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Editor’s Note 
 
 

Overview of Content and Mission of Vol. 2 of the NJRP 
 
It is a pleasure for me to unveil Volume 2 of the NJRP that appears ready on time 

for the NABE 04 Conference. The Second Volume of the NJRP serves as an archival 
record of articles written by major bilingual education and English as a second language 
(ESL) education invited experts and many other contributing authors who presented at 
the NABE 2003 Conference. The collection of 14 articles that the NJRP Volume 2 brings 
represents valuable information linking research and practice that helps to increase the 
knowledge base of scholars and practitioners in the field of bilingual and ESL education.    

I am especially pleased with the valuable contributions of invited articles by major 
recognized scholars such as Virginia Collier and Wayne Thomas; Eugene Garcia and 
his team of collaborators, namely, Yu-Min Ku and Marco Bravo; and Alfredo Benavides 
and Eva Midobuche. Together this group of experts brings valuable knowledge that 
advances the field of bilingual and ESL education. The publication of these three invited 
articles fulfills one of the most important missions of NABE and NJRP.  As one of 
NABE’s officially sponsored publications, the NJRP has as a central mission to help 
advance the research-based knowledge of the field of bilingual and ESL education.  
More specifically, by disseminating research-based knowledge, one of the central 
missions of the NJRP is fulfilled: to advocate for the use of research-based knowledge 
for developing and implementing instructional and assessment high-quality educational 

rograms for bilingual, ESL, and all learners. p 
Another important set of articles in the NJRP come from contributed or submitted 

articles by both established and junior scholars, who presented at NABE 2003 
Conference.  The publication of invited and contributed articles authored by senior and 
junior scholars helps accomplish another central NJRP mission: to serve as an outlet of 
publication for junior scholars who need mentoring for achieving tenure in universities 
and colleges, and other interested educators working as action researchers in the 
schools across the United States.  The publication of junior scholars and educators’ 
valuable articles provides an important professional development service: for member of 
the NJRP editorial board and expert reviewers to function as role models and mentors in 
order to support the scholarly work of junior peers.  The NJRP offers much needed 
support for junior scholars working in the field of bilingual and ESL education for 
achieving tenure in a timely manner, and by doing so to secure the next generation of 
leaders and mentors who will continue developing NABE’s mission. 
 
Sections and Themes of Volume 2 of the NJRP 

The NJRP has three sections that cluster articles into a First Research Section, 
a Second Applied Education and Action Research Section, and a Third Position 
Papers and Reflections Section. 

iii 



 
Volume 2 features a First Research Section of three invited articles.  The first 

theme emerging centers on a timely issue: the valuable role of research-based 
knowledge for supporting high-quality education for ESL and all students.  Virginia 
Collier and Wayne Thomas masterfully present a summary report of their longitudinal 
research findings from one-way and two-way dual language enrichment educational 
programs over the past 18 years.  This summary report presents powerful and large 
scale program evaluation results demonstrating the effectiveness of dual language 
programs for enhancing ESL students’ academic achievement and developing parent 
involvement and school community support for all.  Eugene Garcia, Yu-Min Ku, and 
Marco Bravo skillfully demonstrate that an instructional intervention designed and 
implemented to promote culturally relevant and thematic science instruction can 
significantly increase achievement of science and literacy in ESL and all learners.  Their 
data-based study was focused on over 300 fourth Graders, both minority and 
mainstream, over a school year, and demonstrated the powerful effect of high-quality 
instruction that bridges science as a content area with language, culture, and literacy 
skills.  

The third invited article, centers on a second theme of the professional 
development needs of bilingual and ESL educators.  Alfredo Benavides and Eva 
Midobuche bring their expertise in training bilingual and ESL educators’ at major US 
higher education institutions for presenting a data-based research study on the effect of 
distance education models.  This is a very timely survey study that wisely discusses the 
high demand for teachers serving the increasing number of ESL students, and the 
advantages and disadvantages of massive training online.  The recommendations 
derived from this survey research study can be very useful for administrators and faculty 
at US universities, colleges, and school districts when planning professional 
development activities for ESL educators.   

The contributed articles to the First Research Section bring more valuable 
data-based research studies supporting the two themes described above.   The first 
theme is featured by three articles in this section, which are authored by Eirini Gouleta, 
Ester de Jong, and Danny Brassell.  As stated above, the first theme centers on the 
valuable role of research-based knowledge for supporting high-quality education for ESL 
and all students.  Eirini Gouleta examines the relationship between educational, social, 
and cultural factors and reading readiness in English in kindergartner Hispanic students.   
Ester de Jong studies the development of second language proficiency in a two-way 
bilingual program, offering more data-based evidence for the powerful benefits of high-
quality instruction on ESL students’ development, as reported by Virginia Collier and 
Wayne Thomas.  Finally, Danny Brassell brings another case of powerful data-based 
evidence supporting preventive preschool education programs for development literacy 
kills among at-risk Hispanic youngsters.   s 

The second theme, as stated above, centers on the need for professional 
development for supporting bilingual and ESL educators.  Two articles included in the 
First Section illustrate the second theme.  Anne Walker, Jill Shafer, and Michelle Iiams 
present a study on mainstream teachers’ attitudes towards ESL Learners, making a 
case for the need to infuse ESL and bilingual education perspectives among pre-and-in-
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service regular classroom teachers.  Finally, Gulbahar Beckett, Virginia Gonzalez, and 
Heather Schwartz close the First Section by presenting a content–based ESL writing 
curriculum as an instructional tool for developing cultural adaptation and socialization 
skills among ESL learners at the higher education level.  Both of these articles respond 
to the high demand for a large number of educators that can serve the educational 
needs of cadres of ESL students entering public education in the US presently, a 
demand that was well stated by Alfredo Benavides and Eva Midobuche.  The diversified 
body of students in US public schools today does not match the homogeneous body of 
educators, who are mostly female and from a mainstream background.  In order to 
diversify teachers, Walker, Shafer, and Iiams make a case for changing teachers’ 
attitudes; and Beckett, Gonzalez, and Schwartz propose an educational model that can 
increase the English language proficiency of minority students who can potentially enter 
the field of bilingual and ESL education, since they have as an asset their minority 
language and culture.  

There are two contributed articles featured in the Second Applied 
Education/Action Research Section.  The first article is authored by Sylvia Celedon-
Pattichis and illustrates the first theme by proposing a novel placement approach for 
ESL students in mathematics.  The second article is contributed by Maria Teresa 
Sanchez and Maria Estela Brisk and illustrates the second theme by studying teachers’ 

ssessment practices and understanding in a bilingual program. a 
The Third Section brings four Position Papers and Reflections.  The first 

theme is represented by two articles, which are co-authored by Margot Kimberg and 
Peter Serdyukov, and Clara lee Brown.  Margot Kimberg and Peter Serdyukov make a 
case for a symmetrical, integrative model of bilingualism that predicts that the bilingual’s 
two languages influence each other.  This article illustrates the first theme because it 
uses research-based knowledge for supporting the importance of understanding the 
nature of bilingualism and multilingualism, and its role in US public education presently.  
The second article is authored by Clara Lee Brown and makes a case for  
decreasing the number of ESL students referred for language disabilities.  This article 
illustrates the first theme because it supports high-quality education for ESL students by 
using research-based knowledge for making recommendations for differentiating 
between normal second-language learning processes and genuine disabilities.  The 
second theme is represented by two articles within the Third section, authored by Mae 
Lombos Wlazlinski, and Jorge Osterling and Armandina Garza. Both articles advocate 
for the powerful strategy of establishing collaborative partnerships between school and 
community, and especially of parental involvement. 
 
A Comment on Terminology Used by Authors 
 

Finally, I would like to make a comment on the terminology used by invited and 
contributing authors for referring to ESL students.  It was very interesting to me to find a 
variety of terms used by different authors, reflecting the transitions that we are presently 
experiencing in the field of bilingual and ESL education.  The labels for the students 
whose first language (L1) is other than English have historically been through a number 
of stages since the inception of the bilingual and ESL education areas; and has evolve 
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through the decades of the 1960s, 1970s, 1980s, 1990s, and presently in the 2000 
years.   

Some of the authors refer to “culturally and linguistically diverse” Students, which 
is abbreviated by the acronym CLD or CLDS, a term that entered our field during the 
1990s.  During the 1990s we also coined the term “language-minority students,” 
abbreviated by LMS, which was the label of choice for some authors.  Other authors 
refer to English Language Learners, abbreviated by ELLs, which is the most recent term 
coined. The onset of the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) policy in December 2001 made 
the ELLs terms widely spread.  Authors using the label ELLs also refer to the need to 
include all learners within high-quality education programs.  The “education for all” has 
also become a common phrase in the terminology used by bilingual and ESL educators 
since the onset of the NCLB policy.    

What is interesting to acknowledge is that throughout the years, since the 1960s 
until today, the most traditional terminology of ESL and bilingual education is still widely 
used by educators to refer to our field and students.  Some authors selected ESL as 
their label for educators and students.  As bilingual and ESL educators, and member of 
NABE, we all embrace the celebration of diversity, and acknowledge that diverse 
students are becoming the “new majority” or the “new mainstream” students, comprised 
in the term all students.    

In closing, I must state that I celebrate and appreciate the contributions of all 
authors to the NJRP Volume 2.  This Second Volume celebrates the powerful effect of 
high-quality bilingual and ESL education for increasing developmental and academic 
achievement outcomes and progress among our ESL and all students; and makes the 
case for the importance of effective professional development programs for pre-and-in-
service ESL and bilingual, and all, educators. 

 
Happy readings! 
 
Virginia Gonzalez, Ph. D. 
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The Astounding Effectiveness of Dual Language Education for All 

Virginia P. Collier and Wayne P. Thomas 
George Mason University 

 
 

Abstract 
 

Our longitudinal research findings from one-way and two-way dual 
language enrichment models of schooling demonstrate the substantial 
power of this program for enhancing student outcomes and fully closing 
the achievement gap in second language (L2). Effect sizes for dual 
language are very large compared to other programs for English learners 
(ELLs). Dual language schooling also can transform the experience of 
teachers, administrators, and parents into an inclusive and supportive 
school community for all. Our research findings of the past 18 years are 
summarized here, with focus on ELLs’ outcomes in one-way and two-
way, 50:50 and 90:10, dual language models, including heritage 
language programs for students of bilingual and bicultural ancestry who 
are more proficient in English than in their heritage language. 

 
Key Concepts 

 
 This is not just a research report. This is a wakeup call to the field of bilingual education, 
written for both researchers and practitioners. We use the word astounding in the title because 
we have been truly amazed at the elevated student outcomes resulting from participation in dual 
language programs. Each data set is like a mystery because you never know how it’s all going 
to turn out when you start organizing a school district’s data files for analyses. But after almost 
two decades of program evaluation research that we have conducted in 23 large and small 
school districts from 15 different states, representing all regions of the U.S. in urban, suburban, 
and rural contexts, we continue to be astonished at the power of this school reform model.   
 
The Pertinent Distinction:  Enrichment vs. Remediation 

 Enrichment dual language schooling closes the academic achievement gap in L2 and in 
first language (L1) for students initially below grade level, for all categories of students 
participating in this program. This is the only program for English learners that fully closes the 
gap; in contrast, remedial models only partially close the gap.  Once students leave a special 
remedial program and join the curricular mainstream, we find that, at best, they make one year’s 
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progress each school year (just as typical native-English speakers do), thus maintaining but not 
further closing the gap. Often, the gap widens again as students move into the cognitive 
challenge of the secondary years where former ELLs begin to make less than one year’s 
progress per year.  We classify all of the following as remedial programs: intensive English 
classes (such as those proposed in the English-only referenda in California, Arizona, and 
Massachusetts), English as a second language (ESL) pullout, ESL content/sheltered instruction 
(when taught as a program with no primary language support), structured English immersion, 
and transitional bilingual education. These remedial programs may provide ELLs with very 
important support for one to four years. But we have found that even four years is not enough 
time to fully close the gap. Furthermore, if students are isolated from the curricular mainstream 
for many years, they are likely to lose ground to those in the instructional mainstream, who are 
constantly pushing ahead. To catch up to their peers, students below grade level must make 

ore than one year’s progress every year to eventually close the gap.   m 
 In contrast to remedial programs that offer “watered down” instruction in a “special” 
curriculum focused on one small step at a time, dual language enrichment models are the 
curricular mainstream taught through two languages. Teachers in these bilingual classes create 
the cognitive challenge through thematic units of the core academic curriculum, focused on real-
world problem solving, that stimulate students to make more than one year’s progress every 
year, in both languages. With no translation and no repeated lessons in the other language, 
separation of the two languages is a key component of this model. Peer teaching and teachers 
using cooperative learning strategies to capitalize on this effect serve as an important stimulus 
for the cognitve challenge.  Both one-way and two-way enrichment bilingual programs have this 
power. 
 
 
 
Differences in One-way and Two-way Dual Language Education 

One-way 

We define one-way programs as demographic contexts where only one language group 
is being schooled through their two languages. For example, along the U.S.-Mexican border, 
many school districts enroll students mainly of Hispanic-American heritage.  Some students are 
proficient in English, having lost their heritage language. Others are very proficient in Spanish 
and just beginning to learn English. Whatever mix of English and Spanish proficiency is present 
among the student population, an enrichment dual language program brings these students 
together to teach each other the curriculum through their two heritage languages. Similar 
sociolinguistic situations are present along the U.S.-Canadian border for students of Franco-
American heritage. Other examples of demographic contexts for one-way dual language 
programs can be found among American-Indian schools working on native language 
revitalization, as well as in urban linguistic enclaves where very few native-English speakers 
enroll in inner city schools.    
 Implementers of one-way programs must make their curricular decisions to meet the 
needs of their student population, so the resulting program design can be quite different from 
that of a two-way program. But the basic principles are the same–a minimum of six years of 
bilingual instruction (with eight years preferable for full gap closure in L2 when there are no 
English-speaking peers enrolled in the bilingual classes), separation of the two languages of 
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instruction, focus on the core academic curriculum rather than a watered-down version, high 
cognitive demand of grade-level lessons, and collaborative learning in engaging and challenging 
academic content across the curriculum. 
 
Two-way 

Two-way programs have the demographics to invite native-English-speaking students to 
join their bilingual and ELL peers in an integrated bilingual classroom.  Two-way classes can 
and should include all students who wish to enroll, including those who have lost their heritage 
language and speak only English. These bilingual classes do not need to enroll exactly 50% of 
each linguistic group to be classified as two-way, but it helps the process of L2 acquisition to 
have an approximate balance of students of each language background. For our data analyses, 
we have chosen a ratio of 70:30 as the minimum balance required to have enough L2 peers in a 
class to stimulate the natural second language acquisition process.     
 In addition to enhanced second language acquisition, two-way bilingual classes resolve 
some of the persistent sociocultural concerns that have resulted from segregated transitional 
bilingual classes. Often, negative perceptions have developed with classmates assuming that 
those students assigned to the transitional bilingual classes were those with “problems,” 
resulting in social distance or discrimination and prejudice expressed toward linguistically and 
culturally diverse students enrolled in bilingual classes. Two-way bilingual classes taught by 
sensitive teachers can lead to a context where students from each language group learn to 
respect their fellow students as valued partners in the learning process with much knowledge to 
teach each other. 
 

Our Research Methodology 
 

 For researchers to replicate our work, we have written two publications available on the 
Internet that define our research methodology. Because of the limitations of space in this short 
journal article, we refer readers to these two publications to study the details of our approaches 
to research design. The first publication (Thomas & Collier, 1997a) provides an overview of 
some major issues for researchers conducting school program effectiveness studies, including 
common misconceptions. Section III and Appendix A of this publication are especially pertinent.  
This first publication was written mainly for school policy makers and provides an overview of 
our findings to date from many program evaluations that we conducted with individual school 
districts in several regions of the U.S.          
 The second publication (Thomas & Collier, 2002) gives a more detailed picture of the 
complete process that we go through in designing each study with each school district. This 
includes an overview of the research design in the second section, details of data collection and 
analyses for each individual study in the findings sections for each district, and appendices that 
provide sample data structure and a data collection instrument that we developed. We have 
also made considerable efforts to disseminate our five-stage research design through papers 
presented at several annual meetings of the American Educational Research Association 
(AERA), in sessions sponsored by Division H (School Evaluation and Program Development) 
that were designed to create an interactive dialogue with other researchers focused on 

valuation of school programs and interested in replicating our research methodology. e 
 Overall, the methodology of the field of program evaluation provides us with the 
foundation for our choices in research design. For us, appropriate program evaluation methods 
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provide all of the rigor of traditional quantitative research, plus the necessary qualitative 
sensitivity to program nuances, implementation, and evolution that traditional research typically 
lacks. Our large sample sizes also allow us to better assess true program effect sizes than small 
sample, focused studies. Since 1985, we have been analyzing many long-term databases 
collected by school districts in all regions of the U.S. To date, we have collected the largest set 
of quantitative databases gathered for research in the field of bilingual/ESL education, with over 
2 million student records analyzed. (One student record includes all the school district records 
for one student collected during one school year). Quantitative data collected from each school 
system includes data stored on magnetic media in machine-readable files from their registration 
centers, student information system databases, and testing databases, as well as data from 
other specialized offices that work with linguistically and culturally diverse students. In each 
school district site we also collect qualitative data, including source documents across many 
years; detailed interviews with central office administrators, school board members, principals, 
eachers, and community members; and school visits and classroom observations. t 

 The goal of our research is to analyze the great variety of education services provided 
for linguistically and culturally diverse students in U.S. public schools and the resulting 
academic achievement of these students as measured by all the tests given to them by the 
school district in both L1 (when available) and in English (which is for most of these students 
their L2). Our participating school districts work with us as collaborative research partners, and 
the results of the data analyses inform and influence their practices. Overall, this research 
provides guidance for school districts to make policy decisions that are data-driven regarding 
the design, implementation, evaluation, and reform of the education of linguistically and 
culturally diverse students. This article is focused on our research findings from many of these 
program evaluations, illustrating the patterns of the data findings in one-way and two-way dual 
language programs. We focus on these two enrichment program types in this article because 
we have found that they result in the highest student outcomes in the long term, when following 
students throughout their elementary school years, and continuing to follow them throughout 
their secondary years when possible. When we report on student outcomes, our longitudinal 
research is focused on gap closure rather than primarily on pre-post gains without a context.  
The following section explains the difference between our type of analyses and the 
requirements of the current federal legislation. 
 
Gap Closure Research and the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 

 In the current environment of high-stakes testing with consequences for schools that fail 
to meet the expressed goals, gap-closure research can help to clarify how students are doing as 
a measure of school program effectiveness. Two aspects of the 2001 federal legislation connect 
closely to the research that we have conducted for the past 18 years. First, we applaud the 
focus on achievement gap closure rather than group gains as the measure of success. Second, 
we have, for many years, encouraged the school districts with whom we work to collect data 
that can be disaggregated into meaningful student groups with adequate yearly progress goals 
for all groups. To illustrate these two concepts, if achievement gap closure for ELLs were taken 
seriously as a more appropriate measure of program effects, the English-only press releases 
stating that ELLs in California have made great gains would not be published in the popular 
media, since they do not provide the contextual information of gains made by native-English 
speakers during the same period. The real picture is that ELL gains have been insufficient to 
lessen the gap. In fact, gap closure analyses of ELLs in California receiving English-only 
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instruction reveal that when their gains are compared to native-English speakers’ gains, the gap 
has actually remained the same or widened since Proposition 227 was approved by voters in 
1998 (Parrish, Linquanti, Merickel, Quick, Laird, & Esra, 2002; Thompson, DiCerbo, Mahoney, & 
MacSwan, 2002).  Later in this article, we will illustrate this finding with our own data analyses 
omparing ELLs’ achievement in Houston, Texas, with ELLs’ achievement in California. c 

 So the federal legislation appropriately focuses on two meaningful concepts–gap closure 
and disaggregation. But the focus in the current legislation on cross-sectional, rather than 
longitudinal analyses of student outcomes is misguided and inappropriate. We firmly believe 
that the best way to conduct methodologically appropriate research on gap closure, with 
disaggregated groups, is to conduct longitudinal research on the same students across time, 
rather than cross-sectional high-stakes comparisons of schools that compare one group of 
students in a given grade to a completely different group in the same grade the following year.  
Following the same students over a long period of time (longitudinal research), leads to clear 
findings on gap closure and program effectiveness. This is especially true in high-stakes 
decisions (e.g. school sanctions) that may be inaccurately made when two different groups of 
tudents are compared over time. s 

 Another serious problem with the current federal legislation is the assumption (based not 
on research, but on political expediency) that ELLs should be on grade level in English in three 
years. In every study that we have conducted, we have consistently found that it takes a 
minimum of six to eight years, for large groups of ELLs to reach grade level in L2, and only one-
way and two-way enrichment dual language programs have closed the gap in this length of 
time. No other program has closed more than half of the achievement gap in the long term. This 
means that while ELLs are working on closing the gap by making more than one year’s 
progress in their L2 with every year of school, they should be tested on grade level in their L1. 
Requiring grade-level curricular testing in students’ L1 provides an important measure that 
students are keeping up with cognitively challenging grade-level work while closing the gap in 
English. Once ELLs have reached full parity with native-English speakers, a curricular test in 
English should yield just as valid and reliable a score as it does for native-English speakers. 
But, while ELLs are still closing the gap, a test score in English will under-estimate their true 

chievement. a 
 For the U.S., L1 testing in languages other than Spanish is probably not feasible, but 
excellent tests are available in Spanish, the language of 75% of the language-minority students 
in the U.S. Since Spanish speakers are the majority among ELLs and one of the groups least 
well served by U.S. schools (as measured by high school completion), quality teaching and 
testing in Spanish can be a crucial step towards closing the achievement gap in English. The 
results of data analyses of student outcomes in dual language programs demonstrate this very 
powerfully. 
 

Student Outcomes 
 

Houston Independent School District, Texas 

 Our largest school district research site is Houston Independent School District, with 
over 210,000 students, 54% of whom are Hispanic, 33% African-American, 10% Euro-
American, and 75% of the total student enrollment on free or reduced lunch. More details about 
this urban school district are provided in our national research report, in the second findings 
chapter (Thomas & Collier, 2002). In 1996, the Houston ISD Multilingual Programs Department 
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chose to gradually implement the 90:10 dual language program that they had developed as a 
model for all Houston ISD schools that were teaching the curriculum through Spanish and 
English.  Since all elementary schools in Houston are required by Texas state law to offer a 
bilingual program for ELLs whose home language is spoken by 20 or more students in a single 
grade, transitional classes with certified bilingual teachers were already in place for Spanish 
speakers, across all schools. With the initial success of two-way bilingual classes implemented 
in two elementary schools, then-Superintendent Rod Paige and the Houston school board 
approved the expansion of one-way and two-way dual language schools throughout the school 

istrict.   d 
As of 2002, 56 one-way (labeled developmental bilingual in Houston) and two-way 

(labeled bilingual immersion) dual language programs have been implemented, for grades K-8. 
Because some schools were not yet ready to implement dual language, the Houston 
multilingual staff approved 90:10 as the model for transitional classes as well as dual language 
classes, for consistency as students move from school to school. This was an unusual and 
creative decision. The 90:10 model provides intensive instruction in the minority language, in 
this case Spanish, for pre-kindergarten, kindergarten, and 1st grade, gradually increasing 
academic time in English to 50% of the instructional time by 5th grade. Reading is taught first in 
Spanish, with formal English language arts introduced in second grade. Student outcomes in 
this program have been very high, in both Spanish and English, on the difficult national norm-
referenced tests–the Stanford 9 and Aprenda 2 (see Thomas & Collier, 2002).  Examples from 
some of our analyses are provided in the following Figures 1 and 2, illustrating cross-sectional 
Spanish and English reading outcomes for 1st –5th grades. For our next research report, we are 
working on longitudinal analyses of student achievement data from Houston ISD for 1st-8th 
grades.   
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Figure 1 
Houston ISD ELL Achievement by Program On the 2000 Aprenda 2 in Spanish Reading 
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Figure 2 
Houston ISD ELL Achievement by Program On the 2000 Stanford 9 in English Reading 
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In these analyses, comparison schools were carefully matched to be similar in terms of 
neighborhood and percentage of students of low socioeconomic background served. As can be 
seen in the figures, native-Spanish speakers (initially classified as beginning ESL students) in 
the two-way dual language (bilingual immersion) schools were at or above grade level in both 
English and Spanish in 1st – 5th grades. In English achievement, at all grade levels, ELLs in the 
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two-way classes outscored ELLs in the other two bilingual program types by 7 normal curve 
equivalents (NCEs) or more, a very statistically significant difference. In this 90:10 model, these 
ELLs across all three programs performed astoundingly high in Spanish achievement, well 
above grade level at the 55th to 65th NCE (60th to 76th percentile) for Grades 1-5, with only the 
transitional students down to the 51st NCE by fifth grade (and their Spanish instruction was 
being phased out at this grade).  This high achievement in Spanish significantly influenced their 
high achievement in English, in comparison to what we have seen in other school districts 
implementing little or no primary language support.  
 English learners attending one-way dual language (developmental bilingual) by fifth 
grade were achieving at the 55th NCE (60th percentile) in Spanish, higher achievement than in 
transitional 90:10 bilingual classes, and the 41st NCE (34th percentile) in English, about the 
same as their counterparts in transitional 90:10 classes.  But their higher performance in 
Spanish and their continuing academic work in both languages in the middle school years, we 
predict, will lead to grade-level achievement in English by eighth grade, as we have seen in 
findings from other school districts.  Houston’s transitional bilingual classes are phased out in 
the secondary years, so that students from transitional elementary feeder schools move into all-
English instruction at middle school level, before they have completely closed the gap in 
English.  We would predict from our analyses from other school districts that this will lead to 
somewhat lower achievement in English than that of graduates of the one-way and two-way 
dual language programs.  The long-term goal of the school district is to gradually transform all 
transitional bilingual classes to enrichment dual language. 
 
Heritage Language Programs in Maine 

 Another example of student outcomes in dual language programs from our recent 
research (Thomas & Collier, 2002) is the experience of two rural school districts in northern 
Maine, located on the border with Canada, very close to both French-speaking and English-
speaking Canadian provinces.  Over 90 percent of the students in these two school districts are 
of Franco-American/Acadian heritage.  Their grandparents still speak French, but their parents 
were reprimanded for using French in school and they came to view their regional variety of 
French as a street language not worthy of academic use.  Given the economic downturn of the 
region with few jobs opening for young adults, some of the school board members proposed 
that they try a bilingual immersion program to develop the students’ lost heritage language.  
Their ultimate goal was to keep some of their young people in the region, for economic 

vitalization, by developing businesses operated in both French and English. re   
 Approximately half of the parents chose for their children to be schooled in this 50:50 
dual language program, with equal instructional time for the two languages, for Grades K-12.  
The other half of the students chose to remain in all-English instruction. Both groups were of 
similar background, socioeconomically and ethnolinguistically. As can be seen in our 
longitudinal findings in Figure 3, the bilingually schooled students benefitted enormously from 
their schooling in two languages. After four years of the dual language program, former English 
learners who were achieving at the 40th NCE (31st percentile) before the program started had 
reached the 62nd NCE (72nd percentile) in English reading on the Terra Nova, well above grade 
level.   
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Figure 3 
Northern Maine ELL Achievement by Program On the Terra Nova in English Reading 
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 The heritage language, French, has been in strong decline in this region over the past 
half-century. Yet those families who have chosen for their children to be schooled in both 
French and English are experiencing dramatic renewal of their heritage language at no cost to 
their children’s English achievement. The high academic achievement of the bilingually 
schooled children is an added benefit that has amazed the parents. The community goal with 
this bilingual program is to produce more student graduates who are academically proficient in 
both languages of the community, for economic revitalization of the region. There are many 
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parallels between this situation and that of school districts serving Spanish speakers in the 
southwest U.S. 
 
Longitudinal Comparisons of Program Effectiveness for English Learners 

 These two examples from Texas and Maine are among the many fascinating results that 
continue to astound us in our ongoing analyses. Our six-lined figure illustrating our longitudinal 
findings when comparing the effectiveness of six program types for English learners (Figure 6 in 
Thomas & Collier, 1997a, available on the Internet) continues to be confirmed as we place the 
results from each succeeding data set from each program evaluation that we conduct into the 
overall picture of program effectiveness. This six-lined figure examines the longitudinal K-12 
picture of student achievement on norm-referenced tests in English reading across the 
curriculum. All lines in the figure represent English learners who started their schooling in the 
U.S. with no proficiency in English, who were enrolled in a special program for English learners 
during their elementary school years and who stayed in the same school district throughout their 

hooling, allowing us to follow their progress over time.  sc  
 Both one-way and two-way bilingual programs lead to grade-level and above-grade-level 
achievement in second language, the only programs that fully close the gap. Groups of English 
learners attending one-way bilingual classes typically reach grade level achievement in second 
language by 7th or 8th grade, scoring slightly above grade level through the remainder of their 
schooling. With the stimulus of native-English-speaking peers in two-way bilingual classes, 
groups of English learners typically reach grade level achievement in second language by 5th or 

th grade, reaching an average of the 61st NCE or the 70th percentile by the eleventh grade.  6 
 This is truly astounding achievement when you consider that this is higher achievement 
than that of native-English speakers being schooled through their own language, and who have 
all the advantages of nonstop cognitive and academic development and sociocultural support.  
Native-English speakers’ language and identity is not threatened, because English is the power 
and status language and they know it, so they have a huge advantage in confidence that they 
can make it in school, from a sociocultural perspective. Yet English learners can outpace native-
English speakers year after year until they reach grade level in their second language, when 
they are schooled in a high quality enrichment program that teaches the curriculum through their 
primary language and through English. 
 

Outcomes of Dual Language for Teachers, Administrators, and Parents 
 

 The astounding effectiveness of dual language education extends beyond student 
outcomes, influencing the school experience of all participants. As the program develops and 
matures, teachers, administrators, and parents in formal and informal interviews all express 
awareness that they are part of something very special. Most adults connected to the program 
begin to view it as a school reform, where school is perceived positively by the whole school 
community. The respect and nurturing of the multiple cultural heritages and the two main 
languages present in the school lead to friendships that cross social class and language 
boundaries. Teachers express excitement, once they have made it through the initial years of 
planning and implementing an enrichment dual language model, that they love teaching now 
and would never leave their jobs. They feel they have lots of support, once the staff 
development and teacher planning time is in place for this innovation. Teachers can see the 
difference in their students’ responsiveness and engagement in lessons. Behavior problems 
lessen because students feel valued and respected as equal partners in the learning process. 
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 Administrators of dual language schools talk about the enormous amount of planning 
time needed and the complications of what they are doing. But they add that they absolutely 
love their jobs and are fully committed to making dual language work for the whole community.  
Those who serve as principals of whole-school models of dual language tend to stay in their 
positions for many years, stating that it has changed their life and makes work a great joy.  
Principals agree that the first years of implementation are not easy, but the end results are 
worth the hard work. A principal’s commitment to and vision of this reform requires great 
sensitivity to culturally and linguistically diverse communities and the willingness to stick with the 
decision to implement a full enrichment model that enhances the achievement of all student 

roups. g 
 Parents of both language groups tend to participate much more actively in the school, 
because they feel welcomed, valued, and respected, and included in school decision-making.  
Often teachers and administrators of dual language schools create after-school activities that 
welcome family members into lifelong learning partnerships for all ages. Examples of flourishing 
parent-school partnerships in dual language schools are provided in our federal research report, 
especially in the findings from Maine and Oregon (Thomas & Collier, 2002). 
 

Factors Affecting Gap Closure in Dual Language Programs 
 

 While dual language programs are astoundingly successful, in comparison to other 
bilingual/ESL programs developed for English learners, variations in program design and the 
tests chosen to measure gap closure can produce different results in program effectiveness.  
Here are some issues that program designers and researchers/evaluators might consider during 
the planning stages of implementing a new program. These issues also apply to existing dual 
language programs that want to improve their particular model. All programs, including dual 
language schools in existence for a long time, are a work in progress, as educators respond to 
the varying needs of their students. 
 
Test Difficulty 

 The average and range of item difficulty on a test vary from one measure to another.  
Easier tests measure an unrealistically small gap. If your state test has set levels of mastery for 
each grade level that are lower than average, the lower standards are easier to attain, and the 
test will indicate an artificially small gap between those who have mastered the curriculum and 
those who have not. But when students reach the end of high school and their expectation is to 
continue in a four-year university, they must reach a cutoff score on the admissions test, which 
is usually a more difficult nationally normed test such as the SAT. Students who have only been 
tested on the easier tests will feel that they have been misled by their schools when the gates to 
higher education are closed for them. For this reason, we recommend that school districts use a 
norm-referenced measure at least once in the secondary school years, testing across the 
curriculum. This gives students an indicator of how they are performing in relation to students 
across the country, as they move toward graduation and eventual competition with students 
rom other school districts and states in their adult roles of work and in higher education. f 

 English learners just beginning acquisition of the English language should be tested in 
their primary language and not in English on a norm-referenced curricular test, while they are 
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acquiring basic academic English. (In a dual language program, the primary language testing 
continues throughout the program.) After two years of English acquisition, we find that groups of 
English learners generally test at around the 8th to 12th percentile (20th to 25th NCE) on a norm-
referenced test in English reading across the curriculum. This can be considered their baseline 
score. Then we follow their progress across time, to see that they are closing the gap in their 
second language, making more than one year’s progress with each additional year of school, 
until they reach grade level (50th NCE or percentile). 
 
Program Implementation 

 How the program is implemented can influence the rate at which English learners close 
the gap. Important principles of dual language include a minimum of six years of bilingual 
instruction with English learners not segregated, a focus on the core academic curriculum rather 
than a watered-down version, high-quality language arts instruction in both languages and 
integrated into thematic units, separation of the two languages with no translation or repeated 
lessons in the other language, use of the non-English language at least 50 percent of the 
instructional time and as much as 90 percent in the early grades, and use of collaborative and 
interactive teaching strategies. How faithful teachers are to these principles can strongly 
influence the success of the program, and the principal is a key player in making the model 
happen as planned. Thus a crucial component of this school reform is an active and committed 
principal who hires qualified teachers and plans collaboratively with staff, providing for ongoing 
staff development and planning time. The principal also helps to create community partnerships 
and oversees program implementation and the ongoing evaluation of the program, including 
tudent performance on tests.   s 

 The quality of and fidelity to these implementation characteristics can lead to significant 
differences in student achievement. For example, we charted the progress of three dual 
language programs from first through sixth grade, measuring student performance in English 
reading across the curriculum each year, as shown in Figure 4. Two programs closed the gap at 
the rate of 6 NCEs per year, while one program closed the gap at the rate of 3.5 NCEs per year.  
While all of this is outstanding progress, it will take the students making 3.5 NCE gains an extra 
2-3 years to reach grade level achievement in second language. The difference in the lower-
achieving dual language program is that the English learners were separated from the native-
English speakers for a two-hour English language arts block. Year after year, in this program, 
the English learners went down the hall to their ESL teacher for two hours during the English 
language arts time, rather than the two groups being instructed together. While the difference 
between these two conditions is small in a given year, its cumulative effect is quite significant 
over several years. 
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Figure 4 
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Type of Dual Language Program 

 We have now analyzed enough data from four major variations of dual language to 
illustrate the annual expected gain for each. These four variations are one-way 90:10, one-way 
50:50, two-way 90:10, and two-way 50:50. In Figure 5, we have included the annual gain 
expected in NCEs for each dual language variation on the norm-referenced test in English, the 
annual effect size, and the percentage of the academic achievement gap in second language 
that has been closed by the end of fifth grade, for English learners who had no proficiency in 
English when they began the dual language program in kindergarten. As can be seen in the 
figure, two-way 90:10 programs reach the highest levels of achievement in the shortest amount 
of time, and one-way 50:50 programs need continuation of the program throughout the middle 
school years to completely close the achievement gap in English. All four dual language 
program variations reach much higher achievement levels than transitional bilingual programs, 
because primary language grade-level schooling is continued for more years in dual language 
 

NABE Journal of Research and Practice, 2:1 Winter 2004 14



programs, and this is the key to accelerated growth in English, in the long term. 

Figure 5 
Achievement Gap Closure For English Learnersin Dual Language Programs–What Can We Expect? 

 
Program Type Annual Gap 

Closure 
Annual Effect 
Size 

% of Gap Closed  
by Grade 5 

One-way 90:10 3 - 5 NCEs 0.14 - 0.24* 70% - 100% + 
    
One-way 50:50 3 NCEs 0.14 70% 
    
Two-way 90:10 4 - 6 NCEs 0.19 - .29* 95%- 100% + 
    
Two-way 50:50 3.5 - 5 NCEs 0.17 - 0.24* 70% - 100% + 
    

 
* = meaningful and significant annual effect 
 
Notes:  

(1) Using norm referenced tests – a difficult test measures the true gap size, an easier test under-
estimates the gap 

(2) ELLs started at grade K with no exposure to English 
 (3) Achievement gap = 1.2 national standard deviations 

! Copyright Wayne P. Thomas and Virginia P. Collier, 2003 
 
Is the English-only Mainstream More Effective than Dual Language Mainstream Classes? 

 We have the best answer to this question from our data analyses from Houston ISD.  
Since Houston is a huge school district, there are many students in every program type. The 
research division of Houston ISD was able to identify 1,599 students who entered Houston 
schools as beginning ESL students, but their parents refused special services for their children.  
Against the counsel of the Houston educators, these parents preferred to place their children in 
the English mainstream with no bilingual or ESL support. In our federal report (Thomas & 
Collier, 2002) the results of this decision are graphically illustrated in Figure C-1. While these 
students were on grade level in second grade when they first took the Stanford 9, with each 
succeeding grade as the curriculum gets cognitively more complex, this group was doing less 
and less well. By 11th grade, those remaining in school were scoring at the 25th NCE (12th 

ercentile) but the majority of this group did not complete high school. p 
 We took these results and compared the Houston Stanford 9 results to California’s 
Stanford 9 results, as seen here in Figure 6. After more than 12 months of intensive ESL 
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classes under Proposition 227, we found that ESL students’ achievement was remarkably 
similar to the Houston “refusers.” In other words, in its effect on English learners’ achievement, 
California’s Proposition 227 is virtually the same as no special program at all. Other English 
learners in both Texas and California who received some type of special services, either 
transitional bilingual education or content ESL and/or dual language, are coming closer to 
closing or have closed the achievement gap, with enough years of schooling. We strongly 
recommend that parents who refuse bilingual/ESL services for their children should be informed 
that their children’s long-term academic achievement will probably be much lower as a result.  
While the curricular mainstream may appear to speed their children’s acquisition of basic 
English, it does not lead to long-term academic success in English.   
 
