frameworks. By tracing a selection of illustrative cases, the study 
highlights broader patterns of linguistic exclusion and identity construction through state language 
regulation. This dual approach, informed by New Social Movement and Dominant Culture theories, 
prioritizes the sociopolitical dimensions of language policy and its symbolic role in shaping national 
belonging over technical evaluations of policy implementation or efficacy. 

 

Conclusion 
This study shows that English-only policies in the United States are not just about communication—
they are about power, identity, and who gets to fully belong in society. Through the examination of five 
key cases—Proposition 227 in California, Proposition 203 in Arizona, Executive Order 14224, workplace 
discrimination in EEOC v. Premier Operator Services, and immigrant student challenges in Aurora, 
Colorado—it becomes clear that language laws can marginalize entire communities. These policies are 
often promoted as ways to unify the country, but they actually reflect deeper fears about immigration 
and cultural change. Using ideas from New Social Movement theory, we see that these movements 
focus on defending cultural identity rather than addressing material concerns. Language is used 
symbolically to draw lines between "insiders" and "outsiders." 

Dominant Culture theory also helps explain how English-only rules promote Anglo-American 
norms while pushing aside other languages and cultures. This leads to real harm: immigrant students 
fall behind in school, workers face unfair treatment, and many people lose access to services simply 
because they don’t speak English fluently. Rather than creating unity, English-only laws often deepen 
exclusion. A more inclusive approach would treat multilingualism as a strength. Bilingual education, 
language access in public services, and fair workplace policies can all help build a society that welcomes 
diversity rather than fears it. For a truly democratic society, embracing linguistic diversity is not 
optional; it’s essential. 

Federal and state agencies should first reinstate and rigorously enforce language-access mandates 
such as Executive Order 13166, guaranteeing that people with limited English proficiency can 
meaningfully navigate healthcare, education, and legal services. At the same time, policymakers and 
school districts must invest in additive bilingual education—funding dual-language programs, 

professional development for teachers, and culturally responsive materials—to help students retain 
their home languages while mastering English. In the workplace, employers ought to review any 
English-only rules for compliance with Title VII of the Civil Rights Act, ensuring such policies are 
narrowly tailored to genuine business needs and never used to discriminate on the basis of national 
origin or linguistic background. More broadly, government messaging should reframe multilingualism 
as a civic asset, emphasizing its economic, cognitive, and social benefits in an increasingly globalized 
society. Effective language policy also depends on meaningful community involvement: reforms need 
to be shaped by the lived experiences of immigrant and linguistic-minority communities to remain 
context-specific, equitable, and responsive. Finally, language rights should be fully integrated into civil-
rights protections, with future legislation and litigation explicitly addressing linguistic discrimination 
as part of the larger quest for equal opportunity and access. 
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