[bookmark: _GoBack][image: ][image: ]
image1.jpeg
26. LANGUAGE POLICE
IN THE WORKPLACE? =
Dealing with a Bilingual Workforce
Being the owner of your own business had been everything you thought it was going

to be, both the good and some of the bad. But you are now facing a serious morale
problem and ethical conflict involving your workers on the loading dock. You em-
ploy nine workers in the loading dock area, including the supervisor. Seven of the
workers and the supervisor are from Mexico and the other worker is Puerto Rican.
All nine speak both Spanish and English, though not all speak fluent English. As a re-
sult, most of the work-related conversation in the loading dock area is conducted in

Spanish. This is the source of the problem you face.
Because of the location of the dock area, almost every worker entering the

plant has to pass through it 2 number of times a day on their way in, out, to and from
lunch, and to the locker room. It is not uncommon that workers overhear the Spanish
conversations as they pass. The vast majority of these workers speak English but no
Spanish whatsoever. On a number of occasions in recent weeks, English-speaking
workers had heard comments in Spanish that seemed to be directed at them only to
be followed by laughter from the other Spanish-speaking workers. Whether it was
because a joke had been made at the expense of the English-speaking workers was
not clear to you, but these workers had begun to believe the Spanish speakers were

making fun of them.
Over the course of a few weeks, the situation had escalated to the point where
the English-speaking workers had begun to loudly question the Spanish speakers, -
asking, *“What are you saying? Can’t you speak English?” Twice, when no English
explanation followed, the English-speaking workers had yelled, “We're in Amer-
ica—speak the language we speak or go back to Mexico.” Finally, a near-fight had
occurred, which prompted the English-speaking workers to come to you and com-
plain about the situation. :
After saying they were sick of being laughed at and ridiculed every tiine they
passed through the dock area, they asked you to institute an English-only policy at
the company. They argued that a number of nearby states had passed laws making

English the official language for conducting most state business. They also pointed
out that many local county and city governments in your state were considering
adopting such policies. Because the morale of the English-speaking workers was
being seriously undermined, a policy seemed to be the solution. Moreover, the
English-speaking workers said that there had been problems with on-the-job com-
munication because they could not understand the dock workers, who tended to
begin every conversation in Spanish. They contended that time was lost and effi-
ciency compromised because of the *‘bilingual shop” you had allowed to develop in

the plant.
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When you had spoken to the dock supervisor, he tried to
ficult for some of his workers to switch to English, even when
non-Spanish speakers. They felt very uncomfortable with English,
home and in their neighborhoods, and were afraid of being made fun
misspoke at work. He said that a number of such incidents had o
until the last few weeks, none had occurred for more than a year. But he
he understood how the English-speaking workers felt about the situation and w
try to get his geox:llvle to be more careful to avoid offending anyone. He acknow
that his wo_rkcrs had made some jokes in Spanish, but he also said that they were
no way serious or offensive. His workers were really just nervous, and the jokes h
helped them cope with feeling out of place in an English-speaking country.-

As a result of these talks, you brought the leaders of the two groups together to
wy to establish an understanding. However, very little compromise seemed likely.
The spokesman for the English speakers demanded an English-only policy. The dock
supervisor responded by saying that such a policy would be insulting to his workers
and himself. Additionally, he said he had thought America was a “diverse society”
and could tolerate a little linguistic freedom. The morale of the English workers
shouldn’t suffer that much if his people avoided making any more jokes. . \

Although this proposal seemed initially reasonable to you. the English- \

ntended that jokes and comments \

speaking workers: were not satisfied. They still co
about them would go on« Their main argument, however, continued to be that in

America, Engljsh} was the language of business. If workers could not rely on other
workers speaking! English, the only result would be lower productivity, misunder-
standings, and possibly more violent incidents. The English-only policy was the only
remedy, they said. If you wouldn't institute such a policy, wouble would follow.

The Spanish-speaking workers repeated their contention that they had aright to
er they wished. America guaranteed free speech,

speak their own language wherev

not free English speech only. To be insulted by being forced to speak a language .
someone else demanded them to speak was something they could not accept. Indeed,
2 number of them: had mentioned quitting if you adopted the English-only policy.