Figure 6 
California 2001 and Texas 1999Stanford 9 Total Reading 
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The Next Steps 
 

 Dual language models of schooling are spreading rapidly as more and more principals 
hear about this school reform. In many states–especially in Texas, New Mexico, New York, 
Colorado, California, Washington, Illinois, and the Washington, D.C. metropolitan area–dual 
language is expanding to many new schools. Websites that provide locations of dual language 
schools and their characteristics and contact information include: www.cal.org/twi; 
www.texastwoway.org;  www.duallanguagenm.org; and 
www.cde.ca.gov/el/twoway/directory.html. Other websites that provide extensive publications 
and research reports on dual language include www.crede.ucsc.edu and www.ncela.gwu.edu. 
For lack of space in this article, we have not provided a literature synthesis, but we have written 
many research syntheses that report on our research findings and those of many other 
researchers that have contributed to the foundation and knowledge base for dual language 
schooling (Collier, 1989, 1992a, 1992b, 1995a, 1995b, 1995c; Collier & Thomas, 1989, 1999a, 
1999b, 1999c, 2002, in press; Thomas, 1992; Thomas & Collier, 1997a, 1997b, 1999, 2002, 
2003, in press; Thomas, Collier & Abbott, 1993). The following sources are also full of citations 
on both research findings and implementation strategies in dual language education (Bilingual 
Research Journal, Spring, 2002; Calderon & Minaya-Rowe, 2003; Cloud, Genesee & Hamayan, 
2000; Freeman, 1998; Howard & Christian, 2002; Lindholm-Leary, 2000, 2001; Montone & 

oeb, 2000; NABE News, July/August, 2003). L 
 A next major step for researchers to take is to produce the next generation of bilingual 
education researchers who will conduct program evaluation research, to refine what particular 
forms of dual language programs are most effective. As more and more dual language schools 
develop, many variations in implementation are evolving. Evolution of the model may lead to 
even higher achievement, but researchers may also identify less effective forms of 
implementation. This is an exciting time for researchers to join with educators in collaborative 

fforts for meaningful school reform.   e 
 For example, Professor Leo Gomez at the University of Texas-Pan American has over 
the past decade forged a collaborative research relationship with dual language schools in 
South Texas that are implementing a promising form of dual language education in one-way 
demographic contexts along the U.S.-Mexican border. Professor Kathryn Lindholm-Leary at San 
Jose State University in California has conducted the largest number of longitudinal studies on 
student achievement in two-way dual language schools in California. Pauline Dow in Canutillo 
ISD, Texas, has initiated a whole-school-district model of one-way dual language schooling with 
a comprehensive system for data collection and long-term evaluation of the program as it 

volves. e 
 Annual conferences focusing on dual language education are spreading to many states.  
Two-way CABE was the first in 1993, with others following California’s example in New Mexico, 
Texas (with several annual regional two-way dual language conferences), New York, Illinois, 
Connecticut, and the state of Washington. These conferences are important for bilingual 
educators to focus on this enrichment model, for planning implementation strategies, staff 

evelopment, networking, parent advocacy, and reports on the research. d 
 Clearly dual language education is a school reform whose time has come.  It is a school 
model that even the English-only advocates endorse, because it is an inclusive model for all 
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students, and all student groups benefit from participating. The research results are promising, 
but our work as researchers has just begun. Let’s get the next generation of researchers 
working on longitudinal analyses and analyzing all the details of this school reform.  We may be 
astounded at dual language’s impact on our own lives as educators and researchers, since we 
are all, together, lifelong learners.  
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Abstract 

 
This study examines the impact of an instructional intervention designed 
and implemented to promote achievement of science and literacy among 
culturally and linguistically diverse students. A total of 374 third and fourth 
grade students from four urban schools received a years worth of thematic 
science instruction. The study focuses on two science units at both grades 
where science and literacy assessments were administered at the onset 
and end of the intervention. The results indicate participating students, 
regardless of language and cultural background, experienced significant 
growth in their science achievement and understandings of scientific 
writing as they experienced academically challenging yet culturally 
relevant literacy and science instruction. 

 
Science Instruction for All 

 
The population of the United States is more ethnically and racially diverse than ever, a fact 

that is particularly evident among young and school-age children. This presents today’s 
elementary schools, including teachers, administrators, and policy makers, with an enormous 
challenge: promoting educational equity in the classroom and educating all students, regardless 
of background, to achieve high academic standards. Many students from culturally and 
linguistically diverse backgrounds in the U.S. have had unsuccessful schooling experiences. 
Their strengths and needs may not be recognized adequately in mainstream classrooms. This is 
particularly the case in mathematics and science.  

To meet these challenges, we have been building responsive learning communities. This 
new pedagogy argues for the respect and integration of students' values, beliefs, histories, and 

 

NABE Journal of Research and Practice, 2:1 Winter 2004 

 

20



          

experiences, and recognizes the active role that students must play in the learning process 
(Garcia, 2001). It is therefore a responsive pedagogy, one that encompasses practical, contextual, 
and empirical knowledge and a world view that education evolves through meaningful interactions 
among teachers, students, and other school community members. This responsive set of 
strategies expands students' knowledge beyond their own immediate experiences while using 
those experiences as a sound foundation for appropriating new knowledge. In this paper we 
explore the efforts in building science and math instructional environments and their related 
results as we utilize the tenants of our approach. 

 

The Importance of Language and Culture in Learning and Teaching 
 

Successful communication with students is essential to effective teaching. From a 
constructivist perspective, learning occurs when the students build understanding by integrating 
prior knowledge with new information. Theoretically, teaching and learning environments that 
serve students well recognize that students have been constructing knowledge and are 
continuing to do so, both in and out of school. In the case of students from diverse cultural and 
linguistic backgrounds, this means building a learning environment that incorporates already 
constructed knowledge, including their first languages and cultural values, in home and 
community environments (Garcia, 1999; Tharp & Gallimore, 1988).  

How do we as educators begin to understand such a complex set of interactions? The term 
constructivist is an apt one. The constructivist perspective is rooted in the notion that for humans, 
knowing is a result of continual building and rebuilding. We come to understand a new concept by 
applying knowledge of previous concepts to the new information we are given. For example, in 
order to teach negative numbers, a math teacher can use the analogy of digging a hole—the more 
dirt you take out of the hole, the greater the hole becomes; the more one subtracts from a 
negative number, the greater the negative number becomes. But, a math teacher cannot use this 
example with children who have no experience digging holes. It won’t work. This theory of how the 
mind works implies that continual revisions or renovations, as an architect might say are to be 
expected. Therefore, when we organize teaching and learning environments, we must recognize 
the relevance to our goals of students’ previous educational environments.  

Embedded in a constructivist approach is the understanding that language, culture, and the 
values that accompany them are constructed in both home and community environments. This 
approach acknowledges that children come to school with constructed knowledge about many 
things and points out that children’s development and learning are best understood as the 
interactions of past and present linguistic, socio-cultural, and cognitive constructions.  
Development and learning are enhanced when they occur in contexts that are socio-culturally, 
linguistically, and cognitively meaningful for the learner. These meaningful contexts bridge 
previous constructions to present constructions.  

Meaningful contexts for learning have been notoriously inaccessible to children from 
culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds, often contributing to their educational 
vulnerability. The monolithic culture transmitted by U.S. schools in their forms of pedagogy, 
curricula, instruction, classroom configuration, and language dramatizes the lack of fit between 
these students and the school experience. The culture of U.S. schools is reflected in such 
practices as:  

• The systematic exclusion of the histories, languages, experiences, and values of 
students from diverse linguistic and cultural backgrounds from classroom curricula 
and activities. 
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that do not foster students’ academic development, socialization, or perception of 
themselves as competent learners and language users. 

• A lack of opportunities to engage in developmentally and culturally appropriate 
learning in ways other than by teacher-led instruction.  

Although the cultural norms and language experiences that diverse students bring to the 
class may differ from those of the mainstream, research indicates that teachers who consider 
students’ home language and cultural experiences:  

• provide students with important cognitive and social foundations for learning English; 
• produce a positive academic difference (August & Garica, 1988); and 
• promote students’ participation and positive interpersonal relations in the classroom  

(Au & Kawakimi, 1994; Trueba & Wright, 1992).  
In addition, when teachers treat students’ cultural and linguistic knowledge as a resource rather 
than as a deficit, students are more able to access the school curriculum (Cummins, 2000; 
Valenzuela, 1999). The more comprehensive the use of their home languages, the greater the 
potential will be for students from diverse linguistic and cultural backgrounds to be academically 
uccessful (Miramontes, Nadeau, & Commins, 1997). s 

To provide effective instruction for students from diverse backgrounds, teachers can use 
students’ home languages as appropriate to enhance their comprehension of instruction, and 
encourage students to use their home languages for effective communication (Lee & Fradd, 
1998). To establish an instructional environment that builds on students’ resources and strengths 
in classroom instruction, teachers need to incorporate students’ cultural experiences at home and 
in the community. Also, teachers need to use cultural artifacts and community resources, 
culturally relevant examples and analogies drawn from students’ lives, and consider instructional 
topics from the perspectives of multiple cultures. In essence, learning is enhanced when it occurs 
in contexts that are culturally, linguistically, and cognitively meaningful and relevant to the 
students  (Cole, 1996; Diaz, Moll, & Mehan, 1986; Heath, 1986; Moll, 2001; Scribner & Cole, 1981; 
Wertsch, 1985). It is through their first languages and home cultures that students create 
frameworks for new understandings. 

 

Science Learning for Students from Diverse Backgrounds 

 
All students bring to the science classroom ways of looking at the world that are formed by 

their environments (Driver, Asoko, Leac, Mortimer, & Scott, 1994). Students from diverse cultural 
and linguistic backgrounds have acquired everyday knowledge and primary discourses in their 
homes and communities, while learning science disciplines and discourse in school. To provide 
effective science instruction, teachers face the challenges to ensure that diverse students, who 
may have acquired diverse world views and come with varied experiences, have access to and 
opportunities for acquiring the nature of science disciplines as practiced in the science community 
and schools.   

Science, as generally taught in school, has been defined in terms of Western tradition  
(American Association for the Advancement of Science [AAAS], 1989, 1993; National Research 
Council [NRC], 1996) and tends to be regarded as culture free and not as a socially and culturally 
constructed discipline  (Banks, 1993; Peterson & Barnes, 1996). The assumption being that all 
students would learn science when provided with opportunity.  However, critics from diverse 
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disciplines have raised epistemological and pedagogical concerns about the nature of science, 
learning, and teaching as traditionally defined in the science community and science taught in 
school.  In addition, large-scale standardized test scores in science clearly indicate significant 
achievement gaps among ethnolinguistic groups. A small body of research currently exists on 
promoting science learning and achievement with students from culturally and linguistically 
diverse backgrounds; more is needed if the goal of science for all emphasized in current science 
education reform is to become a reality.  

According to science education standards documents (AAAS, 1989, 1993; NRC, 1996), 
science learning involves a two-part process: (a) “to acquire both scientific knowledge of the 
world” and (b) “scientific habits of mind ” (AAAS, 1989, p. 190). The development of scientific 
knowledge involves knowing science (i.e., scientific understanding), doing science (i.e., scientific 
inquiry), and talking science (i.e., scientific discourse). The cultivation of scientific habits of mind 
includes scientific values and attitudes, as well as a scientific world view. Because the science 
practices in U.S. school contexts reflect the thinking of Western society, the norms and values of 
science are most familiar to students from mainstream middle-class backgrounds (Eisenhart, 
Finkel, & Marion, 1996; Lee & Fradd, 1998).  

How might science learning be different with diverse groups of students? During the 
construction of scientific understanding, students from diverse backgrounds may have relevant 
prior knowledge and experiences in aspects of formal science instruction that will require a bridge 
to the classroom context. That bridge allows them to integrate what they already know with what 
they are expected to learn (Garcia, 1999). For example, a Hispanic teacher described how she 
used students’ home language and culture in science instruction:  

One example is taking temperature. I know now that I have to talk about the 
different measurements that you can get with the thermometer. Many students 
know that 38º means a fever, but some of them know it as around 100º. They 
don’t use terms like Celsius or Fahrenheit. They bring in these different 
experiences that we need to recognize. Another example is all of the foods we 
cook at home. Cooking is important in feeding a family, and they relate to that 
well. Hispanics do a lot of cooking in our homes. All the foods we cook at home 
require a lot of boiling, and they see the evaporation. So when they have lessons 
that involve boiling and evaporating, they have something to build on to learn 
science. When we do the activity on boiling, we talk about boiling frijoles (beans) 
and arroz (rice), things they relate to. When we measure the temperature of 
boiling water, we do it in both Celsius and Fahrenheit. Then they realize there are 
two systems of measuring the temperature. It is like speaking two languages, like 

eing bilingual. b 
Scientific inquiry, the most emphasized component of science learning in the National 

Science Education Standards (NRC, 1996)—the approaches for enabling students to become 
independent learners as they acquire knowledge by reflecting, predicting, inferring, and 
hypothesizing—may pose challenges for many students from different cultural and language 
backgrounds (Casteel & Isom, 1994; Westby, 1995). Limited English language proficiency and 
diverse cultural perspectives should not prevent diverse students from engaging in meaningful 
science inquiry or from participating in formal and informal classroom participation. Learning 
science is dependent on students’ ability to comprehend and communicate concepts and 
understandings  (Fradd & Lee, 1998). To promote science learning and achievement for culturally 
and linguistically diverse students, educators need to develop a pedagogy merging 
subject-specific and diverse-oriented approaches (Lee, 2002). 
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Goals of the Present Study 
 

The objective of this paper is to examine the impact of the instructional intervention on 
science achievement of students who participated in the Science Instruction for All (SIFA) project 
during the 2001-2002 and 2002-2003 school years. The SIFA project is funded by the National 
Science Foundation and collaborates with the University of Miami. The project is a multi-year, 
multi-school effort to implement an instructional intervention geared to promote achievement and 
equity in science and literacy for linguistically and culturally diverse as well as mainstream 
students. This intervention, in the form of a thematic science curriculum, uses household 
materials for conducting scientific inquiry activities and is a medium for examining language, 
literacy, and collaborative interactions in the classroom. The research framework’s foci are on 
responsive instructional engagement that encourages students to construct and reconstruct 
meaning and to seek reinterpretations and augmentations to past knowledge regarding literacy 
and science within compatible and nurturing schooling contexts. Diversity is perceived and acted 
on as a resource for teaching and learning instead of a problem.  

To evaluate the impact of the intervention, the study utilized a pre-post design to compare 
students’ performance in science and literacy assessments over the course of the intervention. 
Science assessments were developed to evaluate students’ understanding of key scientific 
concepts and science inquiry, the focus of the instructional units, whereas one strand of the 
literacy assessment involved the evaluation of students’ knowledge and understanding of 
processes associated with science inquiry and general mechanics of language use including 
organization, style/voice, and accuracy in grammar. By comparing students’ achievement before 
and after receiving the instructional intervention, the study addresses the following research 
questions:   

1. Do students experience achievement gain after receiving the instructional intervention? 
2. Does students’ performance differ among demographic subgroups in terms of ethnicity 

and home language background? 
3. How does students’ performance compare to national and international samples on test 

items selected from National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) and the 
Third International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS)?  

4. Do fourth grade students experience achievement gains in literacy and science when 
presented with authentic science writing tasks? 

5. Do fourth grade students reach grade level standards in expository writing and science 
inquiry after experiencing each of two thematic science units? 

 

Methods 
 

Research Setting and Participants 

The study is conducted in an urban school district located in a large metropolitan city in the 
San Francisco Bay area. The district enrolls approximately 58,000 students annually, of which 
31% are Chinese, 21% Latino, 15% African American, and 10% White (not Hispanic). 
District-wide, 56% of elementary students are in free or reduced lunch programs, and 29% are 
designated as limited English proficient (LEP), primarily speaking Spanish and Chinese in the 
home.    
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During the academic years 2001-2002 and 2002-2003, four elementary schools, 
representing different linguistic and cultural groups of students, participated in the project. Two of 
the participating schools have bilingual programs in which students receive content instruction in 
both English and designated languages. Table 1 summarized the key features of the participating 
schools. A total of seven 3rd-grade teachers, 216 third grade students, six 4th-grade teachers and 
about 158 fourth grade students were involved in the project. Teacher participation was voluntary. 

 
 
 

Table 1 
Key Features of Schools 
 

School Bilingual Program Ethnicity 
(Major groups) 

SES (free & 
reduced 
lunch) 

Limited English 
Proficient (LEP) 

1 Bilingual Spanish  
& bilingual Chinese 

40% Latino 
25% African 
        American 
23% Chinese 

88% 41% 

2 

 27% Chinese 
20% White 
16% African 
        American 
14% Latino 

26% 21% 

3 

 25% White 
25% Latino 
16% African 

American 
11% Chinese 

22% 6% 

4 Bilingual Spanish  
& bilingual Chinese 

67% Latino 
19% Chinese 85% 72% 

 
Instructional Intervention 

The instructional intervention focused on two thematic science units for 3rd grade 
(Measurement and Matter) and two units for 4th-grade students (the Water Cycle and Weather). 
Before implementing each science unit, the 3rd and 4th grade teachers met with the University of 
California-Berkeley research team to discuss the overall goals of the project, review the 
instructional materials, and receive training on how to implement the units.  

The implementation of the science unit took place, on average, two to three hours a week for 
the majority of classrooms. Project personnel visited each classroom once a week to provide 
instructional support. All teachers were provided with complete sets of materials, including 
teachers’ guides, copies of student books, and science supplies. All participating 3rd and 4th 
grade teachers completely implemented their respective units.  

 
Research Instruments and Data Collection 

To examine the impact of the intervention on student achievement, three types of 
assessments were designed to assess students’ knowledge of science and literacy: Unit Test, 
NAEP/TIMSS, and Authentic Science Inquiry Literacy Assessment System (ASILAS). Table 2 
illustrates the data sources and analysis. 
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Table 2 
Data Sources and Data Analysis  
 

Assessment 
type 

Unit of analysis Data analysis to display.. 

UNIT TEST 
Science 
Concepts 
Science Inquiry 

!" achievement growth in unit concepts (pre/post) 
!" if achievement gap narrow 

NAEP/TIMMS Science 
Concepts 

!" achievement growth in relation to national and 
international norms 

!" achievement gap between demographic 
subgroups 

ASILAS Science Inquiry 
Science Writing 

!" understanding and application of science inquiry 
!" development of Expository Writing 

 
Unit Test. The Unit Test was designed to assess students’ knowledge of science directly tied 

to the instructional units.  The test is specifically designed to measure (a) key science concepts 
and big ideas of patterns, systems, and models of the unit and (b) science inquiry, using 
structured inquiry tasks in which students used the data provided to construct graphs and draw 
conclusions, and open-ended inquiry tasks in which students generate questions, hypotheses, 
and planned investigations and procedures. For each grade level, there were two science unit 
tests, and each unit test was administered before and after the implementation of that particular 
unit. Generally, there were about three months between the pretest and posttest.  

NAEP/TIMSS. The NAEP/TIMSS test consisted of public-release items from the NAEP and 
the TIMSS. In particular, NAEP items were taken from the release pool from the1996 and 2000 
4th-grade science subject tests, TIMSS items were chosen from 3rd, 4th, 7th, and 8th grades for 
math (measurement) as well as science assessment release pool items. The NAEP/TIMSS test 
contained mostly multiple-choice items and a few short answer and extended response items. For 
each grade level, there was a NAEP/TIMSS test that measured the key concepts in both 
instructional units and was administered at the onset and the end of both units. Usually, there 
were seven months between the pretest and posttest of the NAEP/TIMSS tests.   

Both the Unit Test and NAEP/TIMSS assessments were developed and based on previous 
research conducted at the University of Miami (Lee, 2002), and refined with 3rd and 4th-grade 
students in the SIFA project’s collaborative effort with the research team at the Miami site.   

ASILAS. To assure more authentic assessment tasks were included in measuring student 
achievement, a partnership between classroom teachers and researchers from the SIFA 
research group led to a co-constructed assessment, the ASILAS, which lend itself to authentically 
gauge students’ science inquiry and literacy development not in isolation of each other, but at 
their intersection.   
 Two ASILAS writing tasks accompanied each unit taught at the 4th grade. One of the units 
comprised of instruction surrounding Water Cycle while the other dealt with the theme Weather.  
Each of these units were embedded with literacy activities including reading material and 
opportunities for students to write expository texts. The ASILAS were administered in conjunction 
with the investigations that students were already a part of in the unit. They were purposely 
administered in a pre-post manner. This paper will share the findings from 40 4th-grade students’ 
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w riting, which rendered a total of 160 writing samples. 

Because the assessment had an explicit goal of creating assessment conditions that 
required students to think and write authentically like scientists, the ASILAS included a student 
investigation, group work where a lab book was utilized to record findings, opportunities to share 
their results and finally an independent writing task. The following, Figure 1, more vividly 
represents the cyclical nature of the ASILAS administration. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

a. Introduce scientific  
    inquiry model 
b. Introduce experiment  
    guidelines, main problem 
    and lab book 
c. Conduct experiment and  
    students fill-out lab book   
    at appropriate time  

Students share their 
prediction & findings with 
classmates on pages 8-10  
of lab book 

Re-introduce Scientific Inquiry 
Framework as guide for student
writing.   
(Use large color-coded poster)

a. Teacher reads prompt &  
    guidelines to students 
b. students only have lab 

book, pencil and writing 
paper 

c. 40 minutes to finish writing  
    independently 
d. students can refer to lab       

book to assist their writing

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1 
The Nature of the ASILAS Administration 
 

 
Results and Discussion 
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 The results of student assessment include the data analysis and results of students’ 
erformance on three science measures (i.e., concepts, inquiry, NAEP/TIMSS) and ASILAS. p 

  Science achievement: overall results. The analyses of the test score change on three 
science achievement measures (i.e., concepts, inquiry, NAEP/TIMSS) by 3rd and 4th grade 
students are presented in Table 3. Significance tests of mean scores between pretests and 
posttests indicate significant increase on all science achievement measures. The results indicate 
both 3rd and 4th grade students gained significant amount of knowledge about these two science 
units after participating in academically challenging and culturally relevant curriculum. 
Furthermore, analysis yielded stronger effect sizes (Cohen’s d) for science concept measures than 
inquiry or the NAEP/TIMESS measures with both 3rd and 4th-grade students. Figures 2 and 3 
depict the mean percentage correct in pretests and posttests on three science achievement 

easures for 3rd and 4th grade students, respectively.   m 
 In comparing the overall results of 3rd and 4th-grade students’ science achievement, it was 
interesting to find that the gain on the posttests for 3rd grade students (average 28.17% gain) was 
higher than the gain on the posttests for 4th-grade students (average 18.94% gain). A plausible 
reason for the differences in their achievement growth could be that the instructional units for 
4th-grade students were relatively more complex and difficult than those for 3rd-grade students. 
The instructional units for 3rd grade (Measurement and Matter) involved mostly basic skills and 
concepts while the instructional units for 4th grade (The Water Cycle and Weather) contained 
major global systems.  
 
Figure 2  
Mean Percentage Correct in Pretests and Posttests on 3 Science Achievement Measures 
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Table 3 
Analysis of Test Score Change on Three Science Achievement Measures by Grade Level 
 

Figure 3 
Mean Percentage Correct in Pretests and Posttests on Three Science Achievement Measures: Grade
4 

Grade Domain Pretest Posttest t df da 
Concepts 24.99 (13.84) 58.43 (17.92) 25.90 136 2.09 

Inquiry 25.61 (22.96) 53.84 (20.19) 14.85 134 1.31 3rd 
NAEP/TIMSS 31.84 (15.18) 50.18 (20.13) 10.69 150 1.03 

Concepts 24.06 (12.28) 40.53 (16.00) 11.60 75 1.20 
Inquiry 43.42 (29.07) 64.23 (22.10) 8.43 74 0.82 4th 

NAEP/TIMSS 27.08 (18.18) 46.64 (24.60) 8.52 91 0.92 
Note.    a d > .20 is “small”, d > .50 = “medium”, and d > .80 is a “large” effect size. 
 Number of students in each analysis is equal to (df + 1). 
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 Achievement gaps among 3rd-grade subgroups. To compare the impact of the instruction on 
different demographic subgroups, several additional analyses of test scores change between 
pretest and posttest by students’ ethnic and linguistic backgrounds were also performed. The 
results indicated that all third grade students, regardless of their ethnic and linguistic backgrounds, 
gained significant amount of knowledge about Measurement and Matter after one year of 

struction.  in 
 To perform group comparisons, a series of multiple regressions were carried out whereby 
each demographic variable (ethnicity and home language) served as predictor of achievement 
growth (change) and achievement gaps in pre/post tests. When conducting the analyses on group 
comparison, the English-speaking group served as the reference group for the home language 
variable, while the White group served as the reference group for the ethnicity variable. Tables 4, 5, 
and 6 show the analyses of achievement gaps (t test of the pretest scores difference and t test of 
the posttest scores difference) and achievement growth (t tests of change scores between pre and 
post) of subgroups on three science measures (concepts, inquiry, and NAEP/TIMSS).  
 
 
 
Table 4 
Achievement Gap (Science Concepts) by Demographic Subgroups: Grade 3 
 
 

 Major Subgroup Pretest t pre  
difference

Posttest t post 
difference

Change t change
difference

White 42.27  72.09  22.62  
African American 23.92 -4.79* 41.46 -4.93* 24.60 0.36 

Latino 21.79 -5.91* 52.35 -3.50* 33.93 2.34* Ethnicity 

Asian 26.64 -4.54* 64.57 -1.33 37.55 3.11* 
English 30.70  53.96  26.42  
Spanish 21.15 -3.70* 52.24 -0.45 35.84 3.01* Language 
Chinese 26.30 -1.80 64.24 2.85* 37.88 3.95* 

Note. * p <  .05. 
 
 
 
Table 5 
Achievement Gap (Science Inquiry) by Demographic Subgroups: Grade 3 
 
 

 Major Subgroup Pretest t pre  
difference

Posttest t post 
 difference

Change t change
 difference

White 47.69  62.99  5.19  
African American 16.45 -4.91* 36.02 -4.01* 25.75 2.61* 

Latino 20.83 -4.67* 53.00 -1.63 32.23 3.85* Ethnicity 

Asian 28.82 -3.30* 59.17 -0.63 28.94 3.42* 
English 29.67  48.61  19.76  
Spanish 18.69 -2.55* 54.14 1.31 37.23 3.59* Language 
Chinese 26.72 -0.73 59.38 2.72* 31.67 2.66* 

Note. * p <  .05. 
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Table 6 
Achievement Gap (NAEP/TIMSS) by Demographic Subgroups: Grade 3 
 

 Major Subgroup Pretest t pre 
difference

Posttest t post 
 difference

Change t change 
difference

White 41.45  63.64  23.08  
African American 22.09 -4.41* 42.81 -2.87* 17.73 -0.71 

Latino 24.85 -4.53* 46.50 -2.57* 19.93 -0.46 Ethnicity 

Asian 35.81 -1.53 54.28 -1.42 18.34 -0.70 
English 31.42  50.14  18.00  
Spanish 23.69 -2.90* 46.37 -0.87 20.14 0.46 Language 
Chinese 36.03 1.80 54.46 1.10 18.15 0.04 

Note. * p <  .05.  
  
 Based on the analyses presented in Table 4, 5, and 6, four finings can be summarized in 
terms of the impact of the instructional intervention on closing the achievement gaps among 
3rd-grade subgroups. First, achievement gaps often existed between White students and 
African-American and Latino students at the time of the pretest and posttest; however, the gaps 
narrowed at the end of the school year because of significant achievement growths. Second, 
achievements gaps between White students and Asian students at the beginning of the year had 
noticeably narrowed after the instruction intervention. Third, in all science measures, the gaps 
between the Spanish group and the English group at pretest had dramatically narrowed by the end 
of the school year. Finally, Chinese bilingual students attained the highest posttest scores among 
he three major language groups. t 

 It is not unexpected to find White students outperforming the other three ethnic subgroups at 
pretest because the majority of White students in the project were from School 3 where they had 
access to additional educational resources. However, through the instructional intervention that 
emphasized on incorporating students’ cultural experience into instruction and bridging students’ 
prior knowledge to the science contents, the learning of culturally diverse students started to 

prove and the achievement gaps gradually narrowed or closed after the intervention. im 
 The intervention also had a positive impact on the science learning of students who speak 
Spanish or Chinese at home. Many of the participating teachers promoted students’ participation 
by encouraging students to use their first language while conducting science inquiry within small 
groups. The linguistic scaffolding between students may play an important role in closing of the 

chievement gaps between the English group and the Spanish group. a 
 Achievement gaps among 4th-grade subgroups. The results for 4th-grade students indicated 
that almost all students, regardless of their ethnic and linguistic backgrounds, gained significant 
amount of knowledge about the Water Cycle and Weather units on the three science achievement 
measures after one year of instruction. Some noticeable exceptions included African-American, 

atino, and the Spanish bilingual group who did not show significant gain on the NAEP/TIMSS test. L 
 To perform group comparisons, a series of multiple regressions similar to those carried out for 
the 3rd-grade data were calculated. Tables 7, 8, and 9 show the analysis of achievement gaps (t 
test of the pretest scores difference and t test of the posttest scores difference) and achievement 
growth (t tests of change scores between pre and post) of subgroups on three science measures 
(concepts, inquiry, and NAEP/TIMSS). 
 
Table 7 
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Achievement Gap (Science Concepts) by Demographic Subgroups: Grade 4 



 
 

 Major Subgroup Pretest t pre  
difference

Posttest t post  
difference

Change t change
 difference

White 28.00  45.71  22.86  
African American 19.05 -2.69* 28.57 -3.30* 11.65 -2.02* 

Latino 17.39 -3.25* 33.97 -2.28* 17.52 -0.98 Ethnicity 

Asian 30.13 0.74 47.35 0.35 18.48 -0.89 
English 26.61  38.60  16.09  
Spanish 17.29 -2.93* 33.78 -1.13 16.53 0.11 Language 
Chinese 29.57 0.98 43.76 1.26 15.80 -0.08 

Note. * p < .05. 
 
Table 8 
Achievement Gap (Science Inquiry) by Demographic Subgroups: Grade 4 
 

 Major Subgroup Pretest t pre 
difference

Posttest t post  
difference

Change t change 
difference

White 48.04  64.35  28.26  
African American 25.05 -2.83* 38.87 -3.24* 17.39 -1.14 

Latino 33.46 -1.84 59.18 -0.66 27.25 -0.11 Ethnicity 

Asian 51.88 0.55 75.53 1.58 19.57 -1.04 
English 42.95  58.00  21.39  
Spanish 29.57 -1.89 59.34 0.20 28.57 1.08 Language 
Chinese 51.42 1.26 71.40 2.12* 17.90 -0.58 

Note. * p < .05. 
 
Table 9 
Achievement Gap (NAEP/TIMSS) by Demographic Subgroups: Grade 4 
 

 Major Subgroup Pretest t pre 
difference

Posttest t post 
 difference

Change t change 
difference

White 40.69  61.54  27.27  
African American 15.38 -5.01* 31.55 -3.76* 13.29 -1.69 

Latino 22.40 -3.68* 35.41 -3.35* 9.57 -2.32* Ethnicity 

Asian 30.04 -2.35* 56.06 -0.78 26.77 -0.07 
English 25.62  46.17  22.92  
Spanish 23.27 -0.53 36.87 -1.44 10.61 -2.00* Language 
Chinese 33.09 1.69 54.55 1.32 22.49 -0.07 

Note. * p <  .05. 
 

Based on the analyses presented in Table 6, 7, and 8, four finings can be summarized in 
terms of the impact of the instructional intervention on closing the achievement gaps among 
4th-grade subgroups. First, achievement gaps often existed between White students and 
African-American and Latino students, and the gaps widened at the end of the school year, 
especially on the NAEP/TIMSS measure. Second, Asian students generally performed 
comparably or higher than White students on the science measures except on NAEP/TIMSS test 
where a gap was found at pretest but was considerably declined at posttest. Third, the gap 
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between the Spanish bilingual group and the English group narrowed in the science concepts and 
inquiry measure but the gap widened in the NAEP/TIMSS test. Finally, Chinese bilingual students 
scored the highest on all the science measures among the three major language groups.  
 The impact of the intervention on 4th-grade ethnic subgroups was different from the impact 
on 3rd-grade ethnic subgroups. The fact that the gaps between White students and 
African-American and Latino students widened at the end of school year, especially on science 
concept and NAEP/TIMSS measures, might suggest that more culturally relevant and meaningful 
contexts are needed to enhance the learning of the major science concepts in Water Cycle and 

eather unit for culturally diverse students.  W 
 Similar to the findings for 3rd-grade students, a strong positive impact was also found among 
Spanish group, especially on science inquiry measure where the performance of Spanish group 
was lower than English group at pretest (29.57% correct vs. 42.95% correct) but slightly higher 
than English group at posttest. It is also noteworthy that Chinese group at both 3rd and 4th-grade 
outperformed English and Spanish groups in the posttests of all three science measures. Further 
investigation is needed to examine to the linguistic scaffolding that enhanced linguistically diverse 
students’ understanding of science concept and inquiry through teacher-student and 
tudent-student interactions. s 

 Performance on NAEP/TIMSS compared to national and international samples. Tables 10 
and 11 list the percentage correct for 3rd and 4th-grade participating students’ performance on 
NAEP/TIMSS items, compared to national and international samples. Participating 3rd-grade 
students in the SIFA project generally performed lower than 3rd or 4th-grade national and 
international samples in the pretest. However, on many of the items, they outperformed their 
counterparts, and on a few items, they even performed comparably or higher than 7th or 

th-grade national and international samples in the posttest.  8 
 The comparison for the 4th graders showed that the participating 4th grade students in the 
SIFA project also generally scored lower than 3rd and 4th grade national and international samples 
in the pretest. However, on most of the items in the posttest, they performed higher than 7th and 8th 
grade national and international samples. 
 
Table 10 
Grade 3 Performance on NAEP/TIMSS Items 
 

  Norm Group Percentage Correct SIFA 2001-2003 
Item Source Grade 3 Grade 4 Grade 7 Grade 8 Pretest Posttest 

1 TIMSS   24 29 10 27 
2 NAEP  35  49 23 37 
3 TIMSS   76 81 61 74 
4 NAEP  27  63 23 45 
5 NAEP  77   68 87 
6 TIMSS   79 82 53 76 
7 TIMSS 69 71   36 44 
8 TIMSS 52 62   46 58 
9 TIMSS   83 87 31 60 

10 NAEP  11  47 9 17 
11 TIMSS   33 33 12 21 
12 TIMSS 30 38   26 35 
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Table 11 



Grade 4 Performance on NAEP/TIMSS Items 
 

  Norm Group Percentage Correct SIFA 2002-2003 
Item Source Grade 3 Grade 4 Grade 7 Grade 8 Pretest Posttest 

1 TIMSS   38 41 28 46 
2 NAEP  56  76 64 77 
3 TIMSS   24 29 14 36 
4 NAEP  27  63 37 72 
5 NAEP  28   33 42 
6 TIMSS 31 41   29 49 
7 TIMSS   34 34 18 30 
8 TIMSS 32 44   9 43 

 
 Science Writing. The research team evaluated each of the writing samples by scoring them 
according to the ASILAS rubric (aligned with state standards for expository writing and science 
writing), which contained four categories (Science Inquiry, Organization, Style/Voice, and 
Conventions). The rubric scaled from a score of one to six and clearly marked state standards at 
scores of two for 3rd grade, four for 4th-grade and six for 5th-grade. In other words, at the end of 
each grade, students’ writing should be performing at these scores to be considered as writing at 
grade level. A fifth category (Holistic Score) was then derived by obtaining a mean score across 
the domains, giving equal weight to each of the four domains. Before scoring the writing samples, 
five team members were involved in a two-day training on the scoring protocol to assure reliability 
and validity. Members scored ASILAS writing samples only after obtaining a 90% inter-rater 
eliability score on ten student-writing samples. r 

The ASILAS data collected for the academic year 2002-2003 yielded some interesting 
results. At the onset of the Water Cycle unit, students in the 4th-grade class experienced 
difficulties writing an expository text based on their investigations. As Figure 4 illustrates, students 
were well below grade level when the first ASILAS was administered.   
 
Figure 4 
2002-2003 ASILAS Water Cycle Unit Pre/Post Assessment (n=40) 
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For ASILAS #1, students’ writing somewhat addressed the Scientific Inquiry domain of the 

rubric, which required students to: (a) align their hypothesis with their proposed question, (b) 
describe the procedures and materials involved in the experiment, and (c) conclude with some 
results. Initially, students listed only partial procedures and either proposed a question to study or 
a hypothesis, but not both. The difficulty with the appropriation of such processes by English 
language learners has been echoed by other researchers as well (Miramontes, Nadeau, & 
Commins, 1997; Lee, 2000). At the end of the unit and after several practice activities with the 
Scientific Inquiry model, students managed to better provide descriptions of their materials and 
procedures, addressed their results in their concluding paragraph, but continued to include either 
a question or hypothesis in their expository text. Students managed to attain a score of 4.3 on the 
rubric, a score above the 4th-grade benchmark.  

The Organization domain of the rubric involved paragraph structure and overall 
cohesiveness of the students’ text.  Though students included a topic and supporting sentences in 
their paragraphs, the sequence of the paragraphs was often not logical, an elusive trait 
associated with academic English which requires explicit instruction (Scarcella, 2003).  Three 
months later when the second ASILAS was administered, students’ writing matured considerably 
in this domain. Student writing included transition words that connected introductory, supporting 
and summarizing paragraphs, yet was marked by a tendency to structure these elements in a 
narrative fashion. This can be attributed to the fact that minimal instruction during the unit dealt 
with the structure needed in composing expository texts. Duke (2000) found students in primary 
grades had little instruction and experience with informational texts in schools, the place where 
students could gain exposure to both style and structures of expository texts.  

The Style/Voice domain addressed issues of sentence structure and the use of science/ 
descriptive language. Student understandings about using simple and compound sentences and 
including such terms as hypothesis, investigate and evidence ripened as students encountered 
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these vocabulary items in texts and were required to utilize them in their investigations during the 
unit. Yet, the sentences were seldom constructed in the passive voice as is common in many 
science textbooks (Wong-Fillmore & Snow, 2000). Instead, the past tense and active first person 
was employed, another characteristic of narrative texts.  

A common worry of many classroom teachers teaching writing deals with the last domain of 
the ASILAS rubric, Conventions (Calkins, 1986). This domain assessed how well students spelled, 
punctuated, and used correct grammar. While initially students managed to spell all high 
frequency words (e.g., I, am, have) correctly, almost always used appropriate punctuation and 
capitalization, and showed some troubles with using the correct pronoun and/or adverbial forms, 
by the end of the unit they were more capable of spelling correctly irregular words and 
demonstrated no difficulties with punctuation or capitalization. Troubles with using conjunctions 
and correct pronoun continued to plague student papers after the second ASILAS administration. 
Explicitly targeting these language difficulties through teaching them within the context in which 
they occur has been found to be instructionally fruitful (Garcia, Bravo, Dickey, Chun, & 
Sun-Irminger, 2002).  

A similar blue print in scores was found among student papers when the Weather unit was 
administered during the second semester of the academic year (see Figure 5).   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 5 
2002-2003 ASILAS Weather Unit Pre/Post Assessment (N=40) 
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In comparing the initial scores with those in the previous unit, what is initially observable is 
that students did not sustain their understandings of the elements found in the four domains of the 
writing rubric as would be expected at the onset of the first ASILAS. Writing trajectories are less 
often neat and more likely to follow an unpredictable pathway (Moll, Saez, & Dworin, 2001). The 
long winter break could be responsible for the descent in scores. An alternate plausible purpose 
for the descent in scores could be that the Weather Unit curriculum was found more demanding 
than the Water Cycle Unit, making the conceptual understanding of key scientific inquiry 
knowledge challenging. This latter explanation assumes that students’ demonstration of their 
literacy skills was highly dependent on their understanding of the scientific content material.  

Nonetheless, students managed to again demonstrate an increasing understanding of the 
scientific inquiry framework. Three months after the initial ASILAS was administered, students 
outlined their experiment nicely, assuring to include a question, hypothesis, procedures, and 
materials and results. This framework was organized in two paragraphs written in a logical 
sequence with varied sentence structures and science vocabulary. Spelling, punctuation, and 
grammar also matured by the end of the unit. Though students did not reach grade level 
standards in Science Inquiry and Organization, they did so in Style/Voice and Conventions.    
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To probe the percentage of students that were scoring below, at, or above grade level, a 
holistic score was calculated through attaining a mean among the Science Inquiry, Organization, 
Style/Voice, Conventions domains, giving equal weight to each. These scores were then 
measured up to the 4th-grade benchmark of four. This yielded percentages that represented the 
proportion of students reaching or falling below grade level expectations for each pair of ASILAS 
administrations. As is evident by Figure 6, more students were writing and understanding the 
scientific inquiry process after experiencing the embedded literacy and science curriculum in both 
the Water Cycle and Weather units than at the onset of the intervention. Hart and Lee (in press) 



found similar science and literacy gains when instruction in these subject areas was introduced at 
their intersection. 
 
Figure 6 
2002-2003 ASILAS Benchmark Scores 
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At the onset of the Water Cycle Unit, only about one-third of students were considered to be 
writing at or above grade level. Two months later, when the second ASILAS was administered, an 
additional 39% were reaching grade level expectations, taking the total up to the point where 
more than three fourths of the class were reaching the target.  

Though not as dramatic a shift as with the ASILAS in the Water Cycle Unit, a significant 
number of students managed to reach the benchmark score at the end of the Weather Unit than 
when the first ASILAS was administered. Initially 63% of students demonstrated such troubles 
with the four domains of the ASILAS rubric that their student writing samples were considered to 
be at the 3rd-grade status. Only 37% of student writing samples were deemed to be grade level 
appropriate. Yet, by the second ASILAS administration, a noticeable shift occurred. An additional 
19%, for a total of 56% of students, were writing science texts that accomplished grade level 
equivalency. A contributing factor to this development was the literacy activities in the service of 
science concept learning entrenched throughout the science unit that enhanced both literacy and 
science learning for all students, but particularly the English language learner (ELL) (Garcia & Lee, 
in press). 

 

 

Conclusions 
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The impact of the intervention on student science achievement is evident and prevalent as 

demonstrated by the results on Unit posttests, NAEP/TIMSS, and the ASILAS assessments. 
Students, regardless of language and cultural background, often experienced significant growth 
in learning science concepts and inquiry measured by the unit tests. Comparing the 3rd and 4th 
grade students’ performance on NAEP/TIMSS posttests with other national and international 
samples, students in our project generally outperformed their counterparts and performed 
comparably or higher than upper grade students.   

Two salient points are noteworthy while comparing the impact of the intervention among 
demographic subgroups. First, the instruction intervention generally had positive impacts on the 
Spanish bilingual groups (3rd and 4th grade) by closing the achievement gap between them and 
native English speaking students in the study, especially regarding science inquiry. This is an 
important finding because the primary purpose of the SIFA project was to promote achievement 
and equity in science and literacy, particularly focusing on science inquiry, for culturally and 
linguistically diverse students. Second, the Chinese bilingual groups outperformed the English 
and Spanish bilingual groups at both grade levels. To further investigate the differential impacts 
on the subgroups, careful examination of classroom practices is required.   

With reference to literacy, the results from ASILAS clearly demonstrated that students’ 
understandings regarding writing like a scientist matured as they experienced literacy and 
science instruction at their intersection with a healthy dose of culturally relevant instructional 
material. When students were asked to exhibit their acquaintance with the scientific inquiry 
framework, they initially provided partial responses, at times listing incomplete procedures and/or 
excluding the hypothesis for their experiments. These gaps were filled for many with extensive 
opportunities during the unit to experience hands-on science where literacy activities such as a 
lab book scaffolded students’ acquisition of science concepts. Conversely, having authentic tasks 
for reading and writing through out the unit in the service of science also enhanced students 
abilities to write expository texts.  

In both units, students were better able to handle the demands of the writing task and the 
science concepts that were expected in the writing samples at the conclusion of the units. 
Students better understood that their writing needed to be organized in a particular manner, had 
to include descriptive and science related vocabulary terms, needed to have words spelled 
correctly, and appropriately punctuated and grammatically correct sentences.    

These results were also visible when considering the number of students reaching grade 
level expectations at the onset and conclusion of the units. Three fourths of students were 
considered to be reaching the benchmark score of four at the end of the Water Cycle Unit 
compared with the 37% of students who were reaching this goal at the outset.  Similarly, 
approximately an additional 20% of students managed to reach grade level equivalency for a total 
of 56% at the conclusion of the Weather Unit.  

Though students made significant progress, some troubles with writing in an expository 
genre were uncovered. For the students that experienced the most difficulty in formulating an 
expository text, a portion of them had a narrative tendency, though the prompt elicited an 
informational text. This genre confusion was a consistent trend for those students who fell below 
grade level across the four writing assessments probed.  Instead of listing their materials and 
procedures, some students narrated a story that included materials and procedures, but were 
only mentioned at times when their narrative required them and rarely included all, as is called by 
the rubric. Moreover, the organization of the scientific inquiry framework was often not reported in 
a logical sequence. For example, the question to be investigated that was to drive the experiment, 
was either left out or placed at the end of their writing. 
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Implications 
 

To be responsive to the cultural and linguistic diversity of students, it is imperative to probe 
what students bring to the learning context.  For the work conducted by SIFA, the rich data utilized 
to record students’ understandings was only made possible by going to the source, student work.  
Students’ writing samples and experiences with the assessment procedures both drove the 
inception of the assessment at the onset and informed the direction the assessment took when it 
was piloted. This process assured students were being assessed only after they experienced 
optimal conditions to learn key grade-level appropriate science concepts with literacy as tool to 

rite as scientists do. w 
 Responsive Pedagogy and Learning Communities. The implication of this specific research  
has profound effects for the teaching/learning enterprise related to culturally diverse students 
(Garcia, 1999). This new pedagogy is one that redefines the classroom as a community of 
learners in which speakers, readers, and writers come together to define and redefine the 
meaning of the academic experience. It is therefore a responsive pedagogy, one that 
encompasses practical, contextual, and empirical knowledge and a world view of education that 
evolves through meaningful interactions among teachers, students, and other school community 
members. This responsive set of strategies expands students' knowledge beyond their own 
immediate experiences while using those experiences as a sound foundation for appropriating 

ew knowledge. n 
 Of course, a teaching and learning community that is responsive to the dynamics of social, 
cultural, and linguistic diversity within the broader concerns for high academic achievement both 
requires and emerges from a particular schooling environment. While considerable work has 
been devoted to restructure schools and change the fundamental relationships that exist among 
school personnel, students, families, and community members, seldom have these efforts 
included attention to the unique influences of the linguistic and sociocultural dimensions of these 
same relationships and structures. The environments that potentially support and nurture the 
development of responsive learning communities are not unlike those promoted by leading school 
reform and restructuring advocates; however, we further suggest that the incorporation of social, 
cultural, and linguistic diversity concerns creates a set of educational principles and dimensions 
that are more likely to address the challenges faced by schools that must attend to the needs of 

rowing populations of diverse students. g 
 Responsive Learning Communities.  The learning environments that we consider essential to 
the development of a responsive pedagogy are referred to as “effective schooling" (Garcia, 1999).  
The focus on the social, cultural, and linguistic diversity represented by students in today’s public 
schools further challenges us to consider the theoretical and practical concerns relative to 
ensuring educational success for diverse students. That is, responsive learning communities 
must necessarily address issues of diversity in order to maximize their potential and to sustain 
educational improvement over time (Garcia & Lee, 2003). To further examine this challenge, 
Table 1 summarizes the conceptual dimensions for high performing responsive learning 
communities. 
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Table 1 
Conceptual Dimensions of Addressing Cultural and Linguistic Diversity in Responsive Learning 
Communities in Science 

 

School-wide Practices 
 
 • A vision defined by the acceptance and valuing of diversity--Americanization is NOT the goal 
 • Treatment of classroom practitioners as professionals, colleagues in school development 

decisions 
 • Characterized by collaboration, flexibility, enhanced professional development 
 • Elimination (gradual or immediate) of policies that seek to categorize diverse students 

thereby rendering their educational experiences as inferior or limiting for further academic 
learning-- 

 • Reflection of and connection to surrounding community and ways in which that community 
deals with scientific issues--particularly with the families of the students attending the school 

 
 

Teacher/Instructional Practices 
 

 • Bilingual/bicultural skills and awareness 
 • High expectations of diverse students 
 • Treatment of diversity and diverse science knowledge as an asset to the classroom 
 • Ongoing professional development on issues of cultural and linguistic diversity and practices 

that are most effective for science instruction 
 • Basis of curriculum development to address cultural and linguistic diversity: 
  1. Attention to and integration of home culture/practices/theories 
  2. Focus on maximizing student interactions across categories of English proficiency, 

academic performance, schooling prior to immigration to US, etc. 
  3. Regular and consistent attempts to illicit ideas from students for planning units, themes, 

activities 
  4. Thematic approach to learning activities--with the integration of various skills, events, 

learning opportunities 
  5. Focus on language development through meaningful interactions and communications 

versus on grammatical skill-building that is removed from its appropriate context 
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Abstract 
 

With the explosion of technology in the field of education and the 
tremendous need for Bilingual Education and English as a Second 
Language (ESL) teachers, it is tempting for many institutions to attempt 
to fill this void with fast-track programs aimed at preparing as many 
teachers as possible. Many people have come to believe that online 
coursework is viable for many teacher education programs. Many 
colleges and universities have come to accept online approaches in 
order to meet the higher demand for teachers. This paper examines the 
perceptions of subjects preparing to become teachers of English 
language learners (ELLs). It examines the participants’ experiences with 
online courses in terms of their awareness, appeal, and efficacy. This 
paper discusses the types of courses that appealed to participants and 
that were taken online. Furthermore, the subjects compare online and 
traditional instruction for preparing teachers of ELLs. Also, a detailed 
examination of some of the demographics that have fueled the 
movement to accelerate online technology is examined establishing a 
need for a clear policy for the use of online technology in the delivery of 
instruction for preservice teachers of ELLs. 

 
Online Preservice Teacher Education Programs:  

Issues in the Preparation of Bilingual Education and ESL Teachers 
 
 There is little doubt that the explosion of technology in education is having a profound 
influence on how we view and interact with students in teacher preparation programs.  U.S. 
Secretary of Education Rod Paige (2002) believes that this technology will help to close the 
achievement gap in our country. He adds that E-learning promotes local control by expanding 
opportunities; increasing flexibility for schools and for students; promotes individualized 
instruction; and, empowers parents to make better choices for their children. Sandholtz, 

ingstaff, and Dwyer (1997) view  R 
. . . technology as a powerful tool for teaching and learning. However, despite its potential, 
technology can never replace teachers, as some people predicted when computers were 
first introduced to classrooms. While the role of computers should go well beyond being 
teaching machines, technology is only one tool among many. (p. 174)    
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  According to Green (2002), “. . . teachers are in the driver’s seat, making decisions 
about technology based on their knowledge of students and their understanding of 

teaching and learning. It is the teachers not the technology, who assume the dominant roles” (p. 
8). Bennett (1999) states that the advent of technology offers a rich environment for learning 
and is a new resource for education. Furthermore, the National Council for the Accreditation of 
Teacher Education (1994), the International Society of Technology in Education (ISTE, 1998), 
and the National Council for the Social Studies (NCSS, 1997), among others, have devised 
guidelines for the integration of technology into the field of teacher education. Bennett (1999) 
further points out that the Internet can be used in courses to research, communicate, problem-
olve, and even to reflect.  s 

 Midobuche and Benavides (2002b) raised concerns about the exclusive use of online 
instruction in initial teacher preparation programs. These concerns center mainly on the validity 
of the exclusive use of online instruction as the sole method of preparation for teachers of 
English Language Learners (ELLs). It is important to understand that technology is extremely 
valuable and here to stay. However, we must also keep in mind the educational issues of 
children who come from ELL backgrounds. This paper reports the findings of a study conducted 
to examine the use of online instruction in the preparation of preservice teachers of ELLs. The 
use of technology as part of university instruction has been an added bonus for many teacher 
preparation programs. However, the exclusive use of online technology to prepare teachers of 
ELLs needs to be examined very closely. Many questions and issues remain a concern. 
 
Need for ESL Teachers 

 The growing need for more teachers to work specifically with ELLs is apparent. Padolsky 
(2002) reports that California, Texas, Florida, New York, Illinois, and Arizona contain the largest 
percentage of public school children that are classified as ELLs. As a group, Hispanics comprise 
the largest minority in the Western U.S.; and, in the state of California, they are projected to 
surpass non-Hispanic Whites as the largest racial or ethnic group by the year 2015. According 
to the Texas Education Agency (TEA) (2003), Hispanic K-12 student enrollment in Texas for 
academic year 2002-2003 is 42.7% compared to 39.8% for White students. Based on the most 
recent survey results, it is estimated that nationally 4,584,946 ELLs were enrolled in public 
schools (pre-k through grade 12) for the 2000-2001 school year. This number represents 
approximately 9.6% of total public school student enrollment and a 32.1% increase over the 
eported 1997-1998 public school ELL enrollment (Padolsky, 2002).  r 

 The National Clearinghouse for English Language Acquisition (NCELA) (2003), reports 
that only five states in the U.S. did not show a growth in ELL population from 1991-2002.  Forty-
five states had positive growth numbers in their ELL populations with 35 states showing a 
growth rate of 50% or higher. The top five ELL growth states were Georgia (671%), North 
Carolina (652%), Nebraska (571%), South Carolina (378%), and Tennessee (371%). Among all 
states, California enrolled the largest number of public school ELL students with 1,512,655, an 
increase of 40% in the last decade. Texas had 601,791 ELL students, showing an 81% 
increase. Florida increased its ELL population to 290,024 students, an increase of 198%. 

learly the trend is for this particular school-age population to continue to increase.  C 
 In 1998, then Secretary of Education Richard Riley estimated that the U.S. would need 
an additional 2 million teachers in the coming ten years (Riley, 1998). González and Darling-
Hammond (1997) estimated that over 5.3 million children in the United States were in need of 
some form of bilingual or English as a Second Language (ESL), instruction. The General 
Accounting Office (1999) (GAO), of the U.S., supported this figure. However, the shortage of 
bilingual education and ESL teachers in the United States appears to be even more critical than 
the overall teacher shortage because as Maroney (1998) pointed out, the number of limited 
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 English proficient (LEP) children is growing at a faster rate than teacher education 
institutions are able to produce teachers. Díaz-Rico and Smith (1994) pointed out that the 

U.S. needed 100,000 to 200,000 bilingual teachers as of 1994. Today, the need can only be 
larger due to the demographic growth of this population. 
 
Certification Issues in Bilingual and ESL Education 

 Fleischman and Hopstock (1993) reported that only 10% of the teachers working with LEP 
children were certified to teach bilingually and a mere 8% were certified to teach ESL. Fully 38% 
of the teachers included in the Fleischman and Hopstock study reported having had training in 
multicultural education. However, this training averaged only 7 hours per person. Escamilla 
(1992) reported that there was a definite lack of teaching materials as well as qualified 
professionals prepared to teach Mexican American history and culture in the social studies 
environment. Also, between 30% to 40% of middle grade students had biology and life science, 
physical education and ESL and bilingual education teachers who lacked certification in these 
areas (U.S. Department of Education, 2002). Menken and Holmes (2000) also reported severe 
shortages of qualified teachers in many urban areas. They drew a distinction between ‘quantity’ 
of teachers and ‘quality’ of teachers. Clearly the need to produce more and better-qualified 

ilingual education and ESL teachers is at a critical stage. b 
 In addition to these grim data, Fleischman and Hopstock (1993) also reported that 
teachers who are from the same language and cultural backgrounds of their students are more 
likely and better equipped to identify and serve their needs. According to their data, Fleischman 
and Hopstock found that as far back as 1992, when almost half of the ELLs in the United States 
were Spanish speaking, 93% of their teachers were non-Hispanic Whites. They estimated that 
at this rate, there will be about 5% minority teachers to a 40% minority enrollment in the early 
part of this century. According to the Urban Teacher Collaborative (2000), two-thirds of the 54 
largest urban school districts in 1999 reported immediate openings for bilingual teachers. At the 
same time, over 80% of these districts allowed non-certified or credentialed teachers to teach. 
This is an indication of the conditions faced by school districts with high ELL enrollments and 

lso the problems encountered in attempting to produce the requisite teachers. a 
 These figures point to serious problems in terms of how we educate ELL students and 
their teachers in the U.S. Too often, ELLs have been placed in classrooms with teachers who 
are not qualified to work with them. According to the National Center for Education Statistics 
(1997), only about 2.5% of teachers who instruct ELLs possess a degree in ESL or in bilingual 
education. Additionally, only about 30% of teachers with ELLs in their classrooms have received 
any form of professional development in teaching these students. These statistics do not bode 

ell for ELLs or the institutions attempting to prepare their future teachers. w 
 Institutions that prepare teachers to work with ELLs are already operating under severe 
constraints as to both quantity and quality. The lack of teachers has created a climate among 
teacher preparation institutions, which Midobuche and Benavides (2001) feel can be negative 
toward bilingual and ESL education. Marketability and its accompanying effects, as applied to 
the field of language minority education are at best questionable because they potentially bring 
people into the field with negative attitudes and lower skills than are required to be effective with 
ELLs. Midobuche and Benavides (2001, 1999) suggest that many teachers of ELLs lack the 
positive attitudes to work effectively with these students. 
  
Online Approaches to Preparation 

 One of the more recent developments in teacher preparation is the idea that courses or 
classes needed for teacher certification, endorsements, or other credentials will be offered by 
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 two and four year institutions through online coursework. More and more professors are 
developing courses in various disciplines to be taught exclusively through the Internet. In 

professional education, there seems to be a race to see which institutions can offer as much as 
possible in an online format. While one can argue the merits and efficacy of institutions of higher 
education offering professional education coursework exclusively in an online format, perhaps 
the real dilemma will be what kinds of teachers this approach will produce. According to Ching 
(1998), it is also notable that researchers acknowledge the different cognitive style of students 
as they are affected by distance education programs since the impersonal learning environment 
of distance education could be a greater challenge to field-dependent students. Regardless of 
these misgivings, institutions continue to offer more and more online instruction. Elizabeth 

euse (2001) of the Arizona Republic wrote: N 
Cyber certification will soon become a reality for those wanting to teach. Colleges are 
racing to catch up with the ever-expanding teacher shortage by offering faster fast-track 
programs designed to get working adults into the classroom. (The Arizona Republic, 2001, 

orth Phoenix section, p. 1 & 7) N 
 The article goes on to describe this particular effort as the “first in the nation, flexible, 
convenient for working adults, and not easy” (p. #) (in comparison with more traditional teacher 
preparation programs). These types of approaches in the preparation of bilingual education and 
ESL teachers (and by extension all teachers) may be extremely shortsighted and flawed. 
Certainly this approach brings to mind issues that may not yet have been resolved or addressed 
by institutions offering online coursework. This study attempted to look at some of these issues. 
 
Description of the Study 

 In this study, 119 pre-service teacher candidates were surveyed in an attempt to gauge 
their attitudes toward online instruction and coursework. These 119 subjects were primarily from 
several teacher preparation programs including cohorts from bilingual and ESL education as 
well as regular elementary education majors. All 119 subjects were from a large (over 45,000 
students), urban four-year institution in the southwestern U.S. There were 41 subjects majoring 
in bilingual education, 52 in ESL education, 20 in elementary education (with specialized 
preparation in one methods class whose focus was ELLs), 2 in secondary education, and 4 
classified as other. Ethnically, the subjects represented 47 Hispanics, 56 White (non-Hispanics), 
4 Asians, 3 African Americans, 4 other students, and 5 students declining to self-identify. The 
primary goal of the study was to record the subjects’ attitudes towards the use of technology for 
online instruction. Participants were administered a questionnaire and written responses were 

nalyzed for patterns of attitudes and perceptions. a 
 Although the study asked students to respond to several questions, the focus was on the 
ollowing lines of inquiry: f 

(1) How aware are you about online coursework? 
 (2) Are online courses appealing to you and why? 
 (3) Have you ever taken online courses? 
 (4) What was your reaction to online coursework that you have taken? 
 (5) What content areas are appropriate for online delivery? 

(6) Do you feel that online coursework provides the necessary skills needed by teachers of 
ELLs? 
(7) Do you feel that cultural diversity requirements can be met by online coursework? 
(8) Do you feel that online courses are as effective as traditional courses in preparing 

teachers for ELLs? 
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 Analysis of Data  

 The findings in this study indicated that 93 out of 118 respondents were “somewhat aware” 
or “very much aware” of online courses. This represents 78.8% of the total number of 
respondents. In reporting this data, the total refers to all majors: bilingual education, ESL, 
elementary education, secondary education, and other. However, when reporting individual 
majors, only bilingual, ESL, and elementary education figures will be used. This was done in 
order to focus on the three groups with the largest number of subjects. Bilingual education and 
ESL students were most aware of online coursework with 47.5% of bilingual education and 
40.4% of ESL majors reporting high levels of awareness. Also, bilingual education majors 
reported being somewhat aware at 25%, while ESL majors reported 36.5% somewhat aware. 
The smaller sample of regular elementary education majors also had very high awareness 

vels (40% high awareness and 55% somewhat aware). le 
 Online coursework also had some level of appeal to these participants. The total number 
of subjects reporting a positive view (or somewhat positive) toward online study was 77 of 119. 
This represents 64.8% of the total number of students. However, 37.8% of all participants were 
in the somewhat appealing category, indicating some degree of ambivalence. However, the 
percentages for individual subjects and categories were interesting. While the number of total 
subjects who reported that online coursework had some appeal was 26.9%, there were also 
35.3% of subjects who reported very little appeal for online coursework. These data are 
especially interesting when compared within and across groups. For example, bilingual 
education students had a 24.4% very much appeal rating and 34.1% somewhat appealing, but, 
a 41.5% very little appeal rating. ESL students were almost evenly split between high appeal 
(28.9%), somewhat appealing (40.4%), and very little appeal (30.8%). Regular elementary 
education majors were very similar at 25%, 40%, and 35% respectively. Of high interest is the 

rge percentage of bilingual education students for whom online coursework had little appeal.  la 
 The study participants were also asked to indicate if they had ever taken online 
coursework. A total of 54 participants or 45.4% of the 119 subjects reported having taken online 
courses as defined by their academic major. The elementary education majors had the highest 
percentage of students (70%) having taken courses online. They were followed by ESL majors 
(48.1%) and bilingual education majors (34.1%). These 54 participants were enrolled for a total 
of 83 online courses. The courses involved were in accounting, special education, political 
science, computers, mathematics, theatre, child development, biology, human development, 
psychology, and children’s literature. There were also 7 classes in Spanish (including 

onversational Spanish), 14 in English, and 3 in multicultural education.  C 
 These 54 subjects were also asked whether their experiences with online coursework had 
been positive or negative. Overall, 48.2% of students reported being very much satisfied with 
their online experiences; 24.1% reported that they were somewhat satisfied; and, 27.8% 
reported that they were very little satisfied. Of greater interest with these students, however, are 
the differences among groups in terms of their satisfaction with online coursework. The bilingual 
education majors reported only a 28.6% rate in the category of ‘very little’ satisfaction. ESL 
majors reported only 16% for this category. However, elementary education majors were 
dissatisfied at the rate of 42.9%. Further, only the ESL majors showed a high rate of positive 
eaction to online coursework. Fully 64% of ESL majors liked their online courses very much.  r 

 The investigators also examined the subjects’ views as to the appropriateness of online 
coursework in elementary education methods courses. As a whole, 44.1% of all respondents did  
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 not find online courses to be appropriate for elementary methods courses. Only 20.2% 
thought these courses were appropriate. The bilingual education majors reported a rate of 

35.3% inappropriateness and ESL majors reported a 47% inappropriate rating. The least 
favorable group of respondents was elementary education majors with 55.5% saying that 

ethods courses in elementary education taught in an online format were inappropriate. m 
 When asked if it was appropriate to teach undergraduate ESL methods courses online, 
53.8% of all respondents answered negatively. Only 17% of all subjects responded favorably to 
ESL methods courses being taught online. However, the different majors had different 
responses. ESL majors did not think very much of their ESL methods courses being taught 
online with 60.8% reporting a negative view. Elementary education majors were even higher at 
a 64.7% disapproval rate. The bilingual education majors reported only a 40.7% disapproval 
rate. Although the bilingual education majors also had strong doubts about ESL methods 
ourses online, they also had more subjects in the middle somewhat category (40.6%). c 

 When all respondents were asked about bilingual education methods courses being taught 
online, 52.4% did not approve. Only 15.9% thought the idea was positive. Individual majors 
were also equally split on this category. ESL and elementary education majors were negative on 
this question with 62% and 58.8% respectively, while the bilingual education majors reported a 

8.2% disapproval rate. 3 
 Many teacher preparation programs require that students successfully complete 
coursework in cultural diversity. When asked if cultural diversity requirements could be met by 
taking courses online, 42.8% of all respondents felt that this would be inappropriate. Yet, 27.7% 
responded favorably to this item, and 29.5% were in the somewhat appropriate category. Of the 
three largest majors represented, the bilingual and elementary education majors felt the 
strongest with 50% and 47.4% respectively disapproving of online cultural diversity courses. 
ust over 35% of ESL majors approved of online cultural diversity courses. J 

 The study’s participants were also asked questions pertaining to whether: (1) Online 
courses provide the necessary communication skills needed by ELL teachers; (2) online 
courses provide students with the skills needed to work with linguistically and culturally diverse 
populations, including students, parents, teachers, and administrators; and, (3) subjects felt that 
online courses were as effective as traditional coursework in the preparation of teachers of 
ELLs. In terms of the first question, 59.3% of all respondents felt that online courses would not 
provide them with the necessary communication skills to be effective teachers of ELLs. Only 
10.7% felt that communication skills could be attained in this manner. All majors were very 
strong in their opinions of this item. The ESL majors were the group responding most strongly to 
the question of online coursework providing the necessary communication skills. Over 70.6% of 
ESL majors felt that online courses provided very little opportunity to obtain the communication 
skills that they needed. Bilingual education majors reported 48.6% in this category while 

 education majors reported 47.4%. elementary  
 When asked specifically if online courses would be able to provide them with the skills 
necessary to work with students, parents, teachers, and school administrators, only 9% of all 
subjects responded affirmatively. A total of 58.5% did not feel that online coursework would  
provide them with the necessary skills to work with all of the principals involved in the education 
of ELLs. ESL majors disapproved at a rate of 64.7%; bilingual education majors disapproved by 

7.2%; and, elementary education majors disapproved of this item by 47.4%. 5 
 Another question asked to the respondents concerned the effectiveness of online courses 
compared to the effectiveness of traditionally delivered coursework. All majors agreed (60.7%),  
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 that traditional courses were preferable to online coursework in preparing teachers for 
ELLs. The bilingual majors seemed to feel strongest about this issue (66.7%), followed by 

the ESL majors (64.7%), and the elementary majors (42.2%). 
 
Summary and Conclusions 

 Data and information gathered from the participants in this study benefit our understanding 
of how to better prepare teachers for ELLs in several ways. The data from this study was able to 
show pre-service teachers’ perceptions and attitudes about their exposure to online coursework 
and their reactions to the exclusive use of this approach as effective pedagogy in the 
preparation of bilingual education, and ESL teachers. As researchers in language minority 
education we were interested in examining the appeal of online coursework from the 

articipant’s perspective. p 
 First, we found that undergraduate pre-service teacher education majors in bilingual 
education, ESL, and regular elementary education did possess an awareness of online courses. 
We were also surprised at the number of participants who had taken online courses. Fifty-four of 
the 119 study participants reported having taken at least one online course. These 54 subjects 
had actually taken a total of 83 online courses. With this sample we also conclude that online 
ourses do hold an appeal for teacher education candidates. c 

 However, we were also surprised at the types of courses being taken online. Some of the 
online offerings that were often mentioned by the study’s participants were courses such as 
conversational Spanish, English, and multicultural education. Also, study participants were very 
disinclined to want their content methods courses to be taught online. Very few of the 
participants thought this was good practice. Therefore, while online courses do have an appeal 
for students, this appeal is somewhat limited to courses that do not seem to involve content 
methods or other coursework that directly provides them with skills they deem critical to working 
with ELLs and their parents. This finding is in keeping with McAlister, Rivera, and Hallam 
(2001), who found that courses that appeal to a larger audience and have less rigorous 
methodological and pedagological requirements may be more appropriate initial course 
elections for those venturing into online coursework. s 

 Although participants did not react favorably to the idea that content methods courses 
should be taught online, they nonetheless were enthusiastic about courses such as 
conversational Spanish, English, and multicultural education. These perceptions, coupled with 
the participants’ favoring traditional coursework as opposed to online work, are also important 
findings. This could be an indication of the status accorded linguistically and culturally diverse 
students in general and ELLs in particular. Perhaps subjects perceived the need for traditional 
coursework as a known quantity and did not want to take risks with their preparation. In terms of 
courses such as multicultural education, Spanish, and English, perhaps the subjects did not 
perceive these to be as critical to their preparation as their content methods courses. How is it 
possible to truly become a culturally responsive teacher (Villegas & Lucas, 2002), when we 
spend so little time in contact with and experiencing what makes other people different from 
ourselves? Pre-service teachers who take language and culture courses online may be limiting 
heir ability to understand ELLs, their families, and communities. t 

 Based on the analysis of this data, some inferences and findings can be discerned. These 
are: 

1) Pre-service teachers are aware of online coursework. 
2) Online coursework did have an appeal to many of the subjects.  
3) Study participants favored traditional coursework as opposed to online         

courses (in the preparation of ELL teachers). 
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 4) There is an apparent lack of policy for the use of online coursework in the 
preparation of bilingual education and ESL teachers.  

The teacher shortage is real and in minority communities it is even more pressing. However, is 
providing a degree online the way to solve this shortage? Community colleges and universities 
alike are offering more and more coursework in this fast track manner. Much of this is done 
under the mantra of extending the institution to the community and cost effectiveness. However, 
the young professional field of language minority education in the United States has learned a 
few very difficult lessons in its 30 plus year history. For example, we have learned that children 
need credible language models in order to more effectively acquire a second language. We 
have learned that teachers are responsible for lowering the affective filter in a classroom in  
order to allow children a maximum opportunity to acquire a second language (Krashen, 1981). 
Will this be the case in online coursework? How does modeling occur on the Internet? How 
does respect come across on a computer screen (Midobuche, 1999)? Will we be putting more 
and more language minority students in no-win situations (Midobuche & Benavides, 2002a)? 
We must remember that teaching is a social activity. As such it requires great oral and written 
communication skills along with providing students with sensitive and knowledgeable language 

odels for effective learning. m 
 Another concern is practicum or field experiences. Many content methods courses require 
a field-based component or practicum out in the schools. How would this be accomplished in an 
online format? What type of supervision would be provided?  What is needed is a reflective 
review of how best to meet the needs of all children—especially those whose first language is 

ot English. n 
 We raise these questions because we are concerned that at a time when we need more 
quality in the professional field of bilingual and ESL education, institutions seem to be 
responding mainly with solutions aimed at providing quantity. At times this has led to quick-fix 
solutions. There is a real possibility of abusing the field of bilingual and ESL education by 
allowing the exclusive use of online approaches to become the preferred medium of instruction. 
Since some areas of study do not lend themselves readily to some of these approaches, there 
is a potential for not preparing teachers (particularly bilingual education and ESL teachers) in a 
manner that is consistent with providing quality to the field. Pre-service teachers who advance 
to become teachers of ELLs will not be teaching from the convenience and isolation of their 
homes. They need to have communication skills, empathy, understanding, classroom 
management skills, content knowledge, and the pedagogical skills necessary to deliver 
omprehensible information and instruction to children who do not speak English.  c 

It is very important to integrate technology into the preparation of teachers of ELLs. 
However, we must caution anyone who would use an exclusive online approach to obtain a 
degree and licensure in teaching—especially in the field of bilingual and ESL education. The 
data generated in this study shows an appeal and an awareness of online coursework. 
However, the subjects in this study also strongly objected to methods courses and other 
components of their preparation being given to them in an online format. Traditional approaches 
were favored in their preparation for teaching ELLs. These results only give impetus for further 
study in the efficacy of online instruction as well as the preparation of teachers of ELLs. These 
studies should be aimed at providing us with guidelines and policies for the incorporation of 
technology into teacher preparation programs of teachers of ELLs. 
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Abstract 
 

This study examined the relationship between educational, 
social, and cultural factors and reading readiness in English in 
Hispanic kindergarten students, and in particular the relationship 
between their reading readiness scores and (1) parents’ level of 
education, (2) gender, (3) program of kindergarten instruction, 
(4) country of origin, (5)years in the U.S., (6) parents’ occupation, 
(7) family configuration, and (8) preschool experience.  
Demographic data were collected from a sample of 332 students 
in Northern Virginia along with the students’ reading readiness 
Fall and Spring scores on the Phonological Awareness Literacy 
Screening for Kindergarten (PALS-K).  Significant group 
differences in reading readiness scores were found with regard 
to the father’s level of education, length of residence in the U.S., 
and preschool experience. The results did not indicate significant 
group differences with regard to the other independent variables. 

 

Hispanic Kindergarten Students: The Relationship Between  
Educational, Social, and Cultural Factors and  

Reading Readiness in English 
 
Today, learning to read and write in a competent way is necessary for the 

educational and professional success of the individual (International Reading 
Association & National Association for the Education of Young Children, 1998). Although 
literacy development is a lifelong process, early childhood literacy experiences (from 
birth through age eight) and reading readiness in kindergarten are strong predictors for 
reading achievement in children (August & Hakuta, 1997; IRA & NAEYC, 1998). Young 
children develop reading readiness skills through preschool and family experiences 
(Blachman, 2000). Preschool helps children explore their environment and build the 
foundations for learning to read and write (IRA & NAEYC, 1998).   
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In kindergarten, children develop basic concepts of print and begin to read and 
write (IRA & NAEYC, 1998), but students who become successful readers typically enter 
primary school with certain experiences and literacy skills which among others, include 
an understanding of literacy, the concepts of print, the sound and structure of the 
language, and an age-appropriate developed vocabulary (August & Hakuta, 1997). 
According to the Condition of Education (2000), although on average, girls’ reading skills 
appear to be more advanced than those of boys, most girls and boys in kindergarten are 
at the first level of reading proficiency (NCES, The Condition of Education, 2000a). 

 
However, in today’s American schools, kindergarten students may be one of the 

most diverse populations in terms of their backgrounds, experiences, and abilities.  
Some of them may have had preschool experience for three or four years while others 
are participating for the first time in an organized early childhood program (IRA & 
NAEYC, 1998). There is substantial variation in early childhood program enrollment 
among children from different racio-ethnic backgrounds and from families with different 
socio-economic status (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services: Trends in the 
Well-Being of America’s Children and Youth, 2000). Many kindergarten students speak 
different languages at different levels of proficiency and may speak no English or be 
limited English proficient (LEP) (IRA & NAEYC, 1998).    

 
There is a need to address the problems related to the education of LEP children 

and to help all students reach the national goals for reading excellence. Early 
intervention and a good start in kindergarten are very important factors in achieving 
these goals (IRA & NAEYC, 1998). In particular, to determine effective strategies for 
early intervention and improvement on Hispanic students’ educational attainment, 
educators, school systems, administrators, parents, and the community in general need 
to develop a greater understanding of the factors which influence Hispanic students’ 
readiness for school (Espinosa, 1995). According to the White House Initiative on 
Educational Excellence for Hispanic Americans (1996), there are several educational 
and socioeconomic factors which may influence educational achievement in Hispanic 
children.  Hispanic children are less likely to hear or speak English at home and are 
more likely to have limited English proficiency and live in poverty or in a single parent 
household than White children (NCES, The Condition of Education, 1997; U.S. Bureau 
of the Census, 2000). 

 
Although young children learn language, social, and practical life skills in 

preschool, many Hispanic parents prefer not to turn their young children to non-family 
members for care (Schwartz, 1996). Therefore, for most Hispanic children, their 
attendance at primary school is their first experience with formal learning (U.S. Bureau of 
the Census, 2000). As a result, at age four, Hispanic children tend to have less 
developed school readiness skills than do White children and many Hispanic students 
read below grade level during the elementary grades and are at-risk for school drop out 
(The White House Initiative on Educational Excellence of Hispanic Americans, 1996).   

 

Purpose of Study 
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The purpose of this study was to examine the relationship between educational, 
cultural, and social factors and reading readiness in English in Hispanic kindergarten 
students. Specifically, this study examined the difference in Hispanic kindergarten 
students’ reading readiness scores on the PALS-K with regard to (1) parents’ education, 
(2) gender of the student (3) program of kindergarten instruction, (4) parents’ country of 



 

origin, (5) amount of years that the student has lived in the U.S., (6) parents’ 
occupational status in the U.S., (7) family status, and (8) student’s preschool experience.   

 
Higher levels of parental education are generally associated with positive 

educational outcomes and experiences, such as participation in pre-primary education 
and not dropping out of high school (NCES, The Condition of Education, 1998b; Snow & 
Tabors, 1996). Research also suggests that parents’ education and especially mother’s 
education as well as other specific home literacy practices are related with academic 
achievement, literacy, and language development (Anglum, Bell, & Roubinek, 1990; 
Chaney, 1994; Goldfield & Snow, 1984; National Center for Educational Statistics 
[NCES] 2000b; Pellegrini, Brody, & Sigel, 1985; Snow, Barnes, Chandler, Goodman, & 
Hemphill, 1991). Although today the levels of parental education among Hispanic 
children have increased and in particular, the Hispanic parental education levels of 15 to 
18 year-old students nearly doubled in the past 25 years (NCES, The Condition of 
Education, 1997), Hispanic preschoolers exhibit fewer signs of emergent literacy and are 
more likely to have one or more family risk factors (Zill, Colins, West, & Hausken, 1995).  

  
Socio-demographic risk factors which were found to be associated with learning 

problems in school were correlated with the signs of emergent literacy and the difficulties 
children have when they enter kindergarten (Zill et al., 1995). This study was designed to 
answer questions with respect to educational, social, and cultural factors which have 
been associated with low reading achievement in kindergarten students. The following 
research questions were formed: Is there a relationship between Hispanic kindergarten 
students’ fall/spring mean reading readiness scores and: (1) father’s/mother’s level of 
education, (2) gender of the student, (3) program of kindergarten instruction, (4) parents’ 
country of origin, (5) number of years that the student has lived in the U.S., (6) 
father’s/mother’s occupation, (7) family status of the student, and (8) preschool 
experience of the student? 

 
The study was conducted in an urban area in Northern Virginia. The study has 

two main limitations: (1) The study’s population was limited to low socio-economic status 
(SES) Hispanic kindergarten students enrolled in two programs at four elementary 
schools, and (2) the reading readiness of the study’s population was measured only by 
using the PALS-K instrument.   

 

Method 

 
Participants 

 The study was conducted in four urban elementary schools in a low socio-
economic area in Northern Virginia. Only Hispanic kindergarten students who were 
enrolled in the First Language Support Program (FLS/Spanish and English instruction) 
or English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL/English only instruction) programs 
and attended kindergarten in 1998-1999, 1999-2000, and 2000-2001, were considered 
for this study. Final participants in this study were all students for whom the researcher 
obtained parental consent. Since the focus of the study was to examine the relationship 
between educational, social, and cultural factors and reading readiness, students with 
exceptionalities who were receiving special education services were not included in the 
final sample because student learning disabilities and exceptionalities may affect the 
reading readiness test scores. The final sample consisted of 332 students (n=332) which 
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represented 92.9% of the sample population. Of these students, 174 were males and 
158 were females. 
   
 
Table 1 
Distribution of Study Sample of 332 Students by Gender, Kindergarten Program, and Year of 
Attendance 

 
Program of 
Instruction 

Kindergarten 
Year 

Males
n 

Males
% 

Female
s 
n 

Female
s 
% 

Total Total
% 
 

FLS Program 
 
 
 
Subtotal 

1998-99 
1999-00 
2000-01 

 

18 
33 
39 

 
90 

5.4 
9.9 

11.7 
 

27.1 

19 
25 
35 

 
79 

5.7 
7.5 

10.5 
 

23.7 

37 
58 
74 

 
169 

11.1 
17.5 
22.3 

 
50.9 

 
ESOL Program 
 
 
 
Subtotal 

1998-99 
1999-00 
2000-01 

 

15 
26 
43 

 
84 

4.5 
7.8 

12.9 
 

25.3 

14 
21 
44 

 
79 

4.2 
6.3 

13.3 
 

23.8 

29 
47 
87 

 
163 

8.7 
14.2 
26.2 

 
49.1 

 
FLS and ESOL 1998-99 33 9.9 33 9.9 66 19.9 

 
FLS and ESOL 1999-00 59 17.8 46 13.9 105 31.6 

 
FLS and ESOL 2000-01 82 24.7 79 23.8 161 48.5 

 
Total  174 52.4 158 47.6 332 100 

 
 

The Instrument 

 
 The instrument used in this study as a measurement of reading readiness in 
English in Hispanic kindergarten students, is the PALS-K, which was developed by a 
team of professors at the University of Virginia.  PALS-K is one of the primary 
instruments which are used statewide in Virginia for the assessment of kindergarten 
students’ reading readiness and the statewide diagnostic measure for the Virginia early 
Intervention Reading Initiative, which aims to provide early diagnosis and intervention to 
reduce the number of children with reading difficulties (Invernizzi, Meier, Swank, & Juel, 
2000).  
 

PALS-K measures a child’s abilities on five important English literacy 
fundamentals in learning to read: (1) phonological awareness, (2) alphabet knowledge, 
(3) knowledge of letter sounds, (4) concept of word, and (5) word recognition in isolation 
(Invernizzi et al., 2000). The instrument helps identify those areas of early literacy 
instruction which will benefit children in their effort to learn to read (Invernizzi et al., 
2000).   
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The phonological awareness components begin with a group administered rhyme 
task, the Group Rhyme, and a group administered beginning sounds task, the Group 
Beginning Sound. Students who score below criteria on either or both of the group tasks 
then participate in an individually administered rhyme task, the Individual Rhyme and/or 
an individually administered beginning sound task, the Individual Beginning Sound  
(Invernizzi et al., 2000). In reference to the alphabet knowledge component PALS-K 
includes alphabet recognition for lower-case only (Invernizzi et al., 2000). For the letter-
sound kindergarten and first-grade, students are asked to spell five high-frequency 
words. The word recognition tasks include three lists of words, which correspond to the 
beginning, middle, and end of first-grade year. The concept of word is a finger-point 
reading task and for this task the student is presented with a simple four-line nursery 
rhyme, however, the concept-of-word score is not included in the PALS-K summed 
score (Invernizzi et al., 2000). 

 
According to Invernizzi, et. al. (2000), 53,256 kindergarten students from different 

divisions of the State of Virginia participated in the PALS-K assessment for Virginia’s 
Early Intervention Reading Initiative in the Fall of1999. Of these students, 28,051 were 
males and 25,205 females; 15,321 were African-Americans, 130 African-American and 
Caucasian, 955 Asian and Pacific Islanders, 34,184 Caucasian, 2,004 Hispanic, 86 
Native-Americans, and 576 Others. These students represented all four levels of SES as 
it was defined by the Virginia Department of Education, School Nutrition Programs 
in1999-2000 (Invernizzi et al., 2000).  

 
Reliabilities for PALS-K subtasks were determined for grade, gender, socio-

economic status, and geographical region.  In 1999, reliabilities were calculated for 
ethnic groups as well (Invernizzi et al., 2000).   

 
Table 2a 
Task Reliability Across demographic Categories - Fall 1999 (Invernizzi, et. al., 2000) 
 
Entire 
Sample 

Female Male SES 1 SES 2 SES 3 SES 4 

.83 .83 .83 .85 .83 .83 .81 
 

 
Table 2b 
Task Reliability Across demographic Categories - Fall 1999  (Invernizzi, et. al., 2000) 
 
African 
American 

Asian & 
Pacific 
Islander 
Groups 

Caucasian Hispanic Native 
American 

Other 

.80 
 

.83 .84 .82 .80 .85 

 
The inter-rater reliability coefficients are high and suggest that PALS-K can be 

administered accurately and reliably (Invernizzi et al., 2000).  
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Table 3 
Inter-Rater Reliability Coefficients for PALS Subtasks (Invernizzi, et. al., 2000) 
 

PALS Task Inter-Rater Reliability 
Fall 1997 

Inter-Rater Reliability 
Spring 1999 

Beginning Sounds .99 (p<.01) (n=122) .99 (p<.01) (n=154) 
Rhyme .99 (p<.01) (n=134) .96 (p<.01) (n=154) 
Alphabet Recognition .99 (p<.01) (n=122) .99 (p<.01) (n=154) 
Letter Sounds .99 (p<.01) (n=121) .98 (p<.01) (n=154) 
Spelling .99 (p<.01) (n=130) .99 (p<.01) (n=154) 

 
After extensive research, it was found that the tasks in the PALS-K assessment 

have ample content validity (Invernizzi et al., 2000). In reference to construct validity, 
PALS-K was designed to assess children’s knowledge of sound and print, and included 
tasks that assess the relationship of the two. With factor analysis, it was found that 
PALS-K measures a unitary trait which is emergent literacy (Invernizzi et al., 2000). In 
reference to concurrent validity, PALS-K was compared with the Stanford 9.  Medium to 
high correlations (.56 to .80, p<.001) demonstrate the concurrent validity of PALS-K with 
the Stanford 9 (when administered at the end of kindergarten) (Invernizzi et al., 2000).  
Criteria and benchmarks for the PALS-K were derived from over six years of research 
using PALS tests and were confirmed through statistical analyses (Invernizzi et al., 
2000). 

 
 PALS-K was designed to be administered by teachers in a classroom setting.  
There are no time limits for PALS-K (Invernizzi et al., 2000). Teachers of the selected 
school district have been trained in the use and administration of the instrument. A 
student’s summed score is derived by adding the student’s scores on specific tasks and 
it characterizes that student’s overall performance. Summed scores determine whether 
the student would benefit from additional instruction and the benchmarks are 28 for Fall 
term and 74 for Spring term (Invernizzi et al, 2000). Although scores from the concept-
of-word task are not included in a child’s summed score, they are used to provide 
literacy instruction and to predict literacy success (Invernizzi et al., 2000). 
 

Procedure 
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The data collection procedures for this study were the following: After obtaining 
the necessary approvals from the respective school district, the researcher sent a letter 
of parental consent to all Hispanic parents whose children attended the FLS and ESOL 
programs in the target schools between 1998 and 2001 requesting their approval for 
their children’s participation in the study. The letter was written in both English and 
Spanish to ensure clear communication with the parents. Upon receipt of the parental 
responses, the researcher herself collected the data from the students’ academic files, 
which are located in the elementary schools that participated in the study. The 
researcher collected demographic information from the students’ records and their PALS 
scores for the Fall and Spring of their kindergarten year. The data obtained went through 
a sort-out process, so that the children who had not taken the PALS-K in both Fall and 
Spring and the children who were receiving special education services were excluded. 
The data were initially recorded manually on spreadsheets and then converted to SPSS 
statistical software for data analyses. 



 

 
All research questions for this study were designed to investigate the difference 

in Hispanic students’ mean reading readiness scores in English with regard to specific 
educational, social, and cultural factors. The study was designed to conduct statistical 
analyses of existing data: Hispanic kindergarten students’ demographic information and 
their PALS-K test scores. The most statistically appropriate way to answer the research 
questions was to analyze the PALS-K raw scores. Since the primary analysis 
investigates the difference in mean reading readiness scores with regard to several 
other factors, one-way Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) was the primary statistical 
technique which was used in testing all of these relationships. The selected probability 
level for all statistical tests in this study was p=.05.   

 
The independent variables were: (1) father and mother’s level of education, 

(2)gender of the student, (3) kindergarten program of student enrollment, (4) parents’ 
country of origin, (5) number of years that the student has lived in the U.S., (6) father 
and mother’s occupational status in the U.S., (7) family status of the student, and (8) 
preschool experience of the student. The dependent variables in this study were: The 
Hispanic students’ Fall and Spring mean reading readiness scores in English.   

 
This study sought to investigate the differences (changes) in the mean reading 

readiness scores with regard to the levels of the independent variables.  Therefore, the 
students in this study were grouped into different groups according to: (1) Their parents’ 
level of education (low, moderate, or high); (2) their gender (male vs. female); (3) their 
program of kindergarten instruction (FLS vs. ESOL); (4) their parents’ country of origin 
(North America, Central America, South America, and students of Hispanic mothers and 
fathers who came from different Spanish speaking regions and not from the same, e.g., 
South American mother and Central American father); (5) the number of years they lived 
in the U.S. (less than two, two to four, or more than four); (6) their parents occupational 
status (non-technical, technical, professional); (7) their family status (married parent 
household versus single parent household); and (8) their preschool experience 
(preschool in the U.S., preschool abroad, preschool in the U.S. and abroad, and no 
preschool experience). Separate analyses were conducted for father and mother’s level 
of education and occupation. The students’ Fall and Spring mean reading readiness 
scores were also compared separately with regard to each one of the independent 
variables to determine if there is a difference in reading readiness mean scores among 
students when they enter and when they exit kindergarten. 

 
For further statistical analyses purposes in this study, descriptive statistics were 

used.  Specifically, in order to summarize the findings of the study, means and standard 
deviations were used.  Frequencies, percentages, and cross-tabulations were also used 
in order to configure demographic information. 
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Table 4 
Independent and Dependent Variables of the Study 
 
 
Independent Variables 
(IVs) 

1) Father and mother’s level of education 
2) Gender of the student 
3) Kindergarten program of instruction (FLS vs ESOL) 
4) Parents’ country of origin 
5) Number of years that the student has lived in the US 
6) Father and mother’s occupational status in the US 
7) Family status of the student and  
8) Preschool experience of the student  

Dependent Variables 
(DVs)  

1) Students’ PALS-K fall mean reading readiness 
scores in English 

2) Students’ PALS-K spring mean reading readiness 
scores in English 

 
Findings 

 
Regarding the Fall and Spring mean reading readiness scores in English on the 

PALS-K of Hispanic kindergarten students, the significant group differences were 
explored in relation to the independent variables. With regard to the father’s/mother’s 
level of education, no significant differences were revealed between the groups, except 
for the comparison between Fall mean scores and father’s level of education, which was 
found to be significantly different. In the Fall, students of fathers with low level of 
education scored significantly lower than students of fathers with high level of education 
with a mean difference of negative 8.6. In relation to the parents’ country of origin, the 
results did not indicate any significant differences in the Fall and Spring mean scores 
between the student groups. 

 
 

Table 5 
ANOVA for Fall Mean Reading Readiness Scores and Father’s Level of Education in Hispanic 
Kindergarten Students 

 
Groups N Mean Standard 

Deviation 
F Level of 

Significance 
Significant 
Pairwise 

Comparison 
Low 

Moderat
e 

High 

11
6 

13
4 

36 

23 
26.8 
31.6 

16.1 
18.8 
20.2 

 
3.51

3 

 
.031 

 
High versus Low 

*p<.05 
 With regard to the gender of the student, no significant differences were found 
between males and females’ Fall and Spring mean reading readiness scores. Similarly, 
no significant differences were revealed in the Fall and Spring mean reading readiness 
scores of students who attended the FSL program and the ESOL program.   
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 The Fall mean scores of Hispanic kindergarten students in relation to the number 
of years that the student has lived in the U.S. were significantly different between the 
group of students who lived in the U.S. less than two years and those who lived in the 
U.S. for more than four years. The fall mean score of the students who lived in the U.S. 
less than two years was significantly lower than the Fall mean score of the students who 
lived in the U.S. for more than four years with a mean difference of negative 13.1. 
However, the Spring mean scores of all student groups in relation to the number of years 
that the student has lived in the U.S. were not significantly different. 
 
Table 6 
ANOVA for Fall Mean Reading Readiness Scores and Number of Years that the Student Has 
Lived in the U.S. in Hispanic Kindergarten Students 

 
Groups N Mean Standard 

Deviation 
F Level of 

Significance 
Significant 
Pairwise 

Comparison 
Less than 
2 years 

 
From 2 to 
4 years 

 
More than 

4 years 

29 
 
 

25 
 
 

25
5 

13.4 
 
 

23.9 
 
 

26.6 

10 
 
 

18.5 
 
 

18.2 

 
 

7.28
7 

 
 

.001 

 
 

Less than 2 years 
versus 

More than 4 years 

*p<.05 
 
 The examination of the students’ Fall and Spring mean scores in relation to the 
father’s/mother’s occupational status in the U.S. did not reveal any significant differences 
between the groups. Similar results were found in comparing the Fall and Spring mean 
scores of the students with regard to the family status of the student indicating no 
ignificant differences between the groups. s

 
 Results revealed significant differences in the Fall and Spring reading readiness 
scores between the student groups in relation to the preschool experience of the 
student.  In particular, students who attended preschool in the U.S. scored significantly 
higher in the Fall than students who attended preschool abroad with a mean difference 
of 17.8. In addition, students who attended preschool abroad scored significantly lower 
in the Fall than students who had no preschool experience with a mean difference of 
negative 13.1.   
 
Table 7 
ANOVA for Fall Mean Reading Readiness Scores and Preschool Experience of the Student in 
Hispanic Kindergarten Students 

 
Groups N Mean Standard 

Deviation 
F Level of 

Significance 
Significant 
Pairwise 

Comparison 
Preschool in 

U.S. 
 

Preschool 

11
4 
 
 

29 
 
 

11.2 

17.5 
 
 

7.6 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
Preschool in U.S 

versus  
preschool 
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abroad 
 

Preschool in 
both the U.S. 
and abroad 

 
No preschool 
experience 

19 
 
 

2 
 
 
 

17
4 

 
 

5.5 
 
 
 

24.4 

 
 

2.1 
 
 
 

18.3 

6.79
5 

.000 abroad 
 

and 
 

Preschool 
abroad versus  
no preschool 
experience 

*p<.05 
 

Significant differences in the mean scores of the student groups were also found 
in the Spring between the mean scores of students who attended preschool abroad and 
the mean scores of the students who did not attend preschool. Specifically, students 
who attended preschool abroad scored significantly lower than the students who did not 
have preschool experience with a mean difference of negative 8.5. 

 
Table 8 
ANOVA for Spring Mean Reading Readiness Scores and Preschool Experience of the Student in 
Hispanic Kindergarten Students 
 

Groups N Mean Standard 
Deviation 

F Level of 
Significance 

Significant 
Pairwise 

Comparison 
Preschool in 

U.S. 
 

Preschool 
abroad 

 
Preschool in 
both the U.S. 
and abroad 

 
No preschool 
experience 

11
9 
 
 

32 
 
 

2 
 
 
 

17
8 

72.5 
 
 

65 
 
 

78.5 
 
 
 

73.6 

16.6 
 
 

19.3 
 
 

.7 
 
 
 

13.4 

 
 
 
 
 

2.95
5 

 
 
 
 
 

.033 

 
 
 

Preschool 
abroad  
versus 

No preschool 
experience 

*p<.05 
 

Summarizing, significant differences in the Fall mean scores were found between 
the student groups in relation to father’s level of education, number of years that the 
student has lived in the U.S., and preschool experience of the student. Significant 
differences in the Spring mean scores were found only between the student groups in 
relation to the preschool experience of the student. All other statistical analyses did not 
reveal any significant differences in the Fall and Spring mean reading readiness scores 
between the student groups. 

 
 In addition, the gain scores (the difference between the Spring and Fall scores) 
for the entire group and for the two subgroups with regard to the program of instruction 
(FLS and ESOL) were examined. The number of students who took both tests (Fall and 
Spring) was 308. The researcher used the Paired Samples T-test statistics to investigate 
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the mean difference score of the study sample. The Fall mean score for the 308 
students who took both tests was 25.1 and the Spring mean score 72.9. The mean 
difference score for the entire sample was 47.8 and was statistically significant at the 
0.05 level. Therefore, it is evident that the two mean scores were significantly different 
and the entire group made significant progress in reading readiness skills even though 
both Fall and Spring mean scores were below the PALS-K benchmarks (28 for the Fall 
and 74 for the Spring, see Table 9). 
 
Table 9 
Distribution of the Study Population by Gain Mean Scores Between the Spring and the Fall Mean 
Scores 

 
Pair N Mean Standard 

Deviation 
Paired Differences t 

value 
Level of 

Significance 
Mean 

Difference 
Standard 
Deviation 

 
 
 

PALS-K 
Fall 

 
PALS-K 
Spring 

 
 
 

30
8 
 
 

30
8 

 
 
 

25.1 
 
 

72.9 

 
 
 

18.0 
 
 

14.9 

 
 

-47.8 

 
 

17.2 

 
 
 
 

-48.6 

 
 
 
 

.000 

*p<.05 
 
 In order to determine the gain scores between the Fall and Spring scores of the 
FLS and the ESOL student groups, one-way ANOVA was conducted. One hundred and 
fifty-eight students who attended the FLS Program were tested in both Fall and Spring, 
and 150 students who attended the ESOL Program. It was found that the mean 
difference for the FLS group was 49.6 and for the ESOL group 45.8 with a level of 
significance p=0.51. Although the students who attended the FLS program made greater 
gains than the students who attended the ESOL program, the difference in the gain 
scores of the two groups was not found to be significant at the 0.05 alpha level (Table 
10). 
 
Table 10 
Distribution of  Study Sample by Program of Instruction and Gain Mean Scores between the 
Spring and the Fall Mean Scores 

 
Program of Instruction N Mean Standard 

Deviation 
F Level of 

Significance 
First Language Support 

Program 
English for Speakers of Other 

Languages Program 
 

Total 

15
8 

 
15
0 

 
30
8 

49.6 
 
 

45.8 
 
 

47.8 

17.6 
 
 

16.6 
 
 

17.2 

 
 
 

3.84
9 

 
 
 

.051 

*p<.05 
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Discussion 

 
While many factors may be related to reading readiness in English in Hispanic 

kindergarten students, this study focused on the relationship between reading readiness 
and specific educational, social, and cultural factors.  The results indicated a significant 
difference between father’s level of education and Fall mean reading readiness scores. 
This finding is consistent with previous research findings which indicate that more literate 
and educated parents have children who perform better in school (Chaney, 1994; 
Goldfield & Snow, 1984; Pellegrini, Brody, & Sigel, 1985; Snow, et al., 1991; Snow & 
Tabors, 1996). However, by the end of the kindergarten year, the difference between 
father’s level of education and mean reading readiness scores was not found to be 
significant. Since this research did not investigate the extent of parental involvement in 
Hispanic kindergarten students’ schooling, it can not be determined from the findings 
whether the closing in the achievement gap between the groups by the end of the 
kindergarten year was due to parental participation and involvement in the children’s 
learning. A possible interpretation for the similar scores that the three groups had in the 
Spring could be that the kindergarten instruction throughout the school year succeeded 
to promote learning of English language fundamentals in all three student groups 
regardless of the parents’ level of education. In regard to the mother’s level of education, 
this research findings did not support previous research. In addition, the results indicate 
a relationship between reading readiness in English and length of residence in the U.S. 
when entering kindergarten. Hispanic children who spent most part of their lives in the 
U.S. achieved significantly higher scores on the PALS-K than their counterparts who 

ere born in Latin America.   w
 

Significant differences were found between two pairs of groups: students who 
attended preschool in the U.S. versus abroad and students who did not have any 
preschool experience. Since the PALS-K is a measurement of knowledge on English 
literacy fundamentals including phonological awareness in English, this finding indicates 
that preschool experience in another language may not contribute to reading readiness 
in English (as it is understood and measured by the PALS-K). However, it is important to 
note that in the Spring there was not found any significant difference between the two 
groups. Both groups made progress in reading readiness in English. An interpretation for 
this finding may be that preschool experience (even in schools abroad) may have long-
term benefits and may be an important factor for the future academic progress of the 
student. This interpretation coincides with Boyer’s (1992) suggestion that preschool 
experience is vital to the further academic success of the individual. Similarly, according 
to IRA and NAEYC (1998), preschool helps children explore their environment and build 
foundations for learning to read and write.   

 
The second statistically significant difference was found between the students 

who attended preschool abroad and students who did not have any preschool 
experience for both the Fall and Spring tests.  An interesting point about these findings is 
that although in the beginning of the kindergarten year, children who had schooling 
abroad scored very low on the Fall PALS-K (with a Fall mean score of 11.2), and the 
students with no preschool experience scored much higher (with a fall mean score of 
24.4). In the Spring, this difference between the two groups was smaller. The students 
who had preschool abroad achieved a Spring mean score of 65 versus 73.6, which was 
the score of the students who did not have preschool experience. This may be explained 
by the fact that the students who had preschool education abroad were new to the U.S. 
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and their exposure to English was not sufficient in order for them to acquire English 
phonological awareness. The improvement in the tests’ results in the Spring can be 
interpreted that although the students who attended preschool abroad were behind their 
peers in phonological awareness in English in the beginning of kindergarten, during 
kindergarten, they were able to make good progress because they were equipped with 
learning strategies and skills transferable to English language acquisition (August, 
Calderon, & Carlo, 2000; Bialystok, 1997; Cisero & Royer, 1995; Cummins, 1991; 
Durgunoglou, Nagy, & Hancin-Bahatt, 1993; Garcia, 1985).  

  
However, the children who had preschool education abroad remained behind the 

peers in the Spring, and both groups, the children who attended preschool abroad and 
the children who had no preschool experience, were unable to reach the PALS-K Fall 
and Spring benchmarks. These findings are consistent with previous findings of second 
language acquisition research which suggest that children who speak a language at 
home other than English are generally able to develop social vocabulary in about two 
years and academic language necessary for school success in about five to seven years 
(Collier & Thomas, 1989; Cummins, 1981), and with findings of preschool education 
research which suggest that preschool education is beneficial to children’s early literacy 
skills and further academic development and success (McKey, Condelli, Ganson, Barett, 
McConkey, & Plantz, 1985).   

 
As research indicates, despite the benefits of early childhood education on 

children’s readiness to learn, there is low enrollment of children from diverse racio-ethnic 
backgrounds in preschool (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2000).  
Specifically, many Hispanic parents do not prefer to enroll their young children to 
preschools (Schwartz, 1996), and there is evidence that the preschool enrollment of 
Hispanics is much lower than that of Whites (NCES, 1998a). The findings of this study 
support the above evidence that a great number of Hispanic students do not attend early 
childhood education programs. For example, of the 309 students who were tested in the 
Fall, 135 students attended preschool and 174 did not. Of the 331 students who were 
tested in the Spring, 153 students had preschool experience and 178 did not. In both the 
Fall and Spring student groups, the majority of the students did not have preschool 
experience. 

 
In summary, the results of this study suggest that the following factors 

contributed to significant group differences in reading readiness in English: (1) father’s 
level of education, (2) length of residence of the student in the U.S., and (3) preschool 
experience. All other examined factors did not indicate any significant group differences 
in reading readiness. 

 

Implications of the Study 

 
According to the Condition of Education (2000), 46% of the kindergarteners in 

urban areas have one or more of the following risk factors: (1) having a mother with less 
than a high school diploma, (2) living in a family who received welfare, (3) living in a 
single-parent household, and (4) having parents whose primary language is other than 
English. These socio-demographic risk factors are more common among minorities 
including Hispanics. About three-quarters of kindergarteners from Hispanic families have 
one or multiple risk factors (NCES, 2000c). Children with one or more risk factors are 
twice or three times more likely to have low reading scores than children with no risk 
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factors and are more likely to do poorly in school (Kaufman & Bradby, 1992; NCES, 
2000c). 

 
The distribution of the student sample with respect to the parents’ education and 

occupation indicates that the sample of the study consisted of students from low SES 
families. In addition, the students of the study came from homes where the native 
language is other than English, and in this case the language is Spanish.  All parent 
participants in the study were born in Latin American countries.  Although the majority of 
the students lived with both parents (263 children), 69 children lived in a single parent 
household.   

 
In addition, even though the majority of the students lived most of their lives in 

the U.S., living in low SES households, in a predominately Spanish speaking 
neighborhood, and having parents with low levels of education and perhaps limited 
English proficiency, it is likely that the exposure of these children to the English language 
was minimal prior to their entrance in kindergarten.  And while in kindergarten, studying 
in predominately Hispanic student classrooms, the majority of the first interactions 
among peers may as well have been in the Spanish language. 

 
Another factor identified by research as vital to reading success is preschool 

experience (IRA & NAEYC, 1998). The findings of this study indicated that the majority 
of the kindergarteners (179 children) did not have any preschool experience. During the 
collection of the data, it came to the attention of the researcher that many of the children 
who had preschool experience in the U.S., attended Head Start programs. Additionally, 
most of the risk factors, which have been identified from previous research as predictors 
for low reading achievement (Kaufman & Bradby, 1992; NCES, 2000c) were found to be 
also risk factors applicable to this study sample and the socio-demographic profile of the 
Hispanic kindergarteners who participated in this study is similar to the one described in 
the National Center for Educational Statistics (NCES) (2000c) findings.   

 
The entire sample in this study, as a group, did not meet the reading readiness 

criteria in both the Fall and Spring PALS-K tests.  In both tests, although the mean 
reading readiness scores were very close to the PALS-K benchmarks (25.2 vs. 28 in the 
Fall and 72.4 vs. 74 in the Spring), the students did not meet the reading readiness 
requirement for kindergarten maybe because they presented one or more of the above 
mentioned risk factors. However, this study was not designed to determine the extent to 
which a combination of these risk factors may have affected the reading readiness 
scores of the study sample. Therefore, specific conclusions with regard to the effect of 
these risk factors on reading readiness cannot be drawn from this study.  

     
The results show that the number of Hispanic kindergarten students who failed to 

reach the benchmark in the Spring was larger proportionally than the number of students 
who did not reach the benchmark in the Fall (36.9% in the Fall vs. 57.7% in the Spring).  
It is interesting that despite the fact that these children received a full year of 
kindergarten instruction, instead of achieving higher as a group in the end of the 
kindergarten year, the number of the children who did not reach the reading readiness 
criteria increased.   

 
Although this study was not designed to examine this outcome, a possible 

interpretation can be that the increase of the benchmark on PALS-K between the Fall 
and the Spring (from 28 in the Fall the benchmark increased 74 in the Spring) may be 
too dramatic for second language learners to reach. Kindergarten students who are just 
learning English may be unable to meet the Spring standards not because (1) they did 
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not make the expected progress, (2) did not receive proper English instruction in 
kindergarten, or (3) their parents were not active participants in their schooling. But, 
maybe these Hispanic students did not meet the Spring standards just because they are 
LEP and they need more time in school in order to meet these standards. And, to be 
more specific, we can look at the numbers. The PALS-K benchmark from 28 in the Fall 
increases to 74 in the Spring. The kindergarten student is therefore expected to have a 
gain score of 46 points in order to meet the Spring requirement. The results indicated 
that the overall mean gain score for the entire study sample was 47.8, which is 1.8 
points higher than the expected gain score by the PALS-K gain score.   

 
In examining the two groups separately, it was also found that the mean gain 

score of the students who attended the FLS program was 49.6, which is 4.6 points 
higher than the expected score, and the mean gain score of the ESOL group was 45.8, 
which is only 0.2 point lower than the expected score.  It is clear from the findings that 
even though the Hispanic kindergarten students in this study as a group did not reach 
the benchmarks for either the Fall or Spring tests, they made more than the expected 
progress in reading. Therefore, although they did make the expected progress 
developmentally, because they started kindergarten having less knowledge of the 
important English language fundamentals than it is required by the PALS-K, they 
continued to perform lower after they had completed kindergarten and were unable to 
meet the PALS-K Spring criteria. The above inferences can be supported by the second 
language acquisition research, which suggests that it takes second language learners 
longer time to meet certain academic expectations than it takes native English speakers 
due to shorter length of residence in the host country and the step by step chronological 
process of second language acquisition (it takes from one to two years to master the 
Basic Interpersonal Communicative Skills and at least five to seven years to achieve 
Cognitive-academic Language Proficiency) (Collier, 1987; Cummins, 1996).   

 
It is worthwhile to note that even though the difference in the mean gain scores of 

the two groups (FLS vs. ESOL) was not statistically significant, the findings showed that 
the students who attended the FLS program made higher gains as a group than the 
students who attended the ESOL program (49.6 vs. 45.8 respectively). Taking in 
consideration the fallacies which exist about bilingual education (Crawford, 1998) and 
the laws which have been passed in California (1998) and Arizona (2000) against 
bilingual education keeping it accountable for students’ academic failure in English, the 
Hispanic students in this study who received bilingual instruction in kindergarten (English 
and Spanish) gained more in acquiring English language fundamentals than the 
Hispanic students who received English only language instruction even though the 
difference was not found to be statistically significant. Bilingual instruction therefore was 
in no means harmful, and it obviously did not prolong the acquisition of English language 
fundamentals in these students. 

 

Suggestions for Future Research 

 
 Most past research has focused on examining the relationship between the level 
of maternal education and student reading readiness in kindergarten.  Future studies 
that focus on the effects of the father and mother’s level of education on Hispanic 
children’s readiness to read in kindergarten can yield more detailed information about 
which parent’s (father or mother’s) educational level is more associated with Hispanic 
children’s ability to read in kindergarten.   
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In addition, the results of this study indicated that although in the beginning of the 
kindergarten year, the father’s educational level was found to be associated with 
Hispanic children’s reading readiness, by the end of kindergarten year, no relationship 
was found between the father’s level of education and reading readiness.  A follow-up 
research study based on the finding that although Hispanic father’s level of education 
appears to influence reading readiness prior to their children’s kindergarten year, its 
influence disappears by the end of the kindergarten year. It would be of great interest in 
examining whether that’s because the fathers are less involved in their children’s literacy 
development at the time their children enter formal education leaving this role to the 
teachers, or that is because of the quality and the methods of the kindergarten 
instructional programs. 

 
Previous research on the transfer skills from Spanish to English has shown that 

there is transfer in phonological awareness, vocabulary acquisition, word recognition, 
and reading comprehension (August et al., 2000; Durgunoglu et al., 1993; Fitzgerald, 
1995; Jimenez, Garcia, & Pearson, 1995, 1996; Lambert & Tucker, 1972).  Because it 
cannot be determined from the findings of this study whether the low scores of Hispanic 
kindergarten students on the reading readiness measurement may be attributed to their 
poor reading readiness skills in Spanish, future research can provide more information 
about the relationship between Spanish and English reading readiness skills in 
kindergarten Hispanic students.  

 
Another factor to be considered is that although Hispanics are very diverse as a 

population group, in the U.S. they have been viewed and dealt with as a homogeneous 
group with the same racio-ethnic and cultural background. Ethnographic studies and 
national surveys that focus on the reading readiness and achievement of Hispanic 
students in the U.S. with respect to their parents’ country of origin in relation to their SES 
will provide cultural, ethnical, and educational data about the different Hispanic 
subgroups in the U.S. and their educational needs.  

 
During the collection of the data, it came to the attention of the researcher that 

although the majority of the student participants in this study were U.S. born, many of 
them went back to their parents’ native country for long periods of time and returned to 
the U.S. only when it was the time for them to enter kindergarten. Many of these children 
were raised in Latin American countries where their exposure to the English language 
was very limited or non-existent. Future research on a national level can provide more 
insight about the length of residence in the U.S. of U.S. born Hispanic youngsters as a 
reason that may cause them to have limited English proficiency throughout the 
elementary and secondary grades.    

 
 In addition, further research which will be conducted on Hispanic students from 
all socio-economic levels with regard to their parents’ occupational status in the U.S., 
family configuration, and quality of preschool experience may reveal more information 
regarding the relationship between these factors and reading readiness in English in 
Hispanic kindergarten students. 
 

 

Conclusions and Recommendations 
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The results of this investigation showed that the Hispanic kindergarteners of the 
study did not meet the PALS-K benchmark upon entering and exiting kindergarten.  



 

Although the mean gain scores between Spring and Fall indicate that they made 
substantial progress in reading during their kindergarten year, they were still not able to 
meet the reading readiness criteria set by PALS-K. This observation does not imply that 
the standards in the assessment of second language learners’ reading readiness in 
kindergarten should be lower. On the contrary, we must maintain high standards and 
have high expectations for all students. However, it is crucial that the standards we 
establish and the criteria we set must accurately reflect the unique characteristics and 
needs of our LEP students (Lachat, 1999). 

 
According to the PALS-K manual, the instrument has been extensively field 

tested across genders, socio-economic levels, and diverse student populations from 
various racio-ethnic backgrounds and it is a valid and reliable instrument for measuring 
reading readiness in kindergarten students (Invernizzi et al., 2000). However, further 
field-testing of the instrument specifically on second language learners would give more 
information about the use of the measurement with limited English children from 
linguistic backgrounds other than English. An investigation with a large number of 
Hispanic kindergarten students, in particular, will provide important information about the 
use of the measurement with this student population. This is very important since 
Hispanic students consist the larger linguistic student minority in the U.S. and it has 
been documented that are at risk for reading failure.   

 
Since performance assessment has entered our schools and today the use of 

standardized measurements is mandatory in most school districts across the nation, 
students are expected to perform in a certain way and at a certain level on these tests in 
order to meet the “on grade level” criteria. However, relying only on standardized 
instruments for the reading assessment of second language learners can be misleading. 
A more holistic assessment approach which includes performance, authentic, and 
portfolio assessment may be a more accurate and safe way to assess linguistically 
diverse students’ reading readiness in kindergarten.   

 
 According to Kagan (1992), the implementation of successful school readiness 
cannot be achieved only through collaboration among parents, schools, and 
communities, but it must be matched by internal school efforts. Therefore, schools must 
provide curricula and extra curricula educational programs which accelerate the 
immigrant student’s mastery of literacy and development in the content areas. In 
addition, schools must develop parent-school partnerships and community outreach 
programs to support parents who speak a language other than English in their effort to 
assist their children in the acquisition of important English language fundamentals 
including in particular phonemic awareness and rhyming methods which differ 
significantly across languages. 
 
 From the findings of this study and previous research findings (Zill et al., 1995), it 
can be concluded that preschool attendance is related to higher scores in reading 
readiness in Hispanic kindergarten students. Taking in consideration that Hispanic 
parents are reluctant to enroll their children in preschool (Schwartz, 1996), which is not 
always offered in public schools, and the fact that the majority of Hispanic parents enroll 
their youngsters in kindergarten which is offered in public schools, and the importance of 
preprimary education in children’s academic success (Boyer, 1992; IRA & NAEYC, 
1998), legislators and policy makers must consider making preschools a part of public 
education. Such a decision will offer access to early childhood education to all 
individuals and will secure good quality of preschool education since instruction is going 
to be offered under the responsibility and umbrella of the public schools. In addition, 
making preschool education public and free of charge for all will allow parents from low 
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socio-economic levels to enroll their children in good quality preschool programs despite 
heir financial status. t

 
Success brings success! Understanding and emphasizing the progress on 

English literacy of second language learners and not holding on to a phenomenical 
failure on the standardized reading measurements allows us to see the clear picture of 
the results of our instructional interventions, the children’s efforts, and the parents’ 
support. Instead of emphasizing to our non-native English language students and their 
parents that they are reading below grade level, it would be helpful to also emphasize 
that their progress in school is the expected considering all the barriers and limitations. 
Boosting our students’ self-esteem by recognizing their strengths and achievements is 
probably one of the best ways to motivate them to succeed in school and achieve the 
high literacy standards of our times. 
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Abstract 

 
This longitudinal, quantitative study examined the English oral and 
literacy development of U.S.-born English language learners 
(ELLs) who had attended a two-way immersion (TWI) or 
developmental bilingual (DBE) program since Kindergarten, as 
measured by a five-point rating scale and the Language 
Assessment Scale Reading/Writing.  Descriptive statistical 
analysis showed native-like academic oral proficiency developed 
within two (comprehension) to four (production) years. Basic 
literacy skills reached fluency by the end of third grade, though 
30% of the students were still limited in writing.  T-tests indicated 
significant differences between TWI students and DBE students’ 
literacy skills.  The findings of the study point to the importance of 
considering plateau effects in second language production skills. 

 

Introduction 

 
Recent proposals in California, Arizona, Massachusetts, and Colorado to replace 

bilingual education with one-year English-only structured immersion programs for 
English language learners (ELLs) have reinforced a long-standing debate on the 
expected rate of second language proficiency development of English language learners 
(ELLs).  However, in absence of longitudinal studies that examine second language 
proficiency development there is a gap in our understanding of what students (can) learn 
in one year (as reflected in these one-year policy proposals) and ultimate attainment in a 
second language.  Even less is understood about such second language development 
within the context of bilingual programs for minority language speakers.  This study 
aimed to address this gap by examining the development of English oral proficiency and 
literacy skills of native Spanish speakers in maintenance bilingual programs from a 
longitudinal perspective.  After providing a summary of the “how long” debate and the 
outcomes of different bilingual program types, the article presents the study, its 
outcomes, and implications.   
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The “How Long” Question 

 
The question how long it takes learners to become proficiency in a second 

language (L2) has long occupied the field of English as a second language and bilingual 
education.  Since the early 1980s, researchers have tried to establish the length of time 
needed to acquire academic second language proficiency.  This line of research builds 
on Cummins’ distinction between social and academic English proficiency (Cummins, 
1980, 2000) and finds that it may take ELLs between four and seven years to reach 
grade-level norms on formal language/reading tests (Collier, 1987; Cummins, 1981; 
Hakuta, Butler, & Witt, 2000; Klesmer, 1994).  These studies are concerned with ultimate 
academic achievement in English and do not include program-related variables, such as 
program type or length of program attendance.  One can therefore not infer that these 
findings support the need for specialized programs (i.e., bilingual education or English 
as a Second Language programs) for English language learners that last seven years or 
more.  They do, however, emphasize the need for continued support for ELLs to learn to 
negotiate learning through their second language (Cummins, 2000).  

 
To what extent such support must come through a specialized program or in a 

standard curriculum classroom is open for debate (e.g., Platt, Harper, & Mendoza, 
2003).  How long should ELLs remain in a specialized program? In contrast to the 
previous research, this alternate “how long” question deals with the identification of 
minimum criteria to determine ELL students’ readiness for reclassification as fluent 
English proficient and hence fulltime placement in a standard curriculum classroom (De 
Avila, 1990; De George, 1988; Gandara & Merino, 1993; Linquanti, 2001; Rossell & 
Baker, 1988).  The policy proposals cited above assume that after one year “children will 
understand enough English so that they will be better off in a grade level mainstream 
classroom than in a remedial classroom” (Rossell, 2000, p. 17).  However, it takes ELLs 
longer than one year to meet even minimal criteria for placement in a standard 
curriculum classroom, regardless of program type (e.g., Fillmore, 1998; Goldberg, 1997; 
Krashen, 2000; Ramirez, 1992).  Moreover, a remedial approach to the schooling of 
ELLs has long been criticized as inappropriate if the goal is to provide ELLs with equal 
access to comprehensive education (Brisk, 1998).  Rossell’s comment is therefore less 
an argument to quickly place ELLs in standard curriculum classrooms than it is a 
reminder that program goals, design, and implementation must reflect high expectations 
for ELLs. 

 
These two perspectives on the “how long” question have raised important issues 

regarding English proficiency.  However, few studies have considered the development 
of second language skills between a minimum of one year and ultimate attainment as it 
occurs over time in different programmatic contexts.  The purpose of this study was to 
longitudinally examine these patterns for ELLs.  

 

L2 Proficiency Development in Bilingual Programs 

 
With few exceptions (Ramirez, 1992; Thomas & Collier, 2002), ELL program 

evaluation studies have typically compared English as a Second Language and bilingual 
program outcomes after 2-3 years of program implementation (e.g., Greene, 1998; 
Rossell & Baker, 1996; Willig, 1985).  Besides methodological flaws (e.g., August & 
Hakuta, 1997; Willig & Ramirez, 1993), these studies have been unable to provide 
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insights regarding trends in second language development over time in various ELL 
program types.  There continues to be a need for longitudinal research that follows the 
same students for an extended period of time (August & Hakuta, 1997; Thomas & 
Collier, 1997).  

 
The program evaluations’ exclusive emphasis on comparing bilingual versus 

English-only approaches has also prevented a more nuanced discussion about the 
effectiveness of different bilingual education models.  Generally speaking, a distinction 
can be made between maintenance bilingual programs and transitional bilingual 
programs.  Maintenance bilingual models are considered more consistent with an 
educational approach that maximizes the social, cognitive, and academic benefits of 
bilingualism documented in the literature (Christian, 1994; Cloud, Genesee, & Hamayan, 
2000; Cummins, 2000; Lindholm-Leary, 2001; Thomas & Collier, 1997; Valdés, 1997).  
Maintenance bilingual programs typically use both languages (at least 50% for the 
minority language) for the duration of the program (minimally K-5).  There are two types 
of maintenance bilingual programs: developmental (or late-exit) bilingual programs for 
minority students (DBE) and two-way immersion (TWI) programs that target majority and 
minority students (Brisk, 1998; Ovando & Collier, 1998).  In contrast to maintenance 
bilingual programs, transitional (early-exit) bilingual education (TBE) programs are short-
term programs (2-3 years), in which the native language is temporarily used as a bridge 
to learning English.  They have been criticized for being assimilationist and subtractive 
(Ovando & Collier, 1998; Spener, 1988). 

  
While the positive effects of attending a good bilingual program have been well 

documented (for overviews see for example Collier, 1992; Crawford, 1997; Cummins, 
1996; Lindholm-Leary, 2001), little is known about the effectiveness of different bilingual 
program types.  Studies that compared TWI and TBE programs (Cazabon, Nicoladis, & 
Lambert, 1998; Lindholm-Leary, 2001; Thomas & Collier, 2002) or DBE and TBE 
programs (Medina & Escamilla, 1992; Thomas & Collier, 2002) have consistently 
reported that MBE students outperform their TBE peers on measures of native language 
oral language and/or reading.  This outcome is predictable and fully consistent with the 
goals of each program type.  Regarding English proficiency development, some studies 
found no differences between MBE and TBE programs (Ramirez, 1992; Medina & 
Escamilla, 1992) or presented mixed results.  For instance, Lindholm-Leary (2001) who 
examined cross-sectional data for English oral language development for TBE and TWI 
program students, reported different outcomes depending on the instrument used.  TBE 
students outperformed TWI students on one oral assessment scale, but had a lower 
passing rate than TWI students on a different oral language assessment.  Thomas & 
Collier (2002) provide the strongest data regarding the strength of TWI. They examined 
different bilingual program types in one district, the Houston Independent School District 
(HISD).  The HISD bilingual programs included substantial native language instruction 
for the first three years (PK-2) with an increase in English in third grade.  Differences 
among bilingual program types emerged in 4th grade when students in the TBE program 
shifted to an all English-medium classroom and students in the DBE and TWI programs 
maintained 50% of their instruction in Spanish.  The only difference between the DBE 
and TWI program as described by the HISD guidelines was the presence of dominant 
English speakers in the TWI program.  Thomas & Collier found that students in the TWI 
program consistently outperformed comparable groups of students attending the 
transitional bilingual education program on the Stanford English reading, math, and 
language.  In short, while the superiority of maintenance bilingual education programs 
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for native language development and maintenance is clear, mixed results are reported 
for achievement in the second language, English.   

 
The increased popularity of TWI programs across the nation (Christian, Howard, 

& Loeb, 2000) has caused an interest in comparisons between TWI and transitional or 
developmental bilingual programs.  The inclusion of majority language speakers, 
systematic opportunities for native and non-native speaker interaction to build language 
and cross-cultural skills, and high program status create contexts for academic and 
language learning (Christian, 1994; Lindholm-Leary, 2001; Thomas & Collier, 1997) 
more difficult to obtain for DBE or TBE programs. The quasi-longitudinal data in Thomas 
& Collier (2002) indicated higher performance for TBE students than for the students in 
the DBE programs.  Although the study did not directly compare DBE and TWI 
programs, combining the latter finding with the ones cited above (TWI students 
outperformed TBE students) leads to the speculation that the outcomes for TWI and 
DBE programs may indeed be different (see also Collier, 1992).  

 
These findings confirm the importance of considering the effectiveness of 

different bilingual models in developing English language proficiency skills longitudinally 
over time (August & Hakuta, 1997; Lindholm-Leary, 2001).  Whereas the superiority of 
native language proficiency appears similar across maintenance bilingual education 
programs for language minority students, the variation across models emerges 
particularly when considering English achievement patterns.  The purpose of this study 
was to examine the development of second language proficiency by English language 
learners in the context of bilingual education programs.  The study is unique for two 
reasons.  First, it takes a longitudinal view to the “how long” question by following 
students from Kindergarten through fifth grade.  Second, it focuses on two maintenance 
bilingual programs, a two-way immersion and a developmental bilingual education 
program.  The first two research questions examined at which point ELLs reach native-
like English oral proficiency and literacy, respectively.  The third question explored 
whether there were any differences between the two programs. 

 

Methodology 

 
The study took place in medium-sized school district in the Northeastern United 

States.  The district enrolls close to 8,000 students.  At the time of the study, it had three 
types of programs for ELLs: two-way immersion, developmental bilingual education, and 
an English as a Second Language program.  The district was chosen because of its 
long-standing experience with ELLs (the first bilingual classroom was established in the 
late 1960s), its consistency in program philosophy and implementation, and access to a 
TWI and a DBE program within the district.   Specifically, the study was concerned with 
three research questions: 

 
When do ELLs in maintenance bilingual programs reach fluency in English oral 

comprehension and production? 
 
When do ELLs in maintenance bilingual programs reach fluency in English reading 

and writing? 
 
Are there differences between the TWI and the DBE program regarding English oral 

proficiency and English literacy skills? 
 

NABE Journal of Research and Practice, 2:1 Winter 2004 
 
 
 

80
 



To answer these questions, a longitudinal, quantitative study was designed and 
implemented. 
 
 
Sample 

For the purpose of this study, a sample of U.S.-born native Spanish-speaking 
ELLs who entered the DBE or TWI program in Kindergarten and who remained in these 
programs through 3rd, 4th, or 5th grade without interruptions (e.g., moving away and 
returning) was selected to remove the role of length of residence and country of birth as 
confounding variables.  Hence, students who entered at later grade levels (Grade 1 and 
up) were excluded from the sample.  Also, students with special needs and those 
students for whom more than two consecutive data points were missing were taken out 
of the sample.  The TWI program is located in a school with a higher percentage of 
students on free/reduced lunch.  The two samples are similar in terms of entering 
students’ country of birth and gender (Table 1).  
 
 
Table 1  
Sample 

 

 TWI  DBE 

K-3 Cohort 55 51 

K-4 Cohort 45 37 

K-5 Cohort 26 19 

Number of non-U.S. Born Students in sample 6 7 

Gender Male: 37% 

Female: 63% 

Male: 37% 

Female: 63% 

School Percentage of students on free/reduced lunch 38% 27% 

Number of Special education students (excluded from 

analysis) 

11 9 

 

de Jong / L2 Proficiency Development in a Bilingual Program 
 
 
 

81

The data were grouped into three longitudinal cohorts: a K-3 cohort, a K-4 cohort, 
and a K-5 cohort (Table 1; and below).  The K-3 cohort includes scores of all students 
who entered in grade three and who stayed in the program through Grade 3 (i.e., it 
includes data from students who stayed longer in the program).  There is therefore 
overlap between the K-3 and the K-4/5 cohorts.  The K-4 cohort includes only the scores 
of students who entered in Kindergarten and who stayed through grade 4.  It excludes 
students only attending K-3 but includes students who stayed through 5th grade.  



Finally, the K-5 cohort includes only students who attended the program for their 
elementary school career and does not include data from students who attended only K-
3 or K-4.  Collapsing the cohorts increases the number per cohort.  This step is justified 
because of the stability of program philosophy and implementation, and the stability of 
the teachers involved.   
 
Instrumentation 

Oral language proficiency.  The [State] English Language Assessment- Oral 
[S]ELA-O is an English oral proficiency assessment instrument that was developed 
specifically for the state in which the district is located.  It is a teacher-administered 
assessment that requires that teachers observe and rate students individually on a scale 
of 0 to 5 in oral comprehension and production.  While the comprehension component 
consists of only one scale, the production component consists of the four subscales of 
grammar, pronunciation, vocabulary, and fluency.  When it was developed in 1993-1995, 
inter-rater reliability for the [S]ELA-O was reported as between .74 and .77 for the 
comprehension component and between .71 and .85 for the production component.  
These levels of reliability are considered quite good for a teacher-administered 
assessment.  All teachers in the district are trained to properly administer the [S]ELA-O.  
Teachers receive a day and a half of training their first year of administering the 
assessment; the following year they receive another half-day of follow-up training.  The 
interpretation of the five levels is generally as follows.  Students at Levels 0, 1 and 2 are 
in the process of mastering social language.  Students at Level 3 are socially able to 
function in English and are beginning to function academically in English.  Levels 4 and 
5 indicate native-like academic English proficiency.  The [S]ELA-O is administered in the 
Spring of each year to students in the bilingual program from Kindergarten through 
Grade 5 to all students who have been in the classroom for at least two months at the 
time of assessment. 

 
Reading and writing proficiency.  For the purpose of assessing English literacy 

skills, a widely used formal language tests, the Language Assessment Scale 
Reading/Writing (LAS; Duncan and DeAvila, 1988) was used. The  LAS R/W is a 
standardized proficiency assessment that measures English reading and writing skills.  It 
assesses vocabulary, fluency, reading comprehension, mechanics, and usage.  Raw 
scores can be converted into a proficiency level (non-reader/writer, limited reader/writer, 
and fluent reader/writer).  The LAS R/W uses different forms for different grade levels, 
e.g., Form 1 is used for Grades 2-3 and Form 2 is used for Grades 4-6.  The test is 
widely used to document progress as well as to determine a student’s readiness to exit 
specialized services.  The LAS-R/W is administered in Grade 2 through 5 as a whole-
class assessment.  The district provides teachers with a scoring manual that includes 
detailed instructions and guidelines about the scoring of student responses.   

 
Research Site 
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The TWI program aims to develop bilingualism and biliteracy, grade-level 
academic performance by 5th grade in Spanish and English, and cross-cultural 
competence.  It enrolls 50% native English speakers and 50% native Spanish speakers. 
There are two teachers at each grade level, a Spanish and English classroom.  The TWI 
program adheres to a one teacher-one language policy at each grade level, except for 
Kindergarten where the English teacher also teaches in Spanish to reinforce Spanish for 
all students. Initial literacy development occurs in the native language for both language 
groups.  Formal English literacy instruction for ELLs does not start until second grade 



through the English as a Second Language class and in third grade through the 
classroom teacher.  Until second grade, the focus is on oral language development in 
English. In Kindergarten the native Spanish speakers receive all instruction in Spanish 
except for specials (music, art, and physical education).  In grades 1 and 2 they spend 
about 70% of the time is spent in L1 (literacy and math) and 30% in English (social 
studies/science).  As of third grade, all students receive 50% of their instruction in their 
native language and 50% in their second language.  

 
The district’s self-contained DBE program is also designed for native Spanish 

speakers with limited English proficiency and who are dominant in their native language.  
The ultimate goal of the program is to prepare its students to succeed in a standard 
curriculum classroom.  The DBE program is a K-5 model in which students are not 
expected to exit until 4th or 5th grade (though some do).  The distribution of the two 
languages in the program for students entering in Kindergarten is described in the 
district’s program handbook approximately as follows:  K-1 (L1: 85%, L2: 15%), Grade 2 
(L1: 75%, L2: 25%), Grade 3 (L1: 60%-50%; L2: 40%-50%), Grades 4 and 5 (L1: 30%; 
L2: 70%).  Initial literacy development starts in L1, Spanish.  DBE teachers start formal 
English literacy towards the middle of second grade and increase the time spent in 
English Language Arts in third grade.  Until second grade, the English as a Second 
Language component focuses on oral language development.  The school in which the 
program is located has worked hard to create an inclusive, bilingual environment for all 
its students.  Students are integrated for special areas (music, art, physical education) 
with standard curriculum students.  Moreover, to avoid extended student segregation, 
the program started to integrate DBE and standard curriculum students for content area 
instruction (science, social studies).  This project started in 1998 with 4th graders, 
continued in 1999 with 4th and 5th grade, and was further extended in 2000 to include 
third grade as well.  

 
Both programs are designed as quality bilingual programs and are expected to 

follow the state and district guidelines for grade-level curriculum content in all subject 
areas.  The two schools are also comparable in terms of access to bilingual special 
education services, Spanish Title I services, and a fulltime English as a Second 
Language teacher.  In both programs, all teachers have bilingual or English as a Second 
Language certification and have comparable years of teaching experience across the 
grade levels.  Main differences between the two programs include systematic access to 
and interaction with native English speakers for the TWI students in the content areas 
and the use of dual language models (one teacher) at all grade levels for DBE students.  
Additionally, the TWI program is clearly perceived as an enrichment program.  The DBE 
program’s status is more ambiguous as it is trying to distance itself from a transitional 
bilingual education philosophy, which dominated in the 1980s. 

 
Program placement.  The bilingual program student assignment process is part 

of a controlled choice program in the district.  The TWI and the DBE program take 
students from the same “pool” of Spanish-speaking ELLs.  Students are eligible for the 
TWI or the DBE program if they have been recommended for bilingual services.  Such 
placement is determined by the score on the oral Language Assessment Scale in 
English and Spanish. Spanish-speaking students are eligible for enrollment in a bilingual 
program if they are Spanish dominant, i.e., their score is Level 3 or higher (out of a scale 
from 1 to 5, 5 being fluent native speaker) and they are limited proficient in English (their 
English score is below Level 4).  After services have been determined and parents agree 
with a bilingual program placement, the parents indicate their preference of program 
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type (TWI or DBE).  Due to the controlled choice process, they have placement 
guarantee for their child in the school/program attended by a sibling.  Once the 
Kindergarten slots are filled through the sibling guarantee process, the remaining slots 
are assigned by lottery.  In other words, both programs take in the same group of 
Spanish-speaking ELLs who have been assigned based on the same criteria.  There is 
therefore no reason to assume significant differences in the two student populations 
entering each program in terms of their Spanish language proficiency. 

 
Procedure 

Data for this study were drawn from district-level data, which are annually 
collected to meet state reporting requirements.  In the Spring of each year, the Office of 
Bilingual Education indicates a two-week timeframe to teachers during which they must 
administer the [S]ELA-O and the LAS,  thus ensuring that these assessments are done 
at approximately the same time in all programs throughout the district.  Each teacher 
submits individual student scores on a specific form to the Office of Bilingual Education.  
For the purpose of this study, copies of the teachers’ reporting forms were obtained from 
the district for a period of six years (1995-2001) as well as information on each student’s 
date of program entry and program type.  This information was entered into a database.  
The database contained individual assessment data for each student for each year s/he 
remained in the program between 1995 and 2001 for the [S]ELA-O (K-5) and for the LAS 
R/W (Grades 2-5).   

 
Based on these data, the following analyses were carried out for each research 

question.  The first question focuses on the point at which English language learners 
who entered their program in Kindergarten reach native-like oral proficiency in English.  
To answer this question, mean scores were calculated for each cohort at each grade 
level for comprehension and production as well as the percentage of students at each of 
the oral assessment’s five proficiency levels (0-5).  T-test analysis was used to 
determine whether scores differed significantly from grade to grade for each cohort.  To 
answer the second research question, when do ELLs reach fluency in reading and 
writing, the distribution of student standardized scores over the three literacy levels 
indicated in the LAS manual (non-reader/writer, limited reader/writer, and fluent 
reader/writer) was determined.  T-test analysis was carried out to examine whether 
students’ scores changed significantly from second to third and from fourth to fifth grade.  
Finally, the third research question regarding programmatic differences was examined 
using t-test analysis for oral comprehension and production scores and for standardized 
reading and writing scores.  TWI and DBE cohorts were compared for each grade. 

 

Results 

 
At what point do TWI and DBE students reach native-like oral L2 fluency? The 

first research question considered the point at which ELLs reached fluency in oral 
English in the two bilingual programs. The results for comprehension and production are 
presented below. For each program, students’ mean scores are presented first, followed 
by their distribution over the five levels distinguished by the [S]ELA-O (Level 0-5). 

 
L2 Oral language: Comprehension 

TWI Program Students 
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The mean scores for the oral language proficiency for the three cohorts show 
steady growth in oral language comprehension.  A mean score of 4.0 or higher 
(indicating mastery of native-like academic English proficiency) is approached by the 
end of first grade, exceeded by the end of second grade (Table 2), and continues to 
increase through 5th grade.  Growth from Kindergarten to first (p<.01) and from first to 
second grade is significant for each cohort (p<.05).  In the K-5 cohort, scores from 4th to 
5th grade also differed significantly (p<.01).   
 
 
Table 2  
[S]ELA-O L2 Oral Proficiency Mean Scores TWI Program 
 

TWI PROGRAM 

Comprehension 

 K Grade 1 Grade 2 Grade 3 Grade 4 Grade 5 

TWI-K-3 2.4 3.8 4.2 4.1   

TWI-K-4 2.3 3.9 4.2 4.2 4.3  

TWI-K-5 2.2 3.8 4.3 4.2 4.3 5 

Production 

 K Grade 1 Grade 2 Grade 3 Grade 4 Grade 5 

TWI-K-3 1.9 3.2 3.7 3.7   

TWI-K-4 1.7 3.2 3.7 3 4.3  

TWI-K-5 1.7 2.8 3.5 3.8 3.9 4.9 

 
When considering the distribution of students over the [S]ELA-O’s five proficiency 

levels (Level 0-5), it appears that the three cohorts show similar behaviors (Figures 1a-
c). By the end of first grade, two-thirds to three-quarters of the TWI students are rated as 
native-like at a Level 4 or 5 in comprehension.  Over 85% of the students have reached 
these levels by the end of second grade (K-3: 86%, K-4: 88%, K-5: 88%).  By 4th grade, 
almost all students are rated at these levels for the K-4 and K-5 cohorts (96% and 93%, 
respectively).    
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Figure 1a 
L2 Oral Language Proficiency: Comprehension K-3 TWI Cohort 
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Figure 1b 
L2 Oral Language Proficiency: Comprehension K-4 TWI Cohort 
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Figure 1c 
L2 Oral Language Proficiency: Comprehension  K-5 TWI Cohort 
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DBE Program Students 

The DBE students’ oral language development indicates beginning academic 
English skills in comprehension by the end of Kindergarten.  By the end of first grade, 
their average score is 4.0 or higher (Table 3).  For each cohort, growth from grade to 
grade is significant (p<.01).  An exception is the K-5 cohort, where growth from first to 
second grade is significant at the .05 level and scores from 4th to 5th grade are not 
significantly different. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Table 3  
[S]ELA-O L2 Oral Proficiency Mean Scores MBE Program 
 
 

MBE PROGRAM 

Comprehension 
 K Grade 1 Grade 2 Grade 3 Grade 4 Grade 5 

MBE-K-3 3.3 4.1 4.6 4.2   

MBE-K-4 3.4 4 4.6 3.9 4.8  

MBE-K-5 3.4 3.8 4.6 4 4.8 4.8 

Production 
 K Grade 1 Grade 2 Grade 3 Grade 4 Grade 5 

MBE-K-3 2 3.3 3.7 3.6   

MBE-K-4 2.1 3.2 3.7 3.3 4  
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MBE-K-5 2.2 3.2 3.8 3.4 3.8 4.1 

 
Less than 20% of the students in the DBE program are rated as beginning 

English learners in comprehension at the end of Kindergarten (Figures 4a-c).  About one 
quarter of the DBE students is at Level 3 and 70% of the students have reached native-
like fluency by the end of first grade.  As of second grade, almost all students are at 
Levels 4 and 5 for L2 oral language comprehension.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 2a 
L2 Oral Language Proficiency: Comprehension MBE K-3 Cohort 
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Figure 2b 
L2 Oral Language Proficiency: Comprehension MBE K-4 Cohort 
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Figure 2c 
L2 Oral Language Proficiencyl: Comprehension MBE K-5 Cohort 
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L2 Oral language: Production 

TWI Program Students 

It takes the TWI students until the end of 3rd grade to approach native-like 
proficiency in oral production (mean score of 4.0 and higher), although emergent 
academic proficiency (reflected by a mean score of 3.0 and higher) is reached or 
exceeded by second grade (Table 2).  Significance was reached for growth from 
Kindergarten to first grade (p<0.01) and from first to second grade (p<.05) for each 
cohort.  Only the K-5 cohort showed further significant differences in scores for each 
subsequent grade level through fifth grade (p<0.01).   

 
The analysis of proficiency levels shows more variation in the early grades for English 
oral language production skills (Figure 3a-c).  The majority of K-3 cohort and K-4 cohort 
students have reached Level 3 by the end of first grade.  The K-5 cohort students take 
until third grade, probably because they started at much lower English production levels 
than the other two cohorts. Native-like academic English oral proficiency (Level 4 or 5) is 
reached by 71%-76% of the students in third grade and by almost all students (84% and 
86% for the K-4 and K-5 cohorts, respectively) by the end of 4th grade.   
 
Figure 3a 
L2 Oral Language Proficiency: Production K-3 TWI Cohort 
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Table 3b 
L2 Oral Language Proficiency: Production  TWI K-4 Cohort 
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Figure 3c 
L2 Oral Language Proficiency: Production K-5 TWI Cohort 
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DBE Program Students 

The students in the DBE program reach an average score of 3 or higher by the 
end of first grade.  Their mean score is between 3.0 and 4.0 between first grade and 
fourth grade. Native-like proficiency occurs by the end of 4th grade where their scores 
reach a mean of more than 4.0 (see Table 3).  Growth is significant for all cohorts from 
Kindergarten to first grade (p<0.01).  Only for cohorts K-3 and K-4 is growth from first to 
second grade also significant (p<.001).  No other significant differences between grade 
levels were found.  

 
The distribution over the proficiency levels the DBE students’ oral production 

remains just below native-like proficiency because many of them remain at level 3 in 
grades 2 and 3 (Figures 4a-c).  Approximately 50% are at Level 3 by the end of first 
grade and 20%-35% of the students remain at this level through 4th and 5th grade.  
Seventy-two percent of the K-4 cohort and 58% of the K-5 cohort has reached Level 4 or 
higher by 4th grade.  Almost all DBE program students are rated with grade-level 
academic English proficiency by the end of fifth grade (90%).   
 
Figure 4a  
L2 Oral Language Proficiency: Production MBE K-3 Cohort 
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Figure 4b 
L2 Oral Language Proficiency: Production MBE K-4 Cohort 
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Figure 4c  
Oral Language Proficiency: Production MBE K-5 Cohort 
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At what point do TWI and DBE students reach fluency in reading and writing? 
The second research question considered at which point ELLs reach fluency in English 
literacy in a TWI and DBE program.  The results for reading and writing as measured by 



the Language Assessment Scales s are presented below for Grades 2-5.  The LAS 
manual indicates three proficiency levels which were used for this analysis: non-reader 
or writer (Level 1), limited reader or writer (Level 2) and fluent reader or writer (Level 3) 
(Duncan & DeAvila, 1988).   

 
L2 literacy: Reading 

TWI Program 

The TWI students do well on the reading portion of the Language Assessment 
Scale (Table 4).  By the end of second grade, TWI students have reached a 
standardized score of 90 or more.  T-test analysis shows that all scores from second to 
third grade represents significant growth for all three cohorts.  Growth from 4th to 5th 
grade for the K-5 cohort is also significant (p<.01).   
 
Table 4  
LAS Reading and Writing: Average Standardized Scores TWI Program 

TWI PROGRAM 

Reading Writing 

 TWI K-3 TWI K-4 TWI K-5 TWI K-3 TWI K-4 TWI K-5 

Grade 2 84 83 82 73 71 69 

Grade 3 92 92 94 87 87 88 

Grade 4 -- 90 92 -- 84 83 

Grade 5 -- -- 97 -- -- 87 

 
Analysis of the distribution of students across the three proficiency levels (non-

reader, limited reader, and fluent reader) confirms that TWI students do well in reading.  
Several students have acquired limited reading fluency by the end of second grade 
(without formal English literacy instruction).  For each cohort, a substantial shift towards 
fluency (Level 3) takes place from second to third grade.  Ninety-one percent of the TWI 
students rates as a fluent reader as of the end of third grade and beyond (Figure 5). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 5 
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TWI L2 Reading by Cohort, Proficiency Level, and Grade Level 
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DBE Program Students 

The DBE program students are just below fluency by the end of second grade in 
reading, particularly the K-5 group.  In Grades 3 and 4, these students’ average 
standardized score is higher than 80.  By 5th grade, the DBE students reach an average 
of a score of 95.  The DBE students in each cohort make significant progress at each 
grade level (p<.01) (Table 5). 
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Table 5  



LAS Reading and Writing: Average Standardized Scores MBE Program 
 
 
 

MBE PROGRAM 

Reading Writing 

 TWI K-3 TWI K-4 TWI K-5 TWI K-3 TWI K-4 TWI K-5 

Grade 2 79 76 68 63 61 52 

Grade 3 86 85 82 75 73 72 

Grade 4 -- 88 88 -- 73 72 

Grade 5 -- -- 95 -- -- 82 

 
The analysis of the percentage of students scoring at the non-reader, limited 

reader, or fluent reader proficiency levels shows that the majority of students are score 
at a Level 3 (fluent reader) by the end of third grade (Figure 6).  The K-4 cohort still 
shows close to a third of the students as limited readers by the end of 4th grade.  The K-
5 cohort shows 89% of the students at Level 3 by 4th grade and 100% of the students in 
grade 5. 
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MBE L2 Reading by Cohort, Grade, and Proficiency Level 
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L2 literacy: Writing 

TWI Program 

Table 4 also illustrates that, in the absence of formal second language reading or 
writing instruction, TWI students are clearly not non-writers in English by the end of 
second grade nor are they at the bottom of the limited writing proficiency level (the 
average standardized score ranges from 60 to 79 across the three cohorts).  Their 
average standardized score approaches the lower end of the fluent writer interval (which 
starts at 80).  Fluency in writing is reached by the three cohorts by the end of third grade.  
Progress in writing is significant from second to third (all cohorts) and from 4th to 5th 
grade (K-3 and K-4 cohort).  For K-5 cohort, the 4th to 5th growth approaches 
significance (p=.078). 

 
Considering the three proficiency levels, it appears that TWI students are evenly 

distributed over the three levels by the end of second grade (Figure 7).  Third grade TWI 
students score in the fluent writer proficiency level (84%, 84%, and 88% respectively for 
the K-3, K-4 and K-5 cohorts).  The increased writing demand on the test can be seen at 
the 4th and 5th grade level where one-third of the students score at Level 2 and 67% (K-
4 cohort) and 65%  (K-5 cohort) score at Level 3.  By 5th grade, 73% the K-5 cohort are 
considered fluent writers. 
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Figure 7 
TWI L2 Writing by Cohort, Proficiency Level, and Grade Level 
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DBE Program 

The DBE program students start at the lower end of the limited writing proficiency 
level in second grade (average standardized score is 60-79).  By 5th grade, they reach 
an average standardize score of more than 80, indicating fluent writing proficiency (see 
Table 5).  Tests of significance show that the mean scores are significant from second to 
third grade (p<.01).  For the K-5 cohort, there is a significant difference between the 4th 
and the 5th grade scores (p<.01).  

 
The distribution of the students across the three proficiency levels shows that a 

substantial number of students (about 50%) remain at Level 2 through third grade 
(Figure 8).  By 4th grade, 27% of the K-4 cohort and none of the K-5 cohort have 
reached fluency.  The DBE K-5 cohort students are rated as fluent writers by the end of 
5th grade (68%).  
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Figure 8 
MBE L2 Writing by Cohort, Grade, and Proficiency Level 
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Are there significant differences between the two programs? The third research 

question focused on whether there were statistically significant differences between the 
two programs.  T-test analysis showed significant differences for oral language 
proficiency.  Only for oral language comprehension at the Kindergarten level were DBE 
students’ scores were significantly higher for each cohort (p<.01).  This finding confirms 
the differences observed in Figures 2a-c and Figures 4a-c where the TWI program had 
many more students scoring at the beginning levels of oral proficiency (almost 60%-70% 
for TWI versus 20% or less for MBE).   

 
The results are different for reading and writing.  For reading, third grade TWI 

reading scores were significantly higher for all three cohorts (p<.01).  For writing, the 
second and third grade scores for the TWI were significantly higher than those of the 
DBE students (all three cohorts), as were the fourth grade writing scores for the K-4 and 
K-5 cohorts.  No statistically significant differences were found for the 5th grade writing 
scores.  

 

Discussion 

 
This quantitative study took a longitudinal view of the English proficiency 

development for cohorts of native Spanish speakers in two maintenance bilingual 
programs, a TWI and a DBE program.  The three cohorts in each program showed 
similar patterns, which strengthens conclusions regarding the second language 
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development patterns and also shows that these bilingual programs have stable 
outcomes regardless of the student population entering the program.  Students in both 
programs demonstrated significant growth from grade to grade in oral language 
development (particularly in the early grades, K-2) and in reading and writing (all 
grades).  In short, participation in a bilingual program does not keep students from 
learning the English language (Cummins, 2000).  

 
The first research question examined when ELLs in these two programs reached 

native-like oral language fluency (as measured by a rating scale which ranged from 
Level 0 to 5).  Data analysis indicated that oral academic language output takes about 
four years to develop for students entering in Kindergarten, confirming the findings from 
the “how long” L2 attainment studies cited earlier.  Second, although most students 
move towards native-like oral academic proficiency, several students remain at the 
intermediate proficiency level (Level 3) and students often remain at this level longer 
(Grades 1-3) before moving to native-like proficiency.  This may point to a possible 
“plateau-effect” in oral language development in which students do not move beyond an 
advanced intermediate fluency in academic English (Scarcella, 2002).  This 
phenomenon has been noted in French immersion program lasting as long as four years 
(Harley and Swain, 1984; cited in Long, 2003).  While this plateau does not appear to 
persist for younger second language learners, it raises important questions regarding 
the impact it might have on student achievement. If teachers fail to stretch ELLs’ 
comprehensible output (Swain, 1995) and allow students to “get by” on basic oral 
fluency, it may ultimately hinder their access to dense, language-mediated curriculum 
and instructional practices (Corson, 2001).  

 
The second research question considered when ELLs in these two programs 

reached the level of “fluent reader” or “fluent writer” on a formal language test, the 
Language Assessment Scale.  The analysis showed students reaching fluency more 
quickly in reading than in writing. Ninety percent of the TWI students reach the test 
ceiling in reading by the end of third grade; 60%-80% of the DBE students do so.  At the 
same time, it takes most students (65%-70% of TWI and 70% of DBE students) until 4th 
or 5th grade to reach fluency in writing.  Second, the data analysis showed that 25% of 
the students were still rated as a limited writer by 5th grade.  Contrary to claims that 
students will acquire sufficient second language proficiency within one year, this result 
makes it clear that it takes more than one year to become proficient in English, 
particularly in writing. While undoubtedly partially due to the test (students lose points if 
they make simple punctuation or spelling mistakes), this finding may also reflect the 
beginnings of a plateau effect similar to the one observed for oral language proficiency.  
The “intermediate” writing level allows many ELLs to survive elementary school as 
elementary teachers typically use many additional strategies to support the learning 
process.  However, chances are that ELLs will become “long-term English learners,” if 
teachers do not effectively address their academic writing needs, i.e., students who 
receive passing grades but fail “when they try to pass high-stakes exit exams or when 
they take standardized test, their scores are low” (Freeman, Freeman and Mercuri, 
2002, p. 5).  

 
The third research question focused on whether there were significant 

differences between TWI and DBE program students. Significant differences were found 
in reading and writing.  These differences emerged early on (Grade 2) in favor of the 
TWI program. A possible exlanation for this finding is that the TWI students are more 
systematically and frequently exposed to academic literacy through their integration 
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content component. Although they are not introduced to formal English literacy until 
second grade (like DBE students), TWI students are engaged in science and social 
studies in English from first grade onwards in the “English” side classroom with native 
English speakers (unlike DBE students).  As a result, ELLs in TWI programs regularly 
spend time in print-rich and literature-rich English language environments.  For DBE 
teachers, it is more difficult to create such environments within one classroom (while 
also maintaining a rich Spanish language environment).  Furthermore, TWI teachers 
must challenge the L1 (English) readers and writers in the integrated classroom.  
Reading and writing activities are naturally integrated into the science/social studies, 
while allowing ELLs to participate orally. ELLs in TWI programs have therefore more 
opportunities to take advantage of access to literacy in their second language and can 
develop their English literacy skills informally early on. 

 
Limitations of the Study 

A weakness of this study is its reliance on a standardized test to measure 
literacy.  These tests do not adequately reflect the increasing academic reading and 
writing demands that ELLs encounter in the classroom.  Moreover, it does not allow for 
the documentation of quantitative and qualitative growth that students make over time.  
While more authentic, the classroom-based rating scale applied by the teachers 
introduces a subjective component, which might have affected results.   

 

Conclusions 

 
This quantative, longitudinal study confirms existing studies on how long it takes 

English language learners to acquire academic English proficiency.  In response to the 
first two research questions, when do ELLs become proficient orally and in 
reading/writing, the study found a minimum of four years for academic English language 
development, at least for productive skills (speaking and writing).  Moreover, the analysis 
indicated a possible “plateau” effect for productive language skills.  This finding has 
important implications for ELL programs.  Long-term persistence of an intermediate 
plateau may eventually prevent ELLs from having full access to academically complex 
learning environments that make more sophisticated demands on their language skills.  
Teachers must therefore learn to pay conscious attention to academic English 
proficiency, especially after initial fluency has been reached.  As Gravelle (1996) points 
out, “Once pupils become more fluent in their use of English the immediate need for 
extra support is less obvious.  It is at this stage that learners are often left to manage as 
best as they can and their achievement is affected” (p. 9).  Bilingual and ESL teachers 
must provide ELLs with models of and practice with a varied, in-depth repertoire of 
linguistic resources to carry out a range of academic language functions (Gibbons, 
2002).  More detailed analyses of written and oral language samples will be necessary 
to develop a better understanding of this plateau effect, ways that teachers can scaffold 
productive academic language skills, as well as the consequences of such an effect 
when ELLs enter secondary school with its high reliance on language and literacy to 
mediate learning (Corson, 2001; Cummins, 2000).   
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The finding that there were significant differences between the TWI and the DBE 
program students’ performance in reading and writing points to the potential of making 
native/non-native speaker integrated (content-based) learning environment an integral 
part of any bilingual program.  While an integrated program design need not be limited to 



TWI programs (De Jong, 1996, 2001), such student integration rarely occurs 
systematically and for academic purposes within the context of developmental or even 
transitional bilingual education programs.  This study suggests that, at least within the 
context of an additive bilingual program design, early (informal) exposure to English 
literacy may accelerate students’ L2 development. 

 
Exploring second language development patterns in different ELL program types 

links second language learning with effective programmatic contexts for ELLs.  The 
issue of L2 expectancies plays a central role in discussions about the length of ELL 
program attendance as well as issues of program effectiveness.  With increased 
inclusion of ELLs in accountability systems, an understanding of when English 
assessments can be interpreted with validity for ELLs who are still developing their 
second language becomes crucial. Finally, longitudinal studies that document second 
language proficiency development can inform bilingual practices, for example, by 
building links between bilingual and standard curriculum programs to support second 
language development.  
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Abstract 

 
The present study looked at 84 preschoolers at a daycare center 
serving predominantly low-socioeconomic status (SES), Latinos 
in downtown Los Angeles. The primary purposes of the present 
study were to examine effects of different emergent literacy 
interventions on this rapidly growing student population. Results 
indicated that students significantly improved on Clay’s Concepts 
About Print test from pretest to posttest. Evaluations conducted 
in Spanish in the present study provide insight into how second 
language learners can improve their early conceptualizations of 
reading with increased access to reading materials in their 
primary language. Improvements on specific conceptualizations 
are also discussed. 

 

A Comprehensive Emergent Literacy Program for Inner-City Latino Preschoolers:  
Perspectives and Practices 

 
 The present study sought to explore and describe how young (at age four) Latino 
children's early exposure to books through a voluntary, home intervention, and a 
classroom early literacy program impacted their early conceptualizations of reading. The 
primary purposes of the study were to examine: (a) what early conceptualizations these 
children have of reading, (b) how students’ personal participation in a Book-Loan 
Program affected their early reading conceptualizations, and (c) what areas of children’s 
early reading conceptualizations were or were not significantly affected as a result of 
early literacy interventions at preschool. 
 
 By examining the results of an emergent literacy measurement administered to 
preschool students in Spanish at an inner-city daycare facility, the study was meant to 
extend research on at-risk youth’s early conceptualizations of reading. The influence of 
personal variables such as the number of months of participation in a voluntary Book-
Loan Program, total number of books checked out in that program, and the average 
number of books checked out per month was also examined. In addition, all items of an 
emergent literacy measure of children’s early reading conceptualizations were analyzed 
to determine what, if any, areas showed significant improvement for children who 
participated in an early literacy program at their daycare facility. Further, this study built 
on research conducted mainly abroad (Ferreiro & Teberosky, 1982; Goodman, 1986), 
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which examined the role of increased literacy opportunities at preschools on students’ 
early reading conceptualizations in their primary language. As federal and state 
educational reform has pushed for greater achievement and quality instructional 
programs at the preschool level, this study sought to provide data emphasizing what 
effects, if any, increased emergent literacy activities had on low-socioeconomic status 
(SES) Latino preschool students’ conceptualizations of reading. 
 
 Shifts in the labor force have spurred unprecedented changes to the landscape 
of American society (Bureau of the Census, 1987, 1990, 1993, 1997).  Presently, almost 
80% of mothers with children under the age of five have entered full-time employment, 
fueling an unprecedented need for child daycare and preschool education services 
(Schuman & Relihan, 1990). Particularly, daycare centers and preschools have begun to 
play a more prominent role in providing young children with literacy experiences. 
Accessibility to reading materials has also become of greater concern to these 
programs. This early exposure to print takes on even greater importance among 
students from culturally diverse and low-SES environments (August & Hakuta, 1997).    
 
 In spite of a variety of federal programs aimed at assisting these students, the 
number of children considered to be at-risk of educational failure has continued to grow 
dramatically (Morra, 1994). Significant differences in later reading achievement have 
been found between low-SES and middle- to upper-SES students (Lonigan, Burgess, 
Anthony, & Barker, 1998), prompting an ever widening gap that places low-SES 
students at a significant educational disadvantage to their peers (Juel, 1988; Stanovich, 
1986). Carr (1994) found that limited opportunities with print are more likely to exist in 
the homes of low-SES students and second language learners. Young students who 
have limited access to reading materials have been found to have less motivation to 
read (Baker, Afflerbach, & Reinking, 1996), which negatively affects at-risk students’ 
reading achievement throughout their subsequent schooling. 
 
 Latino students are the most rapidly growing student population group in the U.S. 
(Department of Commerce, 1991; Populations Projections Program, 2000), and at-risk 
Latino children, in particular, have been identified as being in need of early educational 
interventions at preschools and daycare centers (Department of Education, 1992). 
Faced with a variety of economic and language barriers, many young Latino children 
have become overwhelmed. Consequently, Latino preschoolers often find themselves 
behind their peers upon entry into primary school, forcing them to constantly play catch 
up (Stanovich, 1986). A disproportionate number of these students suffer later academic 
failure (De la Rosa & Maw, 1990; National Center for Educational Statistics, 1996), 
forcing researchers to examine interventions and assessments that may help prevent 
future educational difficulties. 
 
 Early home literacy experiences have been shown to vary greatly, especially 
among different lower-income communities (Heath, 1983; Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 1998).  
Allington and Cunningham (1996) pointed out that several surveys of American primary 
school teachers have revealed that their greatest educational concern is the fact that 
many students, primarily those who are classified as being at-risk, are not yet ready 
when they enter school. Many students simply have much more limited literacy 
experiences and opportunities than others, causing them to have a disadvantage upon 
entering school. McCormick and Mason (1986), for example, found that just over half of 
low-SES parents provided alphabet books in the homes of their preschoolers, as 
opposed to almost all more affluent parents. Heath (1983), on the contrary, argued that 
the home literacy experiences of two groups of low-SES students she observed in a 
longitudinal study were plentiful but often different from the behaviors reinforced in 
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school, but she also noted that a limited amount of literacy materials existed in the 
homes she studied. Research (Baker, Afflerbach, & Reinking, 1996; Goldenberg, 1989; 
Sonnenschein, Brody, & Munsterman, 1996) has shown that when a wide range of 
literacy materials in the home exists and parents read with their children, children read 
more. Increased exposure to books in the home has also been shown to lead to 
increased reading achievement at school (Goldenberg, Reese, & Gallimore, 1992). 
 
 The literacy resources schools provide children are obviously important in 
considering children’s emergent literacy development. Many studies have shown how 
students from lower-income areas are negatively affected by limited literacy materials in 
their daycare centers (Neuman, 1999). Trying to prevent a major discrepancy between 
the haves and the have-nots as young children enter primary school, researchers have 
begun to examine the role daycare centers can play in the literacy development of at-risk 
students. Since middle-class and upper-class students are considered to have greater 
access to books in the home and at the educational facilities they attend (Constantino, 
1995; Smith, Constantino, & Krashen, 1996), a greater emphasis in educational 
research has been placed on examining the experiences and abilities of lower SES 
students.   
 

The impact of increased reading materials made accessible to low-SES students 
has become of particular interest since these students comprise the majority of the 
preschool population (Marx & Seligson, 1988). In several studies of students in 
developing countries (Elley, 1998; Greaney, 1996), it was shown that increased access 
to books at school increases low-SES students’ literacy capabilities. Here in the U.S., 
the increased availability of books to students has translated into better knowledge of 
vocabulary, comprehension, spelling, and general knowledge (Anderson, Wilson, & 
Fielding, 1988; Stanovich & Cunningham, 1992). Book floods, which are programs that 
inundate educational facilities with increased book caches, have been shown to promote 
increased reading, which leads to greater improvements in literacy development (Elley, 
1992; Neuman, 1999). This, in turn, has been shown to lead to improved attitude toward 
reading and enhanced language acquisition.  

 
 Teale and Sulzby (1986) have pointed out that children’s early reading 
conceptualizations are formed from birth, and these conceptualizations set the stage for 
children’s reading achievement in their subsequent schooling (Roskos & Neuman, 
1993). It has been suggested that, in addition to the home, preschools and daycare 
centers can provide students with a great deal of exposure to printed materials. While 
many researchers have argued the importance of early education programs providing 
young students with literacy experiences, others have warned of the negative 
consequences of such practices (Elkind, 1987; Werner & Strother, 1987). The 
developmental appropriateness of many emergent literacy interventions has been called 
into question, and it is important to review why many researchers still argue over the 
effectiveness of such interventions. Keeping developmentally appropriate practices in 
mind, one should also look at researchers’ debates over how to measure young 
children’s early conceptualizations of reading. An examination of literacy interventions 
similar in scope and design to the present study is also required. Therefore, the 
proceeding literature review more closely explores past studies of early reading 
interventions, their developmental appropriateness, and how best to measure young 
children’s early reading conceptualizations. 

 
Literature Review 
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Early Reading Interventions 

There have been a number of emergent literacy interventions, which have 
focused on providing increased exposure to storybook reading activities in the homes, 
preschool, and daycare center classrooms of low-SES students (Allen & Mason, 1989).  
Numerous studies (Dickinson & Smith, 1994; Dickinson & Tabors, 1991; Whitehurst, et 
al., 1994) have focused their efforts on providing more books in the homes of low-
income families and in providing increased exposure to storybook reading activities in 
the classroom. For example, in a series of studies using the Little Books program aimed 
at encouraging parent-child and teacher-child book reading, Mason and colleagues 
(Mason, et al., 1990; McCormick & Mason, 1989; Phillips, Norris, & Mason, 1996; 
Phillips, et al., 1990) found that increasing the opportunity for involvement in more 
storybook reading at home led to steady progress toward higher emergent reading levels 
in preschool and kindergarten Head Start children during the first years of the 
intervention.  

 
Some researchers have criticized interventions occurring at the home and 

schools of low-SES Latinos. For example, Losey (1995) has been critical of many of 
these past interventions, claiming that schools and parents did not function together and 
therefore were culturally mismatched. In another study particularly relevant to the 
population of the present investigation, Goldenberg, Reese, and Gallimore (1992) 
distributed predictable books in Spanish (or Libros) to the families of 16 young children 
whose primary language was Spanish and found little relationship between the children’s 
school achievement scores and their degree of involvement in the book distribution 
program. They found that storybook reading is not a normal practice among Latino 
families, and “quantitative measures failed to capture the qualitative aspects of the 
children’s book reading” (p. 528). Some researchers (Madrigal, et al., 1999) addressed 
these issues by implementing storybook reading interventions that create positive 
classroom environments and collaboration with parents and found that many Latino 
families established storybook reading routines at home. 

 
 Interventions that include equal participation among preschool community 
members—parents, teachers, and children—have been shown to work particularly well 
with low-SES Latino students (Delgado-Gaitan, 1993; Moll, 1998). A problem many face, 
however, has been in how early students should be exposed to emergent literacy 
activities. Concerns about when to expose students to a literacy program, however, have 
resulted in numerous debates among researchers as to what practices are most 
beneficial to students.   
 
Developmental Appropriateness of Early Reading Programs 

 The developmental appropriateness of many emergent literacy experiences has 
been closely examined, especially when used with children who have not yet entered 
kindergarten (5 years old and younger). In fact, the first edition of Bredekamp’s 
Developmentally Appropriate Practice in Early Childhood Programs Serving Children 
from Birth through Age 8 (1987) was written specifically in response to needs within 
early childhood education programs. Although Bredekamp’s guidelines (1987) were 
created collaboratively from thousands of early childhood educators’ input and 
subsequently updated (Neuman, Copple, & Bredekamp, 2000), there has been debate 
over how the guidelines affect all children (Johnson & Johnson, 1992; New & Mallory, 
1994), prompting the National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) 
to view the guidelines as informative, but not prescriptive and in an on-going process of 
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revision, especially with children who are viewed as at-risk of future academic failure 
Novick, 1996).   ( 

 Some researchers have warned of the harm done to children by early, formalized 
literacy programs and the measures used to assess their effectiveness. Elkind (1987), 
for example, has argued that formalized instruction is a form of “miseducation” that may 
put young children in danger of psychological damage. Other researchers (Burns, 
Collins, & Paulsell, 1991; Werner & Strother, 1987) have pointed out that not only is 
formalized reading instruction a bad idea for young children, but the benefits are rather 
negligible.  This focus on academic teaching prior to primary school, it has been argued, 
puts children at risk for no proven academic reason (Dancy, 1989; Elkind, 1987).  In 
addition, researchers (Johnson & Johnson, 1992; New & Mallory, 1994) have called into 
question the developmental appropriateness of many early literacy programs and 
measures for children from culturally diverse backgrounds.  In fact, in his own guidelines 
for developmentally appropriate assessments, Meisels (1994) pointed out that early 
childhood educators should not assess second language learners, in particular, outside 
of their primary language and should tap multiple sources of information beyond 
standardized measures such as those typically associated with reading readiness.  
     
Assessments of Children’s Early Reading Ability 

 Although many standardized preschool assessments have focused on children’s 
reading readiness skills, there have been concerns voiced about the validity and 
reliability of such measures with children under the age of five. First, it has been argued 
that young children just entering preschool or kindergarten have limited, if any, 
experience with taking tests (Clay, 1993; Ferreiro & Teberosky, 1982; Heath, 1983). As 
a result, some researchers have hypothesized that students may fail formal measures 
not because they do not understand what is being tested but because they do not 
understand how to respond to the testing situation (Teale, 1990). Also, Clay (1993) has 
argued that formal measures are not designed to hold a child’s interest, which means 
children may pay little attention or effort into the activity, while emergent literacy tasks 
are designed as functional activities that students already understand. 
 

Many (Teale, 1990) have argued the importance of observing unconventional 
reading behaviors in children in order to better understand how children eventually reach 
conventional reading understanding. For example, Ferreiro and Teberosky (1982) 
developed informal tasks (e.g., showing students a card with a picture of a police officer 
and the word uniform written beneath it and asking students to identify the word and the 
picture and how they know) that were able to identify early conventional reading 
conceptualizations (e.g., the ability to distinguish words from pictures). Using students’ 
answers, Ferreiro and Teberosky created categories to interpret differences between 
students’ understandings.   

 
 One of the most widely used measures of young children’s concepts and 
understandings of the functions of literacy has been Clay’s (1979, 1993) Concepts About 
Print (CAP) test (1979, 1993). Since the CAP began to be used by educators in New 
Zealand in the early 1970s, it has been administered widely throughout the U.S. It can 
be administered quite easily in a relatively short period of time (usually under 15 
minutes), and, according to Wells (1986), it is a major predictor of one’s future academic 
success. The procedure is quite natural for children since the teacher sits with a child 
and reads a short book with him/her. CAP, Clay (1993) has argued, are acquired 
through natural reading and writing. Hence, the test is an actual book-reading and 
questioning with a child. And, the CAP test reflects a child’s knowledge of several 
reading concepts, including but not limited to: the front of the book, directionality of how 
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one reads, print, not pictures, tells the story, and different punctuation marks have 
different meanings (Clay, 1993). 
 
 The CAP has been one of the most widely used standardized measures of 
students’ early reading conceptualizations that goes beyond students’ reading readiness 
skills and looks more closely at students’ general understanding of print and its 
functions. Since it has been standardized in Spanish (Escamilla, Andrade, Basurto, Ruiz 
& Clay, 1996) as well as English, it has been seen as particularly useful in examining 
linguistically diverse students’ early reading conceptualizations (Teale, 1990). 
   
 In conclusion, while studies have examined the effectiveness of various early 
reading interventions, the research on Latino preschoolers is limited. Many have 
questioned the developmental appropriateness of formalized reading routines and 
assessments for young children, but a few researchers (Clay, 1979, 1993; Ferreiro & 
Teberosky, 1982) have shown the value of measuring students’ early reading 
conceptualizations in unconventional ways. For this reason, the Spanish version of 
Clay’s CAP test was selected as a measurement tool for the present study (Escamilla, et 
al., 1996). 
 

Methodology 
 

Research Design 

Based on the research questions, this study employed a non-randomized one-
group pretest-posttest design (Issac & Michael, 1995). Originally, another research 
design was utilized because approximately 45 students in the 1997-1998 daycare center 
program were administered pretests in the Spring of 1998 to serve as a control group.  
However, it was wrongly assumed that these students would remain at the daycare 
center through July. By the time it was determined that not all students were remaining 
at the daycare center nor matriculating to the nearby elementary school, only 17 
students were administered posttests. Rather than delay the Book-Loan intervention, the 
following two cohorts of students, 1998-1999 and 1999-2000, participated in the Book-
Loan Program and were administered pretests and posttests. 

 
 As the Book-Loan Program was strictly voluntary, experimental subjects were not 
randomly assigned. By attending the 4-year-old classrooms, all of these students were 
exposed to a comprehensive Classroom Literacy Program. Since the students in the 
present study came from the same background, it was anticipated that assessment 
results should be “given nearly as much weight as the results of a true experimental 
design” (Borg, Gall, & Gall, 1993, p. #).  
 
Subjects 

The subjects of the study were a total of 84 preschool children who were enrolled 
in two, 4-year-old classrooms over a two year period in consecutive cohorts (1998-1999 
or 1999-2000) at a privately-funded, inner-city daycare facility that serves predominantly 
low-SES, Latino students in downtown Los Angeles. All students participated in the 
Classroom Literacy Program and, to varying degrees, the Book-Loan Program. 

 
According to the daycare center’s records, more than half of the students lived in 

single-parent households and almost all of the families had incomes below federal 
poverty guidelines. In addition, Spanish was the primary language of communication in 
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nearly all of the households, and most of the parents worked in the nearby garment and 
toy wholesale districts that comprise the city’s skid row.  

 
Testing Instruments 

Clay’s CAP test (1993) was utilized for pretest/posttest purposes, as it checks 
what children have learned about the way languages are printed in books. In the English 
version, students are individually asked 24 questions while reading the book Sand or 
Stones with an examiner. A Spanish version of the book called Las Piedras (Escamilla, 
et al., 1996) was created, which consists of 25 questions in Spanish (the extra concept 
examines students’ knowledge of the Spanish accent mark). The Spanish version of the 
CAP was used for the study. 

 
Some of the concepts children are tested on include identifying the front of the 

book, understanding that print, not pictures, tells the story, and determining what 
different punctuation marks mean. The assessment takes approximately 10 minutes per 
student to administer. The test administrator reads the narrative in the book to the child 
and asks questions regarding the print conventions of the book. The child receives a 
single point for each correct response, as identified by Clay (1979).    

 
Since its inception, the CAP has been utilized in a variety of studies (Day & Day, 

1979; Tunmer, Herriman, & Nesdale, 1988; Yaden, 1982) because of its usefulness in 
identifying children’s early conceptualizations of reading. Although often analyzed as a 
predictor of children’s future reading achievement, Clay’s purpose in developing the 
battery was not for it to be used to predict children’s future reading achievement but to 
assist teachers in identifying children’s understanding of reading. With the exception of 
the Linguistic Awareness in Reading Readiness (LARR) test (Downing, Ayers, & 
Schaefer, 1982), the CAP remains one of the only early reading conceptualization 
measures that have been developed in English and Spanish. 

 
Using a factor analysis, Day and Day (1979) determined that there were patterns 

among the items students were able to identify on the CAP. For example, students who 
were able to identify the front of the book also tended to acknowledge that print and not 
pictures carry meaning, and that one reads the left page before the right. As a result, 
Day and Day (1979) grouped the 24 items of the English version of the CAP (there are 
25 in Spanish, as noted above) into a factor pattern of four areas: book orientation 
concepts, print direction concepts, letter-word concepts, and advanced-print concepts.  
By examining specific items that fall within these four realms, researchers (Yaden, 1982) 
have determined what items students improve on and what items they continue to 
misidentify.   

 
Finally, the CAP has been shown to be a reliable and valid measure of children’s 

early reading conceptualizations. In her analysis of 40 urban children who were 5 to 7 
years of age, Clay (1970) reported a split-half reliability coefficient of 0.95. The CAP was 
found to have a correlation of 0.79 with word reading assessments for 100 children at 
age 6 (Clay, 1966). Day and Day (1979) reported test-retest reliability coefficients of 0.73 
to 0.89 and corrected split-half coefficients of 0.84 to 0.88 for CAP tests administered to 
56 kindergarten children in Texas. Similarly, Johns (1980) found coefficients in the range 
of 0.70 to 0.90 in his studies involving American children ranging from ages 5 to 7.   

 
Data Collection 

Data were collected using the CAP pretest and posttest scores of all 84 students.  
In addition, the 25 individual items on the tests were also analyzed for differences from 
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pretest to posttest. The independent variables of the study chosen were the two 
emergent literacy interventions introduced at the daycare center, the Classroom Literacy 
Program and the Book-Loan Program. Two cohorts consisting of a total of 84 students 
attended one of two 4-year-old classrooms during the 1998-1999 or 1999-2000 
academic years. Students from these two cohorts were pretested in October or 
November and posttested in May or June. All of these students participated in the 
Classroom Literacy Program and, depending on the degree of their voluntary 
involvement, Book-Loan Program interventions.  

 
 
Classroom Literacy Program   

Graduate student assistants from the larger university research study assisted 
the two 4-year-old classroom teachers in a variety of ways. In order to promote greater 
concepts of book print awareness among the teachers and students, these assistants 
modeled a number of activities to the teachers during biweekly and monthly workshops.  
The teachers then implemented the activities with their students. Activities that were 
promoted by the teachers in the Classroom Literacy Program included: daily read-
alouds, shared reading with Big Books, group story writing, language experience stories, 
modeling of book handling, and book-making. Students were encouraged to explore 
concepts about print during their free play time through activities like letter and word 
games, punctuation games, journal drawing and writing, letter and word matching, 
independent reading, and reading centers. Particular emphasis was paid toward 
providing students with time to select and read books from their classroom libraries. 

 
Book-Loan Program 

Graduate student assistants from the larger university research study also 
facilitated an after-school, voluntary Book-Loan Program that was operated in the 
walkway directly across from the two 4-year-old students’ classrooms two days a week.  
Students were allowed to checkout only one book at a time. Once children checked out 
20 books, they were awarded a free book of their choice and were showcased on the 
Book-Loan library’s bulletin board. A log book was maintained as a record of checkout 
frequency and student participation during the course of their academic year. In addition, 
parents were invited to attend biannual receptions that provided them with mini-
workshops on how to encourage book reading at home.  

 
For the purposes of the present study, data from the Book-Loan log book were 

utilized. Specifically, names of students enrolled in the program were abstracted, as well 
as the month they enrolled. Students received one book credit for every book they 
checked out. The number of months each student participated was determined by each 
month they checked out at least one book. Months in which students did not checkout a 
book were not counted as months of participation in the program. The total number of 
months students participated were tabulated, as were the total number of books each 
student checked out. To determine the average number of books students checked-out 
per month, the total number of all books checked-out was calculated and divided by the 
total number of all months students participated. 

 
Data Analysis 

Statistical measures appropriate to the questions of the study were used.  The 
level of significance selected for the rejection of null hypotheses was p < 0.05. To 
ascertain if students’ participation in the Book-Loan Program had any impact on their 
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early reading conceptualization test scores from pretest to posttest, a one sample t-test 
was performed. In order to see if there was a relationship between students’ involvement 
in the Book-Loan Program and how well they performed on the CAP posttest, 
correlational data was tabulated and analyzed.  A correlational matrix (using a Pearson 
Correlation) was generated to examine if the independent variables (level of participation 
in the Book-Loan Program and Classroom Literacy Program) had any affects on the 
dependent variables (CAP scores).  Finally, to determine what specific areas, if any, 
students showed improvement on the CAP, contingency tables were created to analyze 
the differences in scores on specific test items between the two cohorts. Pearson Chi-
Square tests were then conducted to reveal any differences between the cohorts on all 
25 items.   

 
In addition, another contingency table was created to tabulate overall how well 

students performed on the posttest measure, regardless of improvement.  The table was 
generated to determine the percentages of students answering each CAP item correctly 
and group these results by factor patterns, as described by Yaden (1982).  Day and Day 
(1979) determined that there were patterns among the items students were able to 
identify on the CAP, so items were grouped into a factor pattern of four areas:  book 
orientation concepts, print direction concepts, letter-word concepts, and advanced-print 
concepts.   

 

Results/Findings 
 

The study utilized data from an experimental group of students (two cohorts of 4 
year olds) that was already intact and not randomly assigned. To test for the effect of the 
independent variables (participation in Classroom Literacy Program and Book-Loan 
Program) on the dependent variable (difference in scores from CAP pretest to posttest), 
a one-sample t-test was utilized to determine the difference between students’ pretest 
and posttest scores.  The students improved their CAP scores from a pretest mean of 
3.8095 to a posttest mean of 8.7976, a difference of 4.9881.  The analysis of variance 
(ANOVA) showed that there was a significant difference in students’ test scores from 
pretest to posttest.   

 
To determine the relationship between students’ involvement in the Book-Loan 

Program and CAP posttest scores, a Pearson Product Moment Correlation was utilized.  
Table 1 presents a correlational matrix.  The Pearson Correlation found a low but 
significant correlation of 0.241 (p = .027) between the number of months students 
participated in the Book-Loan Program and CAP posttest scores.  A significant 
relationship was also found between the number of months students participated in the 
Book-Loan Program and the total number of books they checked out. 

 
Table 1 
Correlations Between Independent and Dependent Variables 
 
  Prete

st 
Posttes

t 
Differen

ce 
Months # of 

Books 
 

Book 
Avg. 

Pretest Pearson 
Cor. 
Sig. (2-tail) 
 

1.000 
- 
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Posttes
t 

Pearson 
Cor. 
Sig. (2-tail) 
 

.402 
.000* 

1.000 
- 

    

Differ Pearson 
Cor. 
Sig. (2-tail) 
 

-.304 
.005* 

.750 
.000* 

1.000 
- 

   

Months Pearson 
Cor. 
Sig. (2-tail) 
 

.148 

.178 
.241 
.027* 

.144 

.192 
1.000 

- 
  

# of 
Books 

Pearson 
Cor. 
Sig. (2-tail) 
 

.086 

.434 
.205 
.062 

.150 

.172 
.863 
.000* 

1.000 
- 

 

Book 
Avg. 

Pearson 
Cor. 
Sig. (2-tail) 
 

-.014 
.902 

.052 

.638 
.064 
.563 

.598 
.000* 

.876 
.000* 

1.000 
- 

N =  84 84 84 84 84 84 
*p < .05. 
 

The total number of books students checked out seemed to have very little 
impact on students’ posttest scores. The Pearson Correlation showed a low relationship 
of 0.205 with a low significance level of 0.062.  The ratio of number of books students 
checked out to number of months they participated in the Book-Loan program (average 
number of books checked out per month) also showed no significant relationship with 
students’ posttest scores, as the Pearson Correlation revealed a relationship of 0.052 
and a significance level of 0.638. 

 
One final analysis was utilized to determine if any relationships existed between 

students’ degree of involvement in the Book-Loan Program and their CAP posttest 
scores. Using a fairly even distribution of the 84 participants, students were placed into 
three groups: (1) students who checked out a total of 8 books or less (a total of 29 
students), (2) students who checked-out 9 to 19 books (a total of 27 students), and (3) 
students who checked out 20 or more books (a total of 28 students). An analysis of 
variance was conducted to determine if any significant differences on CAP posttest 
scores existed between or within groups.  Again, it still became apparent that it was 
difficult to separate the effects of the Book-Loan Program from those of the Classroom 
Literacy Program.Therefore, a low correlation was shown between children’s level of 
involvement in the Book-Loan Program (total number of months of participation, total 
number of books checked out, average number of books checked out per month) and 
their early print and language awareness (as determined by CAP posttest scores). 

 
To determine what specific areas, if any, students improved on, contingency 

tables were created to analyze the differences in scores the experimental group 
experienced from pretest to posttest on each of the 25 items of the CAP.  For the 
purposes of this analysis, students were found to show “no improvement” if they 
identified an item: (1) correctly on the pretest but incorrectly on the posttest, (2) correctly 
on the pretest and correctly on the posttest, or (3) incorrectly on both the pretest and 
posttest. Students were found to have “improved” if they identified an item incorrectly on 
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the pretest and correctly on the posttest. Pearson Chi-Square tests were utilized to test 
for significant differences from pretest to posttest on the individual items. While the 
results of the ANOVA indicated a significant difference on the overall CAP posttest 
scores, only one item (item 16) revealed a significant difference (p < .05) from pretest to 
posttest.   

 
 The Pearson Chi-Square test showed that students improved significantly better 
on only one measure from pretest to posttest, identifying a period (item 16 by .011). The 
Pearson Correlation tests revealed no significant differences from pretest to posttest on 
all other items. 
 
 Although the data supported only a significant difference on one test item (item 
16), Table 2 was generated to determine the percentages of students answering each 
CAP item correctly (both on the pretest and posttest), group these results by previously 
described factor patterns and compare the present study’s results with findings from 
other researchers (see Yaden, 1982).   

 
Table 2 
Percentage of Subjects Answering Each CAP Item Correctly Grouped by Factor Pattern 

 
Item PRE PO

S 
 

A B C 
 

BOOK ORIENTATION CONCEPTS 
1.  Identifies front of book 
2.  Print (not picture) carries meaning 
11.  Left page before right 
 

 
74 
48 
28 

 

 
86 
85 
71 

 
95 

100 
100 

 
100 
98 
98 

 
100 
100 
100 

PRINT-DIRECTION CONCEPTS 
3.  Starts top left 
4.  Moves left to right 
5.  Return sweep to next line 
6.  Matches spoken to written word 
7.  First and last (lines, words or letters) 
9.  Movement along inverted print 
16.  Identifies period 
 

 
25 
23 
18 
3 
5 
5 
6 

 
67 
72 
68 
12 
60 
17 
49 

 
100 
100 
100 
98 
98 
96 
96 

 
98 

100 
98 
94 
94 
86 
84 

 
100 
100 
100 
93 
93 
87 
80 

LETTER-WORD CONCEPTS 
8.  Recognizes inverted picture 
20.  Identifies upper/lower case letters 
22.  Identifies one and two letters 
23.  Identifies one and two words 
24.  Identifies first and last letter in a word 
25.  Identifies capital letter 
 

 
59 
4 

41 
9 

12 
11 

 
74 
17 
78 
10 
33 
23 

 
99 
97 
91 
94 
93 
93 

 
86 
92 
98 
90 
82 
84 

 
90 
92 
88 
93 
92 
83 
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ADVANCED-PRINT CONCEPTS 
10.  Recognizes inverted lines 
12.  Recognizes incorrect word sequence 
13.  Recognizes incorrect letter sequence 
14.  Recognizes incorrect letter sequence 
15.  Identifies question mark(s) 
17.  Identifies comma 
18.  Identifies quotation marks 
19.  Identifies accent mark 
21.  Distinguishes between la/ya and las/ya 
in         
       Spanish or was/saw and no/on in 
English 
 

 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 

 
1 
1 
0 
0 
0 
1 
9 
3 
4 

 
57 
14 
19 
18 
75 
33 
34 
- 

86 

 
37 
35 
45 
33 
76 
39 
16 
- 

82 

 
35 
22 
32 
32 
77 
32 
18 
- 

72 
 

N = 84 84 118 51 60 
Note  Tabulations for the present study’s experimental group on the 25 items of the 
Spanish version of the CAP can be found in the first two columns.  Column “PRE” 
represents the percentage of students in the present study’s experimental group who 
correctly identified an item on the CAP pretest, while column “POS” represents the 
percentage of students in the present study’s experimental group who correctly 
identified an item on the CAP posttest.  Columns A – C represent data gathered on first 
graders who were tested on 24 items of the English version of the CAP (Yaden, 1982;  
Day, Day, Spicola & Griffen, 1981; Johns, 1980). 

 
For this analysis, any item that was correctly identified on the posttest was used 

for analysis, rather than solely using items on which students improved. In this way, 
students received credit for correctly identifying a posttest item if they: (1) incorrectly 
identified the item on the pretest, but correctly identified it on the posttest or (2) correctly 
identified the item on both tests. Again, Chi-Square tests did not reveal significant 
differences from pretest to posttest on most items. Table 2, however, does reveal that 
large percentages of students as an overall group improved on individual items of the 
CAP. For example, on item 11, where the student identifies that one reads the left page 
before the right, only 28% of the students correctly identified the item on the pretest, as 
opposed to 71% who correctly identified the item on the posttest. 

 
When looking at Table 2, it is interesting to note the similarities in the factor 

patterns between the results of the present study and those of similar studies involving 
first graders who were tested on the English version of the CAP (Day, et al., 1981; 
Johns, 1980; Yaden, 1982). Generally, the present study’s students tested highest on 
book orientation concepts, which corresponded to data from past studies.   

 
It seems reasonable to note that some items proved to be more difficult for the 

preschoolers in the present study than the first graders in prior studies. Clay (1993) has 
pointed out that students of different ages exhibit a wide range of scoring abilities on the 
CAP and older students tend to outperform their younger counterparts. It is interesting to 
note, however, the dramatic increases students in the present study displayed between 
participating in the CAP pretest and the CAP posttest. Table 2 shows several examples 
of the students posting major gains in their ability to identify various concepts about print.  
While smaller percentages of the preschoolers in the present study were able to 
correctly identify items first graders could decipher in similar studies, the concepts that 
the preschoolers in the present study understood closely matched the factor pattern 
provided by Day and Day (1979). 
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Conclusions and Recommendations 
 

The present study was primarily concerned with determining: (1) The effects of a 
preschool emergent literacy program on students’ early reading conceptualizations, as 
measured by CAP test (1979, 1993); (2) how a Book-Loan Program affected these 
conceptualizations; and (3) what, if any, specific areas were most affected. 

 
Effects of a Preschool Emergent Literacy Program 

A number of factors made it difficult to conclusively determine if participation in 
the emergent literacy program affected children’s early print and language awareness.  
First, as the original control group dissolved into 17 students, it became apparent that 
the experimental group would be the focus of the study. Comparison between the 
experimental group and a control group would have prevented a stronger case for the 
Book-Loan Program’s impact. In addition, the Classroom Literacy Program was not 
analyzed, and it is possible that the daycare center’s classroom literacy interventions 
were responsible for the increase in students’ test scores.  For these reasons, the 
findings of the present study should be taken as a catalyst for future studies rather than 
a definitive investigation.   

 
When looking at the emergent literacy program intervention, the experimental 

group experienced a significant difference in their CAP scores from pretest to posttest.  
This finding is consistent with previous research (McCormick & Mason, 1990; Neuman, 
1999; Sulzby, 1985) that has shown that preschool students participating in early literacy 
interventions perform better on measures of their early reading conceptualizations than 
students who do not participate. Almost all of the students showed improvement in their 
scores from pretest to posttest. Using normal means, the students’ scores improved by 
4.9881 points. As Clay (1993) has pointed out, young children test lower on the CAP 
than older children, but their scores should improve as their reading improves.  Higher 
scores at a younger age should expedite this process. The emergent literacy program 
intervention utilized in the present study, then, appears to greatly benefit children’s early 
reading conceptualizations. 

 
Effects of Varying Degrees of Participation in the Book-Loan Program  

The Pearson Correlation found a low but significant correlation between the 
number of months students participated in the Book-Loan Program and their CAP 
posttest scores. Low correlations were also found between two other measures of the 
degree of student involvement in the Book-Loan Program: (1) The total number of books 
students checked out and  the ratio of number of books students checked out to number 
of months they participated in the Book-Loan Program, and (2) students’ posttest scores 
on the CAP.    

One possible reason for the low correlation found between children’s level of 
involvement in the Book-Loan Program and their early print and language awareness 
could have been the measurements themselves. The number of books students 
checked out in the program does not reveal whether or not they were reading the books 
at home. Similar findings by other researchers (Goldenberg, Reese, & Gallimore, 1992) 
have led them to question whether such quantitative measures effectively captured how 
books were really being used. 

 
Secondly, research has shown that the literacy activities of different social and 

cultural groups vary greatly (Heath, 1983; Wells, 1986), and this variance may be a more 
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important variable to measure than the number of months students participated in a 
Book-Loan Program or the number of books they checked out. It is quite possible that 
parents were not reading the books with their children, as some researchers (Reese, 
Garnier, Gallimore & Goldenberg, 2000) have pointed out that many Latino parents 
believe that children under age 5 are not yet ready to understand to read.   

   
One positive relationship that was revealed in the study, however, was that the 

longer students participated in the Book-Loan Program, the greater number of books 
they checked out. This finding might simply mean that students who participate in such 
programs inevitably manage to increase their involvement over time. On the other hand, 
perhaps this finding suggests that the longer students participated in the program, the 
more they began to enjoy the program. Maybe the number of books checked out is a 
better predictor of long-term reading ability than short-term ability. Students who 
participated longer, too, may have experienced a wider variety of book selection and that 
may have affected their checkout rate.   

 
Specific Areas of Improvement 

While the students scored significantly higher on the CAP posttest than on the 
CAP pretest, an analysis of each of the 25 CAP items revealed that only one item 
showed a significant difference (p < 0.05) from pretest to posttest. The Pearson Chi-
Square test showed that students improved significantly better from pretest to posttest 
on only item 16, identifying a period. 

 
 Examining the specific items students identified correctly on the CAP posttest, it 
could be argued that students distinguished themselves as quite literate on book 
orientation concepts and print direction concepts, using the factor pattern identified by 
Day and Day (1979). Indeed, Table 2 shows that the preschoolers in the present study 
hold their own in these areas when compared to first graders in previous studies. And, it 
should be noted that even though a smaller percentage of preschoolers correctly 
identified items first graders could decipher in similar studies, the concepts that the 
preschoolers in the present study understood closely matched the factor pattern 
provided by Day and Day (1979). Furthermore, preschoolers in the present study 

xhibited large statistical gains from pretest to posttest in a variety of concepts. e
 

It should be pointed out that two delimitations existed. As a result of missing data 
(students in the original cohort, which was to act as a control group, left the daycare 
center before receiving the CAP posttest), student test results were delimited to only 
those students who participated in the Book-Loan Program and were administered a 
CAP pretest and posttest. In addition, the number of months students participated in the 
Book-Loan Program was delimited to only months in which students checked out at least 
one book. 

 
Finally, three limitations may affect the ability to draw inferences from the results 

of the study. First, due to attrition and low numbers, the control group data had to be 
eliminated (this data could have been used, among other things, to determine if 
maturation was a primary factor affecting student test differences from pretest to 
posttest). Second, students who checked out books in the Book-Loan Program were not 
observed at home, so it is not possible to determine whether or not these students 
actually read the books. Third, while many students managed to improve their CAP 
scores on the posttest, their scores often did not increase as much as possible as a 
result of missing items they had previously identified correctly on the pretest. 
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Few studies have looked at how increased access to books affects preschool 
students in particular, and those that have, show that increased book access for 
preschoolers positively affects their reading (Dowhower & Beagle, 1998; Neuman, 
1999). Similarly, while the correlation was lower than what might have been expected, 
the relationship between sustained home literacy activity and increased test 
performance in literacy was maintained. In addition, as federal and state educational 
reforms have pushed for greater achievement and quality instructional programs at the 
preschool level, the present study offers data substantiating the effects of combined 
literacy activities on low-SES Latino preschool students’ conceptualizations of reading.  

 
Growing bodies of educators and researchers have become interested in the 

early reading conceptualization levels of preschoolers, particularly those who are second 
language learners. Early literacy interventions such as the emergent literacy program 
offered in the present study seemed to have significantly impacted the ways young 
children view print. The data gathered in the present study supported a number of 
findings found in previous studies and expanded the scope of emergent literacy 
interventions to include comprehensive classroom and home programs that support and 
promote students’ home language and culture. Evaluations conducted in Spanish in the 
present study provided great insight into how second language learners can improve 
their early conceptualizations of reading with encouragement and resources in their 
primary language. 
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Abstract 
 

This paper presents the findings of a triangulation mixed method 
study aimed at assessing prevailing ideological beliefs and 
attitudes mainstream teachers have regarding English language 
learners (ELLs) and the educational programs that serve them.  
Survey data was collected from 422 K-12 teachers and interview 
data from six ELL teachers.   The research explored three topics:  
(1) the extent and nature of mainstream teacher attitudes 
towards ELLs, (2) the factors that contribute to teacher attitude 
development, and (3) how teacher attitudes towards ELLs vary 
by community demographics, in particular low-incidence 
schools, rapid-influx schools, and schools serving migrant 
students. The paper concludes with a theory of teacher attitude 
development towards ELLs with implications for improving 
teacher attitudes through professional development programs. 

 

“Not in My Classroom”:  Teacher Attitudes Towards 
English Language Learners in the Mainstream Classroom 

 
This paper presents the findings of a triangulation mixed method study aimed at 

assessing prevailing ideological beliefs and attitudes mainstream teachers have 
regarding English language learners (ELLs) and the educational programs that serve 
them.  Attitudinal assessment is important because teachers’ attitudes and beliefs about 
language-minority children play a crucial role in determining the educational outcomes 
for this population of students (Valdes, 2001).  Teachers who hold negative, ethnocentric 
or racist attitudes about ELLs, or who believe in any of the numerous fallacies 
surrounding the education of language-minority students, often fail to meet the academic 
and social needs of these students (Tse, 2001; Valdes, 2001; Youngs & Youngs, 2001) 
and work to maintain the hegemonic legitimacy of the dominant social order.   

 

NABE Journal of Research and Practice, 2:1 Winter 2004 
 
 
 

130

In order to confront and transform negative beliefs and attitudes, one must first 
understand the extent and nature of them.  This paper examines teacher attitudes from 
several different angles.  Relying on a combination of quantitative and qualitative data, 
we first discuss the extent to which negative attitudes exist among the teaching 
population at large. We next provide an in-depth analysis of the common denominators 
that contribute to the formation and solidification of these attitudes.  Finally, we consider 
variances in teacher attitudes from the perspective of the community context.  We 
conclude with a discussion on attitude development and pro-active suggestions for 



fostering the construction of positive attitudes and beliefs before negative ones can take 
root and solidify.   

 

Background 
 

Dominant Societal and Community Attitudes Affect Schools, Teachers and ELLs 
 
        Societal attitudes about English language learners and the educational programs 
that serve them have become increasingly negative in the US over the past decade.  
Evidence of this can be seen in California, Arizona and Massachusetts, where voter 
referendums have banned bilingual education and negated ELL instruction to a single 
year of structured immersion.  Voters in these states have been influenced largely by 
prevailing societal attitude, media bias and glitzy propaganda campaigns funded by 
right-wing organizations such as “English for the Children” and “English Only” rather than 
accurate educational research (Krashen, 2003).    
 

Societal attitudes regarding language-minority students, however, are not evenly 
blanketed across society at large. In Massachusetts, voter decisions to ban bilingual 
education varied widely across the state.  In Lowell, MA, an industrial city heavily 
impacted by high numbers of Latino and Southeast Asian immigrants, 72% of voters 
supported the referendum.  In Boston, a city largely known for its corporate strength in 
finance and technology, and with a population of immigrants representing all strata of 
international society, referendum results were roughly split.  In Cambridge, MA, home of 
Harvard University, only 38% of voters supported the referendum to ban bilingual 
education (Sailer, 2002).   Clearly, local community contexts are large determinants in 
the extent and nature of societal attitudes. 

 
Horencyzk and Tatar (2002) state that “teacher’s approaches and behaviors toward 

culturally diverse populations do not exist in a social vacuum; rather they tend to reflect - 
and be affected by - the norms and values both of the larger society and of the 
educational settings in which the interactions take place” (p. 426).  As members of the 
communities they live in, teachers cannot help but be influenced by dominant societal 
attitudes.  When teachers internalize dominant societal messages, they bring them 
directly into their schools and classrooms.  School administrators, other school staff and 
parents all internalize societal messages, creating a school ethos that mirrors that of the 
community and the dominant order of society at large.   

 
Nieto (1995) contends that the attitudes and practices of schools, communities and 

society dramatically control the opportunities for success among various populations of 
students.  If a society or community does not embrace its linguistically diverse citizens, it 
is probable that the schools and many of the teachers in that community will not 
embrace them, either, detrimentally impacting the quality of education these students 
receive. 

 
In order to optimize and better plan for educational programs for ELLs, schools thus 

need to look beyond their walls to the wider community in order to determine how local 
dominant societal attitudes towards ELLs may be influencing what takes place in the 
classroom.  This assessment needs to be done in a timely fashion, to prevent already-
existing negative community attitudes from snowballing in the future.  
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The Urgency To Understand and Confront Negative Teacher Attitudes Now 



There is an increased likelihood that teacher attitudes regarding English language 
learners in mainstream classrooms will significantly deteriorate over the next several 
years.  The reasons for this are several:  (1) the number of language-minority speakers 
in the US continues to grow, (2) teachers across the nation are significantly lacking in 
training for how to educate ELLs in the mainstream classroom, (3) immigrants and 
refugees are settling in less populated areas with little experience in linguistic and 
cultural diversity, overwhelming schools and teachers in these regions, and (4) recent 
changes in federal legislation are stringently holding schools and teachers accountable 
for the academic achievement of English language learners, which may result in a 
backlash against the very students the legislation is supposed to help.  

 
The United States is experiencing an unprecedented increase in language diversity.  

Currently 18% of the US population speaks a language other than English at home, a 
figure that has doubled in the last 20 years (US Census Bureau, 2003).  Even if all 
immigration stopped, the high birth rate among some language-minority groups will 
maintain substantial percentages and continued growth of this population (National 
Research Council, 1997).  It is estimated that the number of language-minority children 
is growing at a rate four times that of native English speaking students (McCloskey, 
2002).  The eminent danger is that as the language-minority population in the US  
increases, dominant negative societal and community attitudes may correspondingly 
increase, further exacerbating the current problem of negative teacher attitudes 
regarding ELLs in the mainstream classroom. 
 

Estimates indicate that as many as 45% of the nations teachers currently have 
ELLs in their classrooms (McCloskey, 2002).  This number is expected to increase with 
the nation’s growing linguistically diverse population.  Further, recent research contends 
that pull-out ELL programs are largely ineffective (Baker, 2001).  Rather, a more 
promising model for ELL education is inclusion, similar to what revolutionized special 
education over a decade ago.  In this model, the ELL teacher works with students in the 
regular classroom and helps the classroom teacher develop instruction that 
simultaneously supports academic learning and English language acquisition (Cornell, 
1995).  How will this impact teacher attitudes as more and more non-fluent English 
speakers are mainstreamed in ELL inclusion programs?   

 
 Most classroom teachers have minimal, if any training, in adapting their 
curriculum and teaching practices to meet the needs of linguistically diverse students 
(Byrnes, Kiger & Manning, 1997; Crawford, 1997; Youngs & Youngs, 2001).  McCloskey 
(2002) reports that only 12% of K-12 teachers nationwide have training in working with 
English language learners.  Research indicates that current opportunities for ELLs who 
are mainstreamed into the regular classroom are often minimal or non-existent (Bricker, 
1995; Harper & Platt, 1998). This is not surprising considering the limited number of 
teachers with formal ELL training.  Clearly, urgent professional development is needed.  
Assessing the extent and nature of negative teacher attitudes is critical in appropriately 
developing and optimizing the effectiveness of these needed professional development 

fforts. e
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Professional development in working with ELLs in the mainstream classroom is 
particularly needed in rural communities and small cities.  In past decades, the majority 
of linguistically diverse students have resided in densely populated urban cities and 
attended urban schools.  In the 1990’s, language-minority families began increasingly 
settling in suburban communities.  Now, in the 2000s, immigrants are being lured to rural 
areas in unprecedented numbers as poultry processing plants, meat packing firms and 



manufacturing firms increasingly recruit low-wage labor from Mexico and overseas 
(Dalla et al., 2002; Fennely & Leitner, 2002; Wrigley, 2000).  Refugee resettlement 
organizations are also increasingly placing refugee immigrants in rural areas and small 
cities for the better and more affordable living conditions they offer (Pipher, 2002).   It is 
currently estimated that 44% of ELLs in the US are now living in rural communities 
(Bérubé, 2000).  

 
In rural and small communities, where the majority of residents often have little or 

no experience with diverse populations, these sudden and dramatic demographic 
changes can translate into community misunderstanding and fear.  Negative attitudes 
about immigrants and refugees have been documented in numerous towns and small 
cities across America as these communities have been confronted with change and 
unprecedented challenges (Beck, 1994; Curnette, 2000; Daviss, 2002; Galbally, 2001; 
Gasner, 2002; Roche & Mariano, 2002). These negative attitudes trickle down to the 
schools and teachers (Valdes, 2001; Wrigley, 2000).  In growing numbers, schools and 
teachers in small cities and rural areas are becoming overwhelmed with the influx of 
immigrant and refugee students.  These schools, by nature of their traditional 
homogeneity, are less experienced in implementing multicultural education approaches.  
They are less likely to have teachers with training or experience in working with ELLs, 
and have fewer dollars and opportunities to provide relevant professional development. 
Rural and small city schools also receive disproportionately small amounts of federal 
funding for English language learners due to new Title III formulas (Rasmussen & 
Walker, 2002).   

 
Unprepared and overwhelmed by the changing demographics in both their 

community and classroom, teachers in rapid-influx areas (areas where a significant 
numbers of refugee and immigrant populations arrive over a short period of time) often 
experience a change in attitude towards English language learners. Valdes states of this 
nationwide phenomena, 

The process of confronting and adjusting to change is a painful one.  In the face 
of rapid population shift, the entire character of both the community and the 
schools change...Some teachers feel angry.  They feel cheated at not having the 
“good” students they once had...Principals, however, do not have easy solutions.  
Sometimes they, too, wish that the new children would simply go away (2001, p. 
31). 
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It is important to study and understand the formation of these negative teacher attitudes 
in order to implement pro-active strategies that will help teachers positively rather than 
negatively adjust to the new challenges of educating linguistically diverse students. 
President Bush’s reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act in 
2000 has created yet another reason for immediate research regarding teacher attitudes 
regarding English language learners.  Accountability standards in the “No Child Left 
Behind” (NCLB) Act, as well as new Title III legislation, require schools for the first time 
ever to segregate and disclose both the academic achievement progress and the 
English acquisition rates of their limited English proficient (LEP) students.  Schools that 
cannot demonstrate adequate annual progress among their LEP student population face 
stiff punitive consequences.  NCLB further stipulates that by the 2013-2014 school year, 
all the students in a school, including LEP students, must score at the proficient level on 
state-wide assessments (Peterson, 2002).   In spite of the new federal demands placed 
upon schools, federal funding for K-12 English language acquisition programs has 
actually been reduced by upwards of 50% since NCLB was implemented (NMABE, 
2003).   



 
NCLB legislation places tremendous pressure on schools and teachers to better 

educate their linguistically diverse students.  Unfortunately, negative teacher attitudes 
regarding English language learners may dramatically worsen in light of this pressure.  
Teachers may strongly resent the new imposed federal demands, especially if they 
already harbor bias or deficit-theory beliefs about their ELL students.  Instead of finding 
ways to constructively meet the new federal challenge, mainstream teachers may deflect 
their anger and frustration out on the very students NCLB and Title III legislation is 
supposed to help.  

 
Due to the increasing population of ELLs in the nation’s schools, and the increasing 

pressure placed on teachers and schools to be accountable for the educational 
achievement of these students,  there is a critical potential for negative teacher attitudes 
to develop and/or increase.  It is therefore crucial to examine existing research on 
teacher attitudes towards ELLs in order to better prepare teachers and schools to 
address these issues.  

 
A Review of Previous Research  

Based on an extensive search of the ERIC and PsychLit databases, we have found 
few studies that specifically investigated the nature and determinants of teacher 
attitudes in the context of English language learners in mainstream classrooms.  A 
preliminary study by Byrnes and Kiger (1994)  concluded, “to the extent that teacher’s 
attitudes can facilitate or be a barrier to learning English for LEP children, it is important 
to understand the structure of teachers’ attitudes to work toward constructive change” (p. 
231).   In their subsequent research, Byrnes, Kiger, and Manning (1997, 1996) surveyed 
169 teachers in three states and determined that the most positive attitudes towards 
ELLs existed among teachers who: (1) had participated in carefully organized, formal 
ELL training, (2) had completed a graduate degree, and (3) came from regions where 
“strong and supportive,” messages were passed down from the state legislature and by 
educational mandates (Byrnes, et al., p. 642).   In a similar study, Youngs and Youngs  
(2001) surveyed 143 teachers regarding their attitudes toward ELLs.  Their findings 
suggested that positive attitudes are more likely to be found among teachers who have: 
(1) taken foreign language or multicultural education courses, (2) received some training 
in ELL education, (3) lived or taught outside of the US, and (4) worked with a more 
diverse ELL population.  
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In another study, which addressed teacher attitudes toward culturally diverse 
students (although not specifically ELLs) Pang and Sablin (2001) surveyed 175 pre- and 
in-service teachers and concluded that underlying racist and prejudicial beliefs did, in 
fact, contribute to negative teacher attitudes.  Racially biased teachers tended to believe 
that low-status diverse students brought too many deficits to the classroom for the 
teacher, even with the best teaching practices, to make a difference in their academic 
success.  This in turn reduced the teachers’ sense of efficacy. Sixty-five percent of the 
respondents in Pang and Sablin’s study reported that no matter how hard they tried, the 
students still achieved poorly.  Even more unsettling was the finding that in-service 
teachers held a lower sense of efficacy for teaching diverse students than did pre-
service teachers. Pang and Sablin suggested that the in-service teachers may have 
been influenced, over time, by the attitudes of other teachers who were not successful in 
working with minority students (2001).  This cycle of racism, negative attitudes and a 
lowered sense of efficacy unavoidably filters into the school and classroom 
environments.  



 
While some acts of discrimination and racism are highly apparent, a far greater 

number are subtle and equally if not more damaging due their difficulty to detect and 
remedy.  Pang and Sablin (2001) reflected that, “bias that is overtly shown through 
name-calling and other actions are more obvious and easier to combat and question.  
However, the practices and behaviors of people that are more covert or hidden are the 
most difficult to get rid of” (p. 182).   One such form of discreet racism is cultural racism.  
Cultural racism is a way of thinking, speaking and responding that becomes so 
pervasive in the mainstream culture that it is almost invisible to the masses in the 
mainstream culture.  It is all too easy for individuals to disassociate themselves from 
being a part of, or perpetuating, such beliefs and actions (Kendall, 1996).  As such, it is 
imperative to explore teachers’ attitudes, and what impacts them, in order to help 
teachers reflect on the origin of their attitudes and how this impacts all their students.  
Pre-service teacher education and professional development programs must make a 
stronger effort to challenge and change the negative attitudes and beliefs teachers have 
regarding language-minority students in order for school-wide reform to take place. 

 
Research on the education of linguistically diverse children in general provides 

snatches of information about teacher attitudes.  Misinformation and misnomers about 
ELLs , ELL education and second language acquisition are common throughout US 
society (Tse, 2001).  For example, there exists a pervasive belief among regular 
classroom teachers that the real teaching/learning for ELLs occurs in the ELL classroom 
(Anstrom, 1997; Franson, 1999).  This belief serves to justify teachers in their resistance 
to making curricular and instructional adaptations for ELLs (Youngs & Youngs, 2001). In 
light of the fact that the regular classroom is where ELLs spend most of their school day, 
the impact of such a response can be catastrophic (Anstrom, 1997; Cornell, 1995; 
Franson, 1999).  Research has also highlighted the ways in school administrators 
influence teacher attitudes.  The most decisive factor impacting school effectiveness for 
ELLs is the principal or school leader (Levine & Lezotte, 2001). Administrators with 
positive attitudes regarding linguistic and cultural diversity transmit their positive attitude 
to teachers (Levine & Lezotte, 2001; Wrigley, 2000).    

 
Examined together, this body of research confirms the existence and potential 

dangers of mainstream teachers’ negative attitudes towards ELLs.   Educational deficit 
beliefs about ELLs and cultural racist beliefs can lead to negative teacher attitudes that 
in turn result in inferior educational services.  Other documented factors contributing to 
negative teacher attitudes towards ELLs include the influence of attitudes held by school 
administrators, other teachers, and the community.   This body of research concludes 
that both training in working with ELLs and teacher experience with diversity can result in 
more favorable attitudes.  However, the limitations of the studies presented here are that 
they investigated teacher attitudes as fixed and universal entities, and did not take into 
account (1) how attitudes vary by community context and (2) the developmental patterns 
of attitude formation.  The reviewed literature also did not yield information on the extent 
of teacher attitudes towards ELLs, leaving questions as to the percentage and 
proportion of teachers who hold negative beliefs versus those who hold positive beliefs.  
As such, our study attempted to explore teacher attitudes towards ELLs in light of these 
aspects. 

 

Our Study 
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The study presented here adds new knowledge to the limited research base on 
teacher attitudes towards ELLs.   The study is unique in that it integrates the extent and 
nature of teacher attitudes with data on the social contexts of communities and schools.  
Based upon this data, we then provide discussion from which to begin theorizing about 
attitude development, and implications for remedying and preventing the formation of 
negative teacher attitudes from the onset.    

 
T
 

he study focused on the following research questions: 

1. What is the nature and extent of mainstream teacher attitudes towards 
ELLs? 

2. What are the contributing factors affecting teacher attitude towards ELLs? 
3 . How do these attitudes vary by community context? 

In studying the nature and extent of teacher attitudes, we needed to understand the 
range of teacher attitudes regarding ELLs in terms of positive, neutral and negative 
attitudes, and how widespread and to what degree these attitudes existed in a large and 
diverse geographic region. In examining the various contributing factors related to 
teacher attitudes towards ELLs, we wanted to look at demographic teacher data 
including years of teaching experience, prior training in working with ELLs, gender, 
whether they had actually had an ELL in their classroom before and from what ethnic 
background/s.  We also wanted to explore how misinformation and false beliefs about 
ELLs and ELL education, as well as teachers’ sense of self-efficacy in educating ELLs, 
factored into the extent and nature of teacher attitudes.  In exploring community context, 
we wanted to see how the extent and nature of teacher attitudes towards ELLs varied 
between schools in three types of communities: (a) white homogeneous communities 
with no or few ELL students (low-incidence), (b) white homogenous communities which 
had been suddenly overwhelmed with large numbers of ELLs (rapid-influx) and (c) white 
homogenous communities with a long history of a segregated minority ELL population 

igrant).   (m  
 Perhaps most importantly, we hoped that cross-interpretation of the results from 
the first three questions would provide data that would help explain how teacher 
attitudes towards ELLs develop in the first place.  We expected that attitude 
development was influenced by a complex set of factors involving individual ELL 
students, teachers, schools, and communities.  With a better understanding of this 
complexity, professional development efforts could be improved to both remedy negative 
eacher attitudes and to prevent their formation.   t 

The Great Plains state in which this study was conducted provided a unique 
demographic opportunity to answer the research questions stated above.  The largest 
and most urban city in this state is “River City”.  The River City school district has had a 
relatively small ELL program in place since 1970s for foreign children whose parents 
came to River City for business opportunities and for university study.   In the late 1990s, 
River City and its neighbor city, West River City, experienced two unprecedented 
influxes of refugees, largely from Bosnia, Somalia, and the Sudan.  The first and smaller 
wave of refugees occurred in 1990 - 1991.  The number of ELL students increased by 
almost two-fold.  The face of many neighborhoods rapidly changed as refugees settled 
in pockets throughout the two cities.  Schools and teachers were suddenly overwhelmed 
with meeting the educational needs of these students.  Approximately six years after the 
communities and schools had adjusted to this first shock, a second wave of refugees 
arrived.  Many refuges in the second wave came from backgrounds with less formal 
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education and lower socioeconomic status than refugees in the first wave.  We refer to 
impacted schools in the River City area as “rapid-influx”.  

The northeastern region of this state is known for its sugar beet and red potato 
industries.  Every summer large numbers of Hispanic migrant workers arrive for the 
harvest.  Migrant children enroll in the public schools at the beginning of the school year 
and generally leave before mid-October when the harvest is finished.  A smaller number 
of migrants return in the spring to help with the planting and growing season.  School 
districts in this region have historically done little to provide ELL support for the migrant 
children, and instead have relied on sink-or-swim immersion practices and over-
placement of Hispanic students in special education programs.  In 2000, however, a 
large school district in the region was cited for violating a migrant student’s civil rights to 
ELL services and new legislation was passed in the state placing stricter requirements 
on schools serving limited English proficient students.  There has also been a dramatic 
increase in the past few years of migrant parents finding year-round employment 
opportunities in these communities and permanently settling.  Tensions in this region are 
high as schools find themselves forced to confront an issue that they have historically 
ignored.  In our study, we classify schools in this region as “historically migrant”.  

Communities throughout the rest of this state remain largely low-incidence in terms 
of their ELL populations.  For many rural schools, their only experience with linguistic 
diversity has been with Western European foreign exchange students.  While smaller 
cities are seeing an increase in their language-minority populations, the schools are not 
overwhelmed as they have been in River City/West River City.  The adjustment process 
for teachers is greatly lessened as new enrollments of LEP students typically occur only 
one family at a time.   In our study, we classify communities and schools with less than a 
10% LEP enrollment as “low-incidence”.  

The largest population of LEP students in this state, and the fastest growing, are 
Native Americans.   However, because the vast majority of these students enter school 
with moderate to high levels of English proficiency they are not typically viewed by the 
general public, the schools, or teachers as being English language learners requiring 
specialized ELL instruction.  Thus our study did not specifically examine teacher 
attitudes in predominantly Native American schools.     

 

Methods 
 

Design 

This study uses a triangulation mixed method research design (Creswell, 2002) 
utilizing both quantitative and qualitative methods.  Data was collected through both a 
survey and teacher interviews.  The rational for this design was to capitalize on the 
benefits of both sources of data collection.  Quantitative data was needed to determine 
the extent and degree of teacher attitudes towards ELLs, and to cross-analyze data in 
terms of multiple demographic factors.  Quantitative data was also needed to both 
generalize and contrast findings to teachers and schools throughout the state.  
Qualitative data, on the other hand, was needed to more deeply understand the factors 
influencing teacher attitudes.  Factors such as racism and prejudice are difficult to 
quantify, and are best evidenced in observed actions, i.e. what teachers say and do.   
Furthermore, anecdotal information was needed to describe and demonstrate the 
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manner in which teacher attitudes towards ELLs played out in the classrooms and 
schools under study.    
 
Instruments and Participants 

A 14-question survey using a 5-point Likert Scale was developed which elicited 
responses related to the extent and nature of teacher attitudes towards ELLs.  Survey 
questions were developed both on the basis of the literature review and on the authors’ 
previous conversations with both mainstream and ELL teachers from across the state.  
These survey statements addressed the following themes: (1) teacher attitudes about 
ELLs as students (2) teachers’ sense of self-efficacy in working with ELLs,  (3) the 
impact of ELLs on the teacher’s job responsibilities, (4) knowledge/opinions on English 
language acquisition and best practices in ELL education, and (5) the perceived school 
receptivity towards ELLs.     

The survey also elicited information on six demographic factors: (1) whether or not 
the teacher had received training in working with language-minority students, (2) 
whether the teacher had previously taught ELLs; (3) the ethnic backgrounds of ELLs 
taught, (4) teacher’s total years of teaching (0-4, 5-9, 10-14, 15-19, 20-25, 25-29, >30), 
(5) teacher’s gender, and (6) teacher’s educational background.  In order to elicit 
qualitative data necessary to understand more fully the quantitative survey responses, a 
comment box was provided after each survey question.    

Face validity of the survey instrument was carried out through review by a team of 
ELL specialists and educational researchers to ensure the instrument would solicit 
accurate information needed to fully address the study’s research questions.  

The participants for the survey portion of this study consisted of the teaching staff of 
28 schools throughout the state, although only the responses of mainstream teachers 
are reported in this paper. We define mainstream teachers as those who are either 
elementary classroom teachers or are core content teachers at the middle school and 
secondary levels. These teachers proportionately represented schools in rapid-influx 
communities, schools in low-incidence communities, and schools serving migrant 
students across the state.  Survey participants were also proportionately represented 
across the K-12 spectrum.    

The second instrument employed in this study was an open-ended interview 
protocol designed for practicing ELL teachers.  Protocol questions, based on research 
information and author experience, focused on (1) the extent and nature of existing ELL 
services provided in their schools, (2) perceived school and teacher attitudes towards 
ELLs, (3) the perceived obstacles and challenges these ELL teachers faced in providing 
a quality school-wide ELL program, and (4) ways in which negative teacher attitudes 
manifested themselves in the school setting. The interview protocol was designed so 
that the qualitative data provided by ELL teachers could be used to validate the survey 
results in terms of the extent and nature of negative teacher attitudes towards ELLs and 
to provide rich description of how negative attitudes detrimentally impacted the quality of 
education provided for ELLs in the surveyed schools.   

Only 6 of the 28 schools surveyed in this study employed an ELL teachers.  The 
other 22 schools in this survey employed at least one teacher who was enrolled in  a 
Master’s level ELL endorsement program at a state university, but these teachers did not 
have any official responsibility for teaching English language learners.  Interview 
participants thus included only the 6 teachers working in an official ELL capacity.   
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Data Collection and Analyses 

Surveys were distributed to the entire teaching staff at the 28 schools in this 
study.  Twelve hundred surveys were printed and 577 returned, thus the minimum return 
rate was 48%.  For the purposes of this paper, only the responses provided by the 422 
respondents identified as mainstream teachers are reported (note: the actual frequency 
of response for the survey questions varied from 407 to 420).  Survey responses to each 
statement were coded as follows: 5 = strongly disagree, 4 = disagree, 3 = neutral, 2 = 
agree, and 1 = strongly agree. Some items were reverse coded.  The alpha reliability 
coefficient for the survey was .67.    

The chi-square test of independence was used for statistical analyses of this data, 
except when considering the factor related to teacher training.  For this factor the 
expected value for several cells of the contingency table was less than 5, thus making 
the t-test the more appropriate test.  In the chi-square tests, the five original Likert 
responses were condensed into three codes:  agree, neutral, or disagree: strongly 
disagree and disagree became 3 = disagree, and strongly agree and disagree became 1 
= disagree.  Neutral stayed the same, with the value = 2.   

Teachers were encouraged to support their quantitative responses by writing 
comments in the comment box following each of the 14 questions. The qualitative written 
comments provided by teachers on the survey were analyzed and coded in two ways:  
by the five themes the questions set out to address, and also by emerging themes 
across the 14 survey statements.    

The open-ended interviews were conducted with six practicing ELL teachers on an 
individual basis. Interviews were tape-recorded, transcribed, and coded by emergent 
themes.  After all of the statistical survey data, qualitative survey comment data, and 
ELL teacher interview data were analyzed individually, the three data sets were 
triangulated for purposes of validation and for emerging patterns across the data. 

 

Findings 
 

In this section we report the combined findings of the statistical survey data, the 
written teacher comment data and the interview data as they work together to answer 
the research questions for this study.  Data will first be presented and discussed in terms 
of the extent and nature of the surveyed teachers’ attitudes towards ELLs.  From there 
we will discuss the extent and nature of teacher attitudes in light of the factors that 
appear to contribute to these attitudes, both factors directly studied by the survey, and 
emerging factors from the qualitative data.  Finally, we will consider the data results in 
terms of how teacher attitudes towards ELLs vary across three specific community 
contexts: low-incidence schools, rapid-influx schools, and migrant-serving schools.  
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 While interpretation of the results presented here depends on outlook, whether 
one views the glass as half empty or half full, one cannot ignore the extent to which 
attitudes impact educational opportunities for linguistically diverse students.  The 
findings presented here admittedly focus on the negative.  We believe that there is no 
acceptable amount of negativity in teacher attitudes towards ELLs and that even small 
percentages of negative attitudes can have detrimental effects and are cause for 
concern.  



 
Extent and Nature of Teacher Attitudes Towards ELLs 

Based on statistical analyses, the overall nature of teacher attitudes towards 
ELLs appears neutral to strongly negative in this study.  Moreover, the extent of negative 
teacher attitudes appears pervasive across teachers of varying demographic categories 
and located in schools within different community contexts.      

In terms of survey questions related to teachers’ perceptions of English 
Language Learners as students, only 18% of all teachers (n=77) felt that ELLs 
academically performed well in school.  The vast majority of teachers either believed that 
ELLs perform poorly in school (30%, n=124) or responded neutrally to the question 
(52%, n=218).  Furthermore, 16% of teachers (n=68) felt that ELLs come from countries 
with inferior educational systems with another 41% (n=170) responding neutrally to the 
same question.   

 
!" In terms of survey questions related to teachers’ responsibilities to ELLs, an 

overwhelming 
!"  70% (n = 288) of mainstream teachers were not actively interested in having 

ELLs in their classroom.  Fourteen percent (n=58) directly objected to ELL 
students being placed in their classrooms and 56% (n=230) responded neutrally 
to the idea.  Twenty-five percent of teachers 

!" (n=103)  felt that it was the responsibility of ELLs to adapt to American culture 
and school life while 30% (n=121) responded neutrally.  Twenty percent of 
teachers (n=83) directly objected to adapting their classroom instruction for ELLs, 
and another 27% (n=110) were neutral on this issue. 

!"  Additionally, while 87% (n = 368) of teachers had never received any 
professional development or training in working with ELLs, 51% (n = 212) said 
they would not be interested in training even if the opportunity was available.  

!" The extent and nature of these findings is problematic. What happens when 
ELLs are placed in classrooms where 70% of the teachers do not actively want 
them? What happens to ELLs when teachers lower their expectations due to 
deficit beliefs about the learners?  What happens to ELLs when a teacher objects 
to making adaptations (20% of respondents) or more importantly, has never 
received training in how to make adaptations (87% of respondents)? 

!" Unfortunately, these negative findings were not surprising given the authors’ 
personal experiences in helping to develop ELL programs in schools across this 
Great Plains state.  These findings also confirm and support the previous 
research on teacher attitudes towards ELLs (Byrnes, Kiger, and Manning, 1997, 
1996; Youngs and Youngs, 2001; Pang and Sablin, 2001; Anstrom, 1997; 
Cornell, 1995; Franson, 1999).  However, given the extent and nature of the 
negative statistics presented above, especially that 70% of teachers were not 
interested in having ELLs in their classrooms, the next two  statistical findings 
were surprising in their positiveness: 

!" 62% (n = 254) of teachers felt that their schools openly welcomed ELLs and 
embraced their native cultures and languages.   

!" 78% (n = 318) of teachers felt that language-minority students bring needed 
diversity to schools.    
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How do we begin to explain this paradox?  Perhaps political correctness dictates 
teachers to comment positively on issues of diversity.  To outright state that a school 
does not welcome new cultures, languages, and diversity smacks of racism and 



prejudice.  It is far safer to complain about ELLs in terms of academic preparation and 
performance, and the added challenges they add to the classroom.  Buendia, Crosland 
and Doumbia (2003) described this phenomenon as “the welcoming-unwelcoming of 
immigrant students”.  When teachers are asked questions that move beyond the school 
level, questions that probe at a teacher’s ownership of their own classroom, political 
correctness ultimately falls aside. “Yes, diversity is good and yes, my school embraces 
diversity, but don’t you dare put that ELL in MY classroom.”    

Many of the teachers in this study provided qualitative data to explain the extent and 
nature of their statistically negative responses.  Teachers referred to a multitude of 
school-based factors in rationalizing their answer choices.  These factors, as well as 
factors highlighted in the statistical analyses and the ELL teacher interviews, are 
discussed below.    

 
Key Factors Contributing to Negative Teacher Attitudes 

The extent and nature of the negative teacher attitudes presented in the above 
section were dismaying to us as researchers but not a total surprise.  What we found 
most intriguing in our data was the extent to which teachers had written in qualitative 
comments to justify and explain their negative responses.  These written comments, as 
well as the ELL teacher interviews, provided rich information in understanding the 
complex factors contributing to the pervasiveness of negative teacher attitudes.  We 
discuss these findings in our second research question in terms of emerging themes that 
appeared across survey and interview data.  These themes include: time and teacher 
“burden”, lack of training, the influence of negative administrator attitudes, malignant 
misnomers about effective ELL education, the ideology of common sense, and 
ethnocentric bias.    

Time and Teacher “Burden”.  Although our survey did not ask questions specific to 
the various demands placed on teachers’ time, many of the respondents who negatively 
answered questions about teaching ELLs in the mainstream classroom offered the 
rationale that there were already too many other school demands placed upon their time.  
There appeared a general consensus that teaching in a mainstream classroom has 
become more time-demanding due to inclusion of special education students, having to 
adapt curriculum to state standards, and the pressure teachers feel to prepare their 
students for state-wide assessments.    

In particular, many teachers attributed their unwillingness to adapt their instruction 
for ELLs to a lack of time, responding with comments as “We are burdened enough with 
adapting for everyone else” and “The regular classroom teacher has enough on his/her 
plate already.”   Teachers who answered negatively to wanting professional 
development in the area of ELL education echoed similar thoughts, responding with 
comments such as “At some point, but right now I feel too busy to fit that training in”.  
Other teachers were more blunt and flatly stated they would be interested in professional 
development only if it were “on school time.”  

The dilemma in analyzing survey comments such as these is in determining their 
legitimacy.  Yes, public school teachers have been presented with new challenges in the 
past decade, and yes, all of our lives seem to have become more hectic and busy.   But 
does that justify teachers in refusing to make adaptations for ELLs and for not wanting 
specialized professional development?   
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As several of our respondents pointed out, many of the classroom adaptations 
recommended for ELLs are beneficial for all students.  Perhaps overtime teachers who 
feel “burdened” by the range of learning needs in their classroom will learn to use 
efficient and effective inclusive methods that work for all learners. However, teachers 
need training in order to do this.   

Lack of Training.  Eighty-seven percent of survey respondents reported never 
having received any training or professional development in working with English 
language learners.  This finding is not surprising; it is estimated that 88% of K-12 
teachers nationwide have no training in this area (McCloskey, 2002).  Several 
respondents mentioned this lack of training in justifying why they did not want ELLs 
placed in their classrooms.  As one teacher remarked, “Although I would willingly take an 
ESL student, I am not qualified at this time and the experience for the student wouldn’t 
be beneficial.”     

Mainstream teachers who have never had training in working with ELLs often feel 
overwhelmed when an ELL is first placed in their classroom.  Unprepared teachers in 
our study reported feeling helpless and having no idea of where to begin.  One 
extremely competent teacher who unexpectedly had two Romanian students placed in 
her classroom explained how inadequate she suddenly felt and lamented, “There’s got 
to be something that I can do to help teach these kids better.”   Her sense of frustration 
was compounded by the fact that her school had no ELL teacher to support or advise 
her.   Another teacher shared a similar story about her initial feelings in teaching ELLs: “I 
felt so lost...inadequate in that area.  I knew how to teach elementary students to read, 
but there’s so much more that goes into it.”    

For even the most well-intentioned teacher, the experience of not knowing how to 
help an ELL can quickly turn negative (not to mention how detrimental the experience 
can be for the student).  Teachers who are uncomfortable with feeling overwhelmed, 
frustrated, and helpless may in time begin to deflect their negative feelings onto their 
ELL students and begin to believe in the widespread deficit theories teachers hold 
regarding ELLs.    

Our findings support previous research (Byrnes, Kiger & Manning, 1997; 1996; 
Youngs & Youngs, 2001) that demonstrate that even a little appropriate training can go a 
long way in preventing and improving negative teacher attitudes.  Statistical results 
demonstrated that teachers who reported having at least some training in ELL education 
were more likely to: (1) want ELLs in their class, (2) be more receptive to the idea that 
ELLs bring needed diversity to the school, and (3) hold a stronger belief that mainstream 
teachers need to adapt their instruction for limited proficient students (see Table 1).  

 
Table 1 
Results of t-test When Considering Teacher Training and Teacher Beliefs 
 
 Statement Training  No TrainingMSDMSDTP Would like to have an ELL in my 
classroom (n = 414)   2.48  0.79  2.89  0.89  3.07  < .01ELL students bring needed 
diversity (n = 410)  1.67 0.63 2.09 0.77 3.62 < .001Mainstream teachers should adapt 
instruction to meet ELL’s needs (n = 409)   2.39  0.98  2.71  0.99  2.12  < .05 
 
While limited training will not totally prepare teachers to work with English Language 
Learners, it appears that it will at least increase teachers’ sensitivity to the needs of their 
linguistically diverse students.  As one teacher remarked of her improvement in attitude 
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after receiving a minimal amount of training, “Now I feel a little more tolerant and more 
ppreciative of what [the ELL students] are going through coming here.”    a 

 An important finding related to training is that a teacher’s desire for ELL 
professional development is highly associated with their number of years of teaching 
experience (!2(12, n = 413) = 33.73, p < .01).  Specifically, teachers with 0-4 years of 
teaching experience were more likely to want professional development than teachers 
with 10-30+ years of teaching experience.  Although none of the qualitative data helped 
to explain this finding, it may be that new teachers are still strongly invested in 
establishing and improving their teaching practice, while more experienced teachers are 
confident in their teaching practice and do not feel a need for more professional 
development.  It may also be that new teachers have received more multicultural 
education training in their pre-service education and hence are more aware and 
accepting of the complex educational needs of ELLs, compared to more experienced 
teachers who may not understand or appreciate the unique nature of working with 

nglish Language Learners. E 
As mentioned previously,  an alarming 51% (n = 212) of teachers surveyed were not 

interested in professional development in the area of ELL education.  Many volunteered 
explanations such as lack of time, a lack of money and not having ELLs presently in their 
classrooms.  Others commented that they were no longer interested in “one-stop” 
workshops that promised all things for all teachers and students.  A response that 
tended to summarize those of numerous others regarding training was, “What little we 
have had has not been useful.” Another, more blunt response for not wanting 
professional development was, “My experience is that when you have any kind of 
special training, you are automatically overloaded with that kind of student.”    

This latter statement in particular emphasizes the fact that many mainstream 
teachers simply do not want ELLs placed in their classroom to begin with.   There is a 
pervasive attitude that ELLs are poor academic performers who burden teachers with 
unwanted responsibilities.  As discussed below, this attitude exists at the administrator 
level as well.  

The Influence of Negative Administrator Attitudes. When we asked ELL teachers 
the interview question, “What do you see as the largest obstacles in implementing a 
quality ELL program in your school?” almost all of the responses included negative 
teacher attitudes.  The ELL teachers repeatedly mentioned the unwillingness of many 
classroom teachers to make adaptations, or to have ELLs placed in their classroom.  
They mentioned the difficulty in finding classroom teachers  who are interested in 
collaborative teaching, and the frustration of working with teachers who think ELL 
students should be the sole responsibility of the ELL teacher.   
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This interview data supported our statistical findings about the extent to which 
negative teacher attitudes exist.  The interview data also provided a new perspective 
from which to reflect on the construction of negative attitudes.  While none of the 
surveyed classroom teachers mentioned school administrators in their qualitative 
comments, many of the interviewed ELL teachers held school administrators 
accountable for the pervasiveness of negative teacher attitudes.  As one teacher 
reported, “I see a lot of negative attitudes.  My principal when I first got hired made the 
comment, just a small little comment, ‘the ESL students can cause some problems in the 
school.’”  This seemingly “small” comment, however, speaks explicitly to how a principal 
can create a school ethos that not only tolerates but promotes the ideology that English 
language learners are to blame for their own social and academic failures. 



 
Principals with negative attitudes about English Language Learners can create 

school climates that transmit and perpetuate negative attitudes among teachers (Levine 
& Lezotte, 2001; Wrigley, 2000).  Two ELL teachers in separate interviews related an 
incident that occurred in their school district and that highlights how the negative 
attitudes of a principal can permeate all levels of school staff.  A playground supervisor 
in a rapid-influx school complained to the principal about a handful of refugee students 
who had allegedly addressed her disrespectfully in their native language.  The principal’s 
reaction was swift and reactive.  As one of the teachers related, “The ESL coordinator 
and the principal got all the kids together, all the ESL students together in one room and 
sat them down and said, ‘You are not allowed to speak anything but English.’”  

The principal’s edict was enforced by school staff.  In the cafeteria, the same 
supervisor and a janitor began to regularly deny students the right to a federally-funded 
free breakfast if they caught them speaking their native language while in line to receive 
their food.  “On a weekly basis, two or three kids are denied breakfast because they’ve 
spoken their language...and it feels so wrong.  It’s just so blatantly wrong to me.  It’s 
really a frustrating part of my job is the whole attitude thing!” lamented one of the 
concerned ELL teachers.     

Perhaps more alarming than the principal’s edict is the fact that the ELL 
coordinator failed to advocate for her students’ civil rights to free speech as well as their 
legal entitlement to a federally funded breakfast.   This particular coordinator had been 
hired by the district on the basis of her experience in administering the district’s Title I 
reading program; prior to assuming the position, she herself had no formal training or 
experience in working with English Language Learners.  When this coordinator retired, 
the district replaced her with another administrator with no ELL background; the district 
did not consult with or consider one of the many experienced ELL teachers in the district 
for the position.   The ELL teachers in this district felt particularly disenfranchised, 
especially since the negative and uninvested attitude about ELLs appeared to exist from 
the top echelons of district and school personnel down to the lowest. “Sometimes it is 
really defeating to think that nobody is backing you up here and nobody sees the great 
potential”, stated one dedicated but frustrated ELL teacher.     

Malignant Misnomers about Effective ELL Education.  As discussed above, one 
of the frustrations cited by ELL teachers was the problem of both administrators and 
mainstream teachers believing in misnomers about effective ELL education.  The survey 
results highlighted two common misnomers in second language acquisition believed by 
both teachers and by the US public.  Fifteen percent of respondents (n=61) felt that 
ELLs learn better if they are prohibited from using their native language in school.  The 
vast majority of teachers (46%, n=189) responded neutrally to this statement.  Seven 
percent of teachers (n=30) believed that ELLs should be fluent in English after only one 
year of ELL instruction, and 27%(n=108) were neutral.  The prevalence of these fallacies 
have been documented by other researchers (Tse, 2001).  If this large a percentage of 
teachers are operating under inaccurate information, or do not know enough about 
second language acquisition to make informed decisions (i.e. it takes 5-7 years on 
average to attain academic proficiency), it is easy to understand the voter referendum 
results that resulted in one-year, English only ELL programs in California, Arizona, and 
Massachusetts (Krashen, 2003).  
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The qualitative comments volunteered by teachers on the surveys also revealed the 
pervasive existence of myths, fallacies, and outright misinformation.  We were not 
surprised to see among our teacher comments the classic rebuttal to providing ELL 



services:  “My grandparents came to this country and did just fine without ELL 
education.”  We also were not surprised to see the often echoed myth that teachers 
nationwide use to explain why they do not want ELLs placed in their classroom: “It would 
require learning Spanish.  I don’t know if I want to do that.”  Rather, what surprised us 
was the extent to which mainstream teachers felt their teaching responsibilities did not 
include English language learners.  In our professional experiences working in these 
schools, only a small percent of teachers had declared these beliefs and opinions 
outright.  

Numerous teacher comments declaratively stated that English learners should be 
the sole responsibility of the ELL teacher.  Others, while not always overtly declaring so, 
implied that mainstream teachers should be responsible for only mainstream learners.  
Representative quotes include:  

ESL students should not be placed in the mainstream classroom until they are 
ready to learn at that level. 
 
I think ESL services should be rendered in a self-contained classroom by an 
expert in the field. 
 
If an ESL student can do the work, I have no problem [having them in the 
classroom].  

The latter two quotes came from teachers in schools that employ ELL teachers.   
Does having an ELL teacher on staff cause mainstream teachers to abdicate their 
responsibilities, and make them feel more justified in not wanting limited proficient 
students in their classroom and in refusing to make adaptations?   Our data suggests 
that in schools without an employed ELL teacher, mainstream teachers appeared to be 
more accepting of their responsibility towards educating ELLs, even if they lamented the 
lack of training, time and support.   As one low-incidence teacher reported, “We always 
strive to meet the needs of our children.”   

Similar findings have been documented in other studies (Anstrom, 1997; Franson, 
1999).  A limitation of our survey research is that we were unable to ask these teachers 
to elaborate on their statements. Were they close-minded to all forms of inclusion and 
instructional adaptation or just those for English Language Learners?  

Striving to meet the needs of ELLs is laudable considering the percentages of 
mainstream teachers who do not feel it is their responsibility to do so.  Such efforts, 
however, becomes problematic when misnomers exist and teachers lack specialized 
training in the area.  When well-intentioned teachers operate on misinformation rather 
than accurate data , they may inadvertently do more harm than good and make a 
multitude of mistakes.   Striving to meet the needs of ELLs without adequate training 
may result in the “common sense” pitfall discussed below.     

The Ideology of Common Sense.  In attempting to understand both teacher 
resistance to professional development (51% of respondents) and the belief that certified 
ELL teachers are unnecessary in the education of English language learners (17% of 
respondents, n = 73), a previously unconsidered factor emerged.  As one teacher 
articulated: “Teachers don’t need specialized ESL training; common sense and good 
intentions work fine.”  Allusions to “common sense” were reflected in numerous teacher 
comments.  A teacher in a rapid-influx school stated that although she had never had 
any formal training, she nevertheless felt extremely confident in working with her ELL 
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students.  Her reason:  “Common sense works well!”   Several teachers stated that they 
were satisfied by having volunteers, aides and “ the other children to help” educate 
English language learners in their classrooms.  As most experts in ELL education would 
agree, common sense and good intentions are important in working with ELLs, but the 
complexity of the job requires a broad range of knowledge in second language 
acquisition, linguistics, multicultural education and ELL pedagogy (Banks, 2001; 
Calderón & Carreón, 2000; Morgan, 1998).  Unfortunately, relying solely on common 
sense can lead to common mistakes that detrimentally impact student learning (Nieto, 
1995).   

The common sense fallacy also appears linked to over-representation of language-
minority students in special education.  Schools without ELL programs have often in the 
past provided support for English Language Learners through special education or 
speech language services, relying on the common sense premise that special education 
support is better than no support at all. Eight percent (n = 33) of our respondents felt that 
in lieu of an ELL teacher, special education provided an adequate alternative. Another 
19% (n = 79) held a neutral attitude about this “solution”.  As one teacher reported, 
“Special Ed to me means access to resource room and aides and these kids definitely 
need that.  They do not need to be labeled handicapped.”  While these beliefs are not 
necessary negative, they are extremely detrimental to the educational opportunities for 
English language learners.  These beliefs also demonstrate a clear lack of 
understanding of both ELL and special education.  
 Ethnocentric Bias.  The most elusive factor to tease out in studying teacher 
attitudes towards English Language Learners is that of underlying racism and prejudice. 
We agree with Pang and Sablin(2001) that racism and prejudice significantly contribute 
to negative teacher attitudes about linguistically diverse students.  As researchers, 
however, we do not feel that our statistical data or the brief comments written on the 
surveys provide enough depth to draw conclusions about the extent to which these 

eologies may exist among our teacher respondents.   id 
What we can report is that almost half of the teachers (45%) agreed with the survey 

statement, “It is the responsibility of ELL students to adapt to American culture and 
school life”.  Another 30% (n = 121)  responded neutrally to this statement.  As one 
teacher succinctly stated: “ESL students must assimilate to American school culture”.   

Numerous survey comments, particularly from teachers in rapid-influx schools and 
schools serving Hispanic migrant students, alluded to the notion that ELLs detract from 
the learning of mainstream students.  As one teacher stated, “Even one non-English 
speaking student requires a disproportionate amount of the teacher’s time.  I am not 
sure that is fair.”  This issue of “fairness” was especially documented in teacher 
comments regarding making adaptations for ELLs.  “ESL students have such diverse 
needs, this would not be feasible nor fair to non-ESL students,” wrote one teacher.  
Other representative comments regarding making adaptations for ELLs, included:  “Not 
at the expense of the other students” and “we need help to implement appropriate 
strategies that won’t interfere with the learning of others.”    
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Other teachers either directly stated or implied that their main responsibility was to 
the “majority” students in their classrooms. “I feel my other students are more important 
to teach to because they are the majority,” commented one teacher.  Another teacher, in 
explaining why she did not feel it was her responsibility to make adaptations, stated: “Not 
if you have one ESL and 27 regular English speaking students.”  These findings in which 
teachers abdicate themselves from their role in the academic success of ELLs allude to 



Kendall’s (1996) theory of cultural racism.  Are comments such as the ones stated here 
embedded in racism, or can they be excused as simply pragmatic views about reaching 
the most number of students given limited time and resources?   

A final finding in our study hints at widespread ethnocentric ignorance in terms of 
who teachers view as English language learners.  Native Americans compose the 
largest number of LEP students in the state, and Native American LEP students are 
enrolled in several of the schools in this study.  However, when teachers were asked 
about the ethnic backgrounds of ELLs they had previously worked with, only one of the 
422 respondents mentioned Native Americans.  In fact, one teacher mentioned Native 
Americans in the context of the question: “Do Native Americans count [as ELLs]?”   The 
answer is yes.  The federal definition of an LEP student includes “a personwho is Native 
American or Alaska Native or a native resident of the outlaying areas; AND comes from 
an environment where a language other than English has had a significant impact on the 
individual’s level of English language proficiency”  (NCLB Act, 2001).  

Ethnocentric bias, as discussed here, can range from the obvious favoring of the 
dominant student population over the ELL student population to the more subtle 
ignorance of teachers not understanding their ELL students’ linguistic needs and legal 
rights.  In the next section of this paper, we look at how ethnocentric bias plays a 
substantial role in how teacher attitudes towards ELLs differ across community contexts. 

   
The Community Context:  Low-Incidence, Rapid-Influx, and Migrant-serving Schools 

While this study found that negative teacher attitudes and the factors that contribute 
to them were present at all schools surveyed, the extent of the negative attitudes varied 
significantly between low-incidence, rapid-influx, and migrant-serving schools.   In 
analyzing the statistical differences between survey respondents, with supporting 
evidence from the qualitative data, several key factors emerged that help explain how 
teacher attitudes are influenced by the community context in which they teach.  We 
discuss these findings here in order of attitude:  (1) low-incidence schools that in many 
ways held positive but perhaps naively optimistic attitudes about ELLs, (2) rapid-influx 
schools that overall held neutral but often realistic and informed attitudes about ELLs, 
and (3)  migrant-serving schools that in many cases evidenced the most negative and 
ethnocentric attitudes towards ELLs in comparison to the other two groups.  

 
Low-Incidence Schools 

Teachers in low-incidence schools in this great plains state have historically 
experienced little diversity in their classrooms.  The conservative culture of many rural 
communities, as well as the Norwegian and German/Russian heritages brought by 
immigrants over a century ago, remain prominent throughout the state.  As one ELL 
teacher in a low-incidence school remarked, “We’ve been sheltered from other cultures 
for a long, long time.  And even though many of us think that we are open to lots of 
things, I think when it comes right down to it, many people aren’t.”  
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Despite this conservative and homogenous background, teachers from low-
incidence schools on average appeared to hold relatively neutral attitudes about ELLs.  
In general, there was a significant relationship between type of school and teachers 
beliefs about the academic performance of ELL students (!2(4, n = 419) = 18.01, p < 
.01), and the educational systems from which they come(!2(4, n = 418) = 30.50, p < 
.001).   Specifically, low-incidence teachers were the most likely to believe that ELLs 
tend to perform well academically and to disagree with the statement that ELLs usually 



come from places with inferior educational systems.  Many low-incidence teachers, 
although never having worked with ELLs, were optimistic.  One low-incidence teacher 
stated that having an ELL in her classroom would be a “great learning experience for all” 
and another explained, “The challenge would be very interesting as well as the different 
culture.”    

 Teachers in low-incidence schools also positively believed that their schools 
welcomed ELLs (!2(4, n = 410) = 25.94, p < .001).   As one teacher remarked, “There 
have never been any ESL students at our school,but I would assume any student with 
any difference would be welcomed and supported!”  

There appear to be two explanations for these positive outlooks.  The few ELLs 
these schools have previously encountered have been primarily foreign exchange 
students, largely from Norway, Germany, and Russia.  These exchange students have 
been moderately proficient in English, have had strong academic backgrounds, and 
have shared similar cultural norms as their American peers in terms of school culture.  
They also have been predominantly from middle-class backgrounds and have been 
motivated to learn English and immerse themselves in their educational adventure.  The 
sum total is that in most cases, teachers find these ELLs easy to work with, quick to 
adjust to their new school, and requiring minimal support.   For the low-incidence (or no-
incidence) teacher, the foreign exchange/ELL experience is often a positive one.  

Low-incidence teachers often have had positive experiences with traditional 
immigrant and refugee students as well.  Typically in the rural areas of this Great Plains 
state, a single immigrant family may move into a school district and the school does a 
credible if not creative job of serving the children with the minimal resources available.   
Often the teachers go out of their way to help the new students.  One teacher reported, 
“I’ve never taught an ESL student, but I can recall one family of Bosnian children who 
came to this school for one semester.  We got to know the family and helped them with 
transportation.  I even took the 4th grade girl to the emergency room.”     

The community context of a school is highly associated with teachers’ desire to 
have an ELL student in their classroom (!2(4, n = 414) = 30.83, p < .001) and their 
interest in ELL professional development(!2(4, n = 419) = 28.99, p < .001). Teachers in 
low-incidence areas, however, were the least likely of the three demographic groups to 
want an ELL placed in their classroom.  They were also the least interested in 
professional development in working with English language learners.  As one teacher 
stated about training, “Not now, because I do not have any students.  However, I may be 
interested if this changes.”  While this attitude may seem understandable, especially if 
there are no ELLs currently enrolled in the teacher’s school, what happens in the 
increasing likelihood that a language-minority student does enroll in the school?    

In summary, teachers in low-incidence schools have had positive experiences with 
foreign exchange students in the past, and on rare occasions when an immigrant family 
has moved into the community, the school has rallied around them in support.   
Teachers who have never worked with ELLs are often optimistic that it would be a 
positive experience for themselves and for their schools.  Thus low-incidence teacher 
attitudes regarding English language learners, are in some regards more positive than 
those found in rapid-influx and migrant-serving schools.  However, they are the least 
likely group of teachers to want ELLs placed in their classrooms.  Additionally, because 
many teachers in low-incidence areas do not see an urgent need for training, they 
remain unprepared for the future. 
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Rapid-Influx Schools  

Eight years have passed since the city of River City found itself overwhelmed with 
its first large wave of refugees.  A second wave of refugees further overwhelmed the city 
in 2000, and the city continues to be impacted by yet more families moving to the area 
under family reunification programs.  The refugees in themselves are diverse, and 
represent a variety of languages and cultures from Africa and Eastern Europe.  Many 
low-incidence schools have seen themselves become rapid-influx schools seemingly 
overnight.   

 ELL teachers in the community report that the city was initially very responsive in 
supporting refugees during the first wave of resettlement in the mid-1990’s.  Church 
groups, social organizations and the schools donated food, clothing and furniture to help 
the refugee families get settled.  Volunteerism was high.  However, the initial welcoming 
gradually gave way to concerns such as increasing crime and the high cost of providing 
social services.   The refugees did not quietly assimilate into the community, and in fact 
often had extreme difficulties adjusting to life in a small city.  Community attitudes began 
turning negative.   The second wave of refugees did not receive the same welcoming.    

 One ethnic group in particular appeared to be at the root of many of the negative 
attitudes.  This ethnic group strongly resisted acculturating to the community and 
schools; they did want to become American citizens and they did not want their children 
going to American schools.   Their cultural beliefs and values often directly conflicted 
with laws in American society.  As one teacher commented,  “I know they have been 
kicked out of several apartment buildings now just because they don’t follow the rules 
and River City is going to look down on them.  I mean, they already are because they 
are stealing and racing cars….”     

 The River City schools experienced a similar increase in student infractions with 
the influx of refugee students.  Many teachers associated the refugee students with 
discipline problems.  Making matters worse, several of the new ethnic groups were 
antagonistic towards one another.  Classroom management became a problem.  As one 
frustrated ELL teacher explained,   “There seems to be a lot of clashes between the 
different groups…They don’t get along and they fight all the time…How do you actually 
help them learn?”     

The refugees brought other challenges to the rapid-influx schools.  Many of the 
students had little previous formal education; a sizeable number of the junior high and 
high school refugees were illiterate.  The ELL teachers, let alone the mainstream 
teachers, felt extremely inadequate in helping these students.  Some teachers felt 
burdened by the large numbers of ELLs placed in their classrooms.  Yet others were 
concerned about issues of integration into the mainstream student population.  “A lot of 
times they seem to be tucked away in a group somewhere - not intermingled”  worried 
one ELL teacher.  Similar findings have been documented in research on rapid-influx 
schools (Valdez, 2001; Wrigley, 2000).      

However, despite the huge challenges, the average attitudes of the mainstream 
teachers remained relatively neutral to positive. (This survey was administered in 2002, 
one year after the K-12 ELL population in River City peaked).  Perhaps the most startling 
statistic is that 83% (n = 151) of the mainstream teachers in the rapid-influx schools still 
agreed that ELLs bring needed diversity to the schools, and 74% (n = 135) believed 
ELLs were welcomed by their schools.  Rapid-influx teachers were the most likely to 
want language-minority students in their classroom than the other two demographic 
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groups of teachers (!2(4, n = 414) = 30.83, p < .001), as well as the most interested in 
training (!2(4, n = 419) = 28.99, p < .001) and believing that schools should hire ELL 
teachers (!2(4, n = 420) = 12.17, p < .05).  They also believed the most strongly in 
making adaptations for English language learners(!2(4, n = 409) = 18.15, p < .01).  

Rapid-influx teachers appeared to realistically understand many of the factors 
surrounding a language-minority student’s acquisition of English and their academic 
achievement.  They were the most likely to understand that English fluency is not 
achieved in a single year (!2(4, n = 407) = 20.23, p < .001).  They were also the most 
articulate about understanding that language acquisition is largely dependent on the 
individual.  As one teacher stated, “Each ESL student is different.”   Rapid-influx 
teachers frequently qualified their survey responses by saying “it depends” on factors 
such as the student’s prior schooling and their experiences before coming to the US.  In 
stark contrast, low-incidence and migrant-serving teachers did not differentiate between 
students of different backgrounds.  Their attitudes and beliefs appeared to have been 
shaped by working primarily with only one ethnic group of students, high-status Western 
Europeans or marginalized Mexican Americans, respectively.  Based on the absence of 
comments qualifying their responses to different ethnic groups, low-incidence and 
migrant-serving teachers appeared to have generalized these attitudes and beliefs to all 
English language learners.   

 In responding to the survey question about student achievement, rapid-influx 
teachers often noted that achievement depends on a myriad of factors such as the 
amount of English spoken at home, gender, cultural work ethics, previous school 
experiences, motivation and sense of comfort in the school environment.  Many rapid-
influx teachers reported mixed but realistic experiences with student achievement, i.e. “It 
is difficult to make a blanket statement.  Some do very well and others don’t”.  While 
some teachers reported negative experiences with ELLs, their comments did not appear 
to blame the students or parents, but rather appeared cognizant of the inherent 
challenges in educating a large population of ELLs.  As one teacher wrote, “It’s so hard 
to teach so many different levels and so many different ethnic groups.”  Other teachers 
reported  positive experiences with student achievement.  A few teachers commented 
that some ELLs actually achieved more than native-English speaking students.  As one 
teacher commented, “Many are highly motivated and strive for success unlike some of 
their American peers.”    

In summary, although teacher attitudes towards ELLs had become slightly more 
negative with each wave of refugees, teachers in rapid-influx schools evidenced both 
legitimate concerns and realistic expectations of working with English language learners.  
This stood in contrast to the somewhat more positive and perhaps naïve attitudes of 
teachers from low-incidence schools with little experience in working with ELLs.  The 
attitudes held by rapid-influx teachers also sharply  
contrasted to the teacher attitudes noted in migrant-serving schools.    
 
Migrant-serving Schools 

Schools in the northeastern region of this Great Plains state have been serving 
migrant students for decades.  In fact, some schools boast that they have educated 
three generations of migrant students from the same family.  However, these schools 
have historically provided no form of ELL education for their migrant students, and have 
only recently and reluctantly begun to develop ELL programs out of fear of being cited by 
the Office of Civil Rights and the state’s Department of Public Instruction.  
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Teacher attitudes regarding English language learners in the migrant-serving 
schools in this study range from neutral to highly negative.  Migrant-serving teachers, for 
example, were significantly more likely than low or rapid-influx teachers to view 
language-minority students as poor academic performers and as coming from “places 
with inferior educational systems.”  Teachers serving migrant students tended to 
disagree with the idea that ELLs bring needed diversity to their schools.  As one teacher 
of migrant students stated, “Diversity is not always a good thing, is it?” ]  Compounded 
with deficit-theory beliefs about ELLs, is the fact that many migrant-serving teachers 
object to making adaptations for ELLs in the mainstream classroom.  Attitudes of the 
migrant teachers toward making adaptations were especially negative (!2(4, n = 409) = 
18.15, p < .01).  Federal and state mandates to help improve sub-standard education for 
ELLs appear to be creating an even more entrenched resistance in schools serving 
migrant students.    

Teacher comments that alluded to resentment of federal and state law included, 
“Federal mandates don’t come with federal funds” and “legally I have to [make 
adaptations] I suppose.” Forty-two percent (n = 15) of teachers  in the migrant-serving 
schools were either neutral toward or not interested in ELL professional development, 
even though Hispanic students with a range of English proficiency levels sometimes 
comprised upwards of 20% of the schools’ population during harvest season.  Myths and 
misconceptions about ELL education appeared to have skewed some teachers’ attitudes 
about professional development.  One teacher explained her reluctance to participate in 
professional development by stating, “It would require learning Spanish.  I don’t know if I 
want to do that.”   This presents a conundrum.  Professional development works to clear 
up harmful myths and misconceptions.  But if those very myths and misconceptions 
cause teachers to resist professional development, then professional development alone 
is not a viable solution.  Cultural racism (Kendall, 1996) may also be a large factor here 
considering that large numbers of migrant-serving teachers did not show evidence of 
actively working to improve the education of the Hispanic students.   

Migrant-serving teachers in our study were the most likely to admit, compared with 
low-incidence and rapid-influx teachers, that their schools did not welcome language-
minority students and did not embrace their culture or language(!2(4, n = 410) = 32.49, 
p < .001).   This could be interpreted as an encouraging statistic, suggesting many 
teachers of migrant students are at least cognizant of their negative attitudes.  On the 
opposite hand, this could be an extremely discouraging statistic if ethnocentric and racist 
teacher attitudes are so ingrained that teachers feel comfortable candidly expressing 
them in public.  One teacher offered this puzzling but telling comment:  “Our school 
welcomes the students but as a whole doesn’t welcome the culture and language.”  One 
wonders what is left of a student to welcome if you take away their culture and 
language?  

Walker, Shafer, & Iiams / “Not in My Classroom”: Teachers’ Attitudes Towards ELLs 
 
 
 

151

Why do teachers of migrant students tend to hold these particular negative attitudes 
more so than other teachers?  The answer requires understanding the context of 
working with Hispanic migrant children.  Migrant students in this region of the state 
typically attend school only for the first 6-8 weeks in the fall, until the potato and sugar 
beet harvests are completed.  They are among the poorest children in the state, not 
qualifying for funding available to traditional immigrants and refugees.  Their culture 
often places family concerns before education, and migrant children may miss school in 
order to take care of younger siblings or other family responsibilities. Their education 
consists of the smattering of what they learn from attending numerous schools.  They 
are often referred to as long-term English language learners, because their English 



acquisition is hindered by frequently changing schools and limited opportunities for 
interaction with native English speakers.  In sum, migrant students do pose unique 
educational challenges for mainstream teachers.     

Many teachers in migrant-serving schools, however, appeared to take little 
responsibility for the academic achievement of their migrant students.  (The following are 
perceptions expressed by some teachers in migrant-serving schools, not verified by this 
study). Many commented that parents often do not, or only belatedly, enroll their children 
in schools when they return to Texas and Mexico.  Many commented that Hispanic 
parents do not attend school conferences and do not seem to care about their children’s 
education.  It was frequently reasoned that because the children are only enrolled in 
school for 6-8 weeks, there is no time to assess their English proficiency and provide 
any meaningful ELL instruction.  They stated that the counterpart schools in the South 
often do not forward student records, do not provide information on previous special 
education testing and placement, and do not return teachers’ phone calls about 
individual students.  They believed that students speak only Spanish in the southern 
schools and learn no English.  At the middle and high school levels, teachers noted the 
extremely high Hispanic drop-out rates.    

Given these comments and perceptions, no doubt a complex blend of fact and 
fiction, it is easy to understand (but not justify) how negative attitudes about migrant 
students develop.  The rural communities do little to welcome and create a sense of 
belonging for the Hispanic migrants; the migrants are expected to labor for a short period 
of time and then leave.  Rather than being valued by the community, they are regarded 
as inferior.  Over the decades, there has been little change in these isolated rural 
communities, and ingrained attitudes of racism and social hierarchy have gone 
unchallenged.  In rural areas, the school often represents the heart of the community.  
Teachers in these schools have often grown up in the community or married into the 
community.  There is little to separate community attitude from school attitude and vice 
versa.  There is little to interrupt the cycle of racism that has been on-going for decades.     

The findings from these migrant-serving schools, together with the findings from the 
low-incidence and rapid-influx schools, serve to lay a theoretical foundation for the 
following discussion on the development of teacher attitudes towards ELLs.   

 

Discussion 
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In examining the entirety of the data in this study, especially in relation to how 
and why negative teacher attitudes towards ELLs differ by community context, a pattern 
of attitude development emerges.  While our theorization on teacher attitude 
development towards ELLs needs to be researched more thoroughly, we present our 
initial thoughts here.  The somewhat more positive but often naively optimistic beliefs 
and attitudes of teachers in low-incidence schools suggest several things.  The majority 
of teachers do not appear to start out with negative attitudes about English language 
learners, or espouse overt racist or prejudicial beliefs about ELLs.  Rather, the majority 
of teachers start out with little to no training in ELL education and as such are vulnerable 
to misinformation circulated by the media or the public at large.  Most teachers who have 
never had experience working with ELLs appear open-minded or at least neutral about 
the challenge, and some actively seek it.  Teachers who have had positive experiences 
with ELLs, especially in the context of foreign exchange students or having been able to 
devote their efforts and help to only one or two ELLs at a time, appear to feel a sense of 



self-efficacy in being able to make a difference in an ELL student’s education.  Teachers 
with these positive experiences appear to develop positive attitudes about ELLs in 
general.  
 Negative attitudes begin to emerge when unprepared and unsupported teachers 
encounter challenges in working with ELLs.  A well-intentioned teacher can easily 
become frustrated and overwhelmed when they don’t have the prerequisite training to be 
able to effectively help an ELL student achieve academic success.  Teachers may 
experience similar feelings when there a lack of support from administrators or the 
support of an ELL teacher is unavailable.   Teachers who hold misconceptions about 
second language acquisition may develop negative attitudes towards ELLs when their 
expectations for academic progress are not met.  Certain populations of ELLs pose more 
challenges than others for teachers, and negative attitudes may begin to develop 
towards that one population of students or be generalized towards all ELLs.  The more 
ELLs a teacher is given responsibility for, the greater the challenge in helping them, and 
the shorter the time span the teacher is given to prepare him/herself for these new 
students, all contribute to how frustrated and overwhelmed a well-intentioned teacher 
can become.  Positive attitudes can quickly downshift to negative ones when teachers 
are not provided with the training and support they need to be effective, and feel 

ffective, in their working with ELLs.   e 
 Data from the migrant-serving schools demonstrate what can happen when 
negative teacher attitudes towards ELLs remain unchallenged for long periods of time 
and additionally are based primarily on narrow experiences with a single marginalized 
ethnic group.  If negative teacher attitudes are allowed to solidify and remain 
unchallenged, in this case for generations, and if the administrators and community 
allow teachers to abdicate their responsibilities for educating all students, a school 
climate is created that lends itself to the development and perpetuation of ethnocentric 
and racist beliefs against the minority group, furthering their marginalization and 
lessening their already poor chances for a quality education.  The danger of this 
happening is more likely in isolated and insular communities that are not heavily 

fluenced or pressured by outside influences. in  
 Rapid-influx schools are in a tenuous position in terms of attitude development.  
Positive teacher attitudes towards ELLs may deteriorate if mainstream teachers begin to 
feel frustrated, overwhelmed, and unsupported in their efforts to adapt to working with 
these new students.  On the encouraging side, well-intentioned and committed teachers 
may become more realistic in their understanding of the difficult and numerous 
challenges they face in helping their ELL students become both linguistically and 
academically proficient.  Mixed and conflictiing attitudes develop. Initially unprepared for 
the rapid-influx of refugees, rapid-influx schools may experience slow but steady 
progress in developing effective ELL programs that work with mainstream teachers and 
classrooms.   But how long can teachers continue to feel a sense of inefficacy in 
educating ELLs before more attitudes downshift to negative?  Teachers in rapid-influx 
chools are in critical need of training and support.  s 

 Mixed attitudes, especially among a large number of teachers, however, provide 
room for opportunity.  In many cases, the findings in this study regarding the extent and 
nature of teacher attitudes towards ELLs did not point to a predominance of negative or 
positive attitudes, but rather to a predominance of neutral attitudes or a mix of the three.  
The majority of teachers responded neutrally to questions concerning the academic 
performance of ELLs, wanting an ELL student placed in their classroom and not allowing 
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ELLs to use their native language in school.  One-fourth or more of teachers responded 
neutrally to questions related to training, expecting fluency after  
only one year, making adaptations for ELLs, and ELLs being responsible for adapting to 

merican schools.   A 
These large percentages of neutral responses have the greatest implication in 

this study.  Negative attitudes, especially those resulting from negative experiences with 
ELLs and those based on ethnocentric bias, are difficult to change.  Neutral attitudes, on 
the other hand, are not rooted in pre-conceived notions, misnomers, or elements of 
racism and prejudice.  Being neutral, they are malleable to influence and change.  
Although this study cannot conclude to what extent the large numbers of neutral 
responses were a result of teachers simply not knowing enough about ELLs and ELL 
education to make a decision on the survey questions, it must be remembered that 87% 
of teachers participating in this survey had never received any training in ELL education.  
If the teachers who hold neutral attitudes were to receive accurate and adequate training 
in working with English language learners, as well as administrative and ELL support, 
perhaps their attitudes would become positive ones. 

 

Implications 

 
The findings in this study, in terms of the extent and nature of teacher attitudes 

towards ELLs, the factors associated with attitude development, and the ways in which 
community context affects attitudes, point to an urgent need for more professional 
development in working with English language learners.  Professional development is 
needed for administrators, teachers, as well as the entire school staff in order to foster a 
positive school-wide learning environment that supports linguistic diversity.   
Professional knowledge is needed to dispel common myths and misconceptions, and to 
help school staff change their neutral and negative attitudes about ELLs,  
ELL education and diversity in general, and to provide school staff with a foundation in 
best practices of educating English language learners.  However, professional 
development must be designed and implemented in a manner that takes into account 
the varying community contexts of schools and school districts.  Most importantly, 
effective professional development needs to be provided in a timely manner so that 
teachers do not become overwhelmed or frustrated in working with ELLs or lose their 
sense of self-efficacy in being able to educate all of the students in their classroom. 
 
         The following suggestions for professional development and teacher support are 
based on findings from this study:  

 
Administrators need professional development in the areas of second language 

acquisition, diversity and ELL pedagogy, in addition to specialized professional 
development in implementing and managing effective ELL programs.  
Administrators need this knowledge in order to create a positive school 
environment essential for effective inclusive education, and to optimize and 
support collaboration between ELL teachers and mainstream teachers.   

 
ELL teachers need leadership training that will enable them to work constructively 

with mainstream teachers and school administrators.  They need to be trained 
and supported as school resource experts.  An ELL teacher with leadership 
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capabilities and advocacy skills can work to change negative attitudes from the 
inside-out. 
 

“One stop” and “Fits All Teacher/Students Needs”  training models should be 
avoided. Professional development efforts must be carefully designed so as to 
address the specific needs of teachers in their unique school contexts. For 
example, teachers in rapid-influx schools in River City might have benefited from 
conflict resolution training so as to reduce cultural dissonance in the classroom.  
They may also have benefited from training in which they were able to openly 
express and discuss their feelings about their changing classrooms and 
communities.   
 

Professional development should be made available that offers specific information 
about the different ethnic cultures of the ELLs in a school or district.  Migrant-
serving teachers need to know more about Hispanic culture and the migrant 
experience from the perspective of the migrant student and family.   The River 
City teachers wanted more training in the Muslim religion.  While general 
multicultural education approaches can work well to help teachers explore their 
own cultural biases and negative attitudes, specific cultural training is needed to 
help teachers address specific cultural issues.   

 
Professional development needs to be offered in a timely manner.  As noted in this 

study, many teachers are not interested in professional development until an ELL 
is actually enrolled in their classroom.  However, when an ELL is suddenly 
placed in their classroom, the teacher feels unprepared and overwhelmed, and 
negative attitudes towards the ELL may develop.  Immediate and effective 
professional development is needed in these cases to support the teacher and 
prevent the negative attitude cycle from beginning or solidifying.  Professional 
development efforts for teachers with seriously ingrained negative attitudes must 
focus heavily on changing attitudes first before they can focus on pedagogy and 
best practices.  

 
Much more training in working with English language learners is needed at the pre-

service teacher level, especially in states with low-incidence ELL populations.  
Teacher education programs in low-incidence areas should place emphasis on 
general multicultural education and teaching pedagogies that work for a wide 
variety of diverse learners, not just English language learners.  Pre-service 
training should emphasize that teachers are responsible for all the students in 
their classrooms.  With this foundation, teachers can then later seek out more 
specialized ELL training as warranted by the context of the ELL populations in 
their future classrooms.   

 
Professional development efforts need to extend to the community as well.  

Community attitudes are large determinants of teacher attitudes towards ELLs.  
National organizations such as the National Association for Bilingual Education 
(NABE) and Teaching English to 
Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL), as well as their respective state 
affiliates, need to  
increasingly work to educate the general public about English language learners 
and effective ELL education.  Community outreach programs are important in 
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order to combat media bias and privately-funded propaganda campaigns 
espousing anti-pluralistic messages.   

 

Limitations and Required Further Study 

 
There are several noteworthy limitations of this study.  The first is that while this 

was a large survey (422 mainstream teacher participants) across a large geographic 
area that encompassed low-incidence, rapid-influx and migrant-serving schools, the 
study did not encompass any high-incidence schools with a substantial history of 
educating ELLs.  As such, findings regarding the extent and nature of teacher attitudes 
towards ELLs and the factors contributing to their formation, may in particular not be 
generalizable to high-incidence schools. Secondly, due to lack of data from high-
incidence schools with a substantial history of educating ELLs, the theory of attitude 
development presented in this paper is missing a necessary piece.  Further study needs 
to be conducted in order to explore the development and evolution of teacher attitudes 
long-term in working with large numbers of ELLs. Under what conditions and factors do 
high-incidence teacher attitudes towards ELLs evolve into either positive or negative 
ones?     

A final limitation of our study concerns our findings and discussion of migrant-
serving schools.  While many teachers in the schools in our study did espouse negative 
and perhaps even racist attitudes about Hispanic students, this study was limited to a 
limited number of schools in a single geographic area.  We realize that there are many 
migrant-serving teachers and schools across the nation that are providing exemplary 
educational opportunities for Hispanic students.   
 

Conclusion 
 

It is crucial to remember that negative attitudes are quick to develop but slow to 
change.  Professional development efforts in helping teachers effectively teach English 
language learners in inclusive settings must be comprehensive, appropriate, and long-
term, as well as heavily focused on confronting and changing negative attitudes that 
serve to impede progress.  Entrenched community attitudes may be the most difficult to 
change. As a frustrated but still optimistic ELL teacher commented, “[This state] as a 
whole seems like it is negative to any kind of change.  We’re really conservative… It’s 
just going to take time.  It might not be this generation, but maybe the next one.”  
Unfortunately, for many English language learners, change may come too late.  
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Abstract 
 

In this paper, we propose a content-based, advanced level adjunct 
English as a Second Language (ESL) instructional approach for writing 
from a language socialization theoretical framework using basic 
principles of systemic functional linguistics (Halliday, 1994) and 
sociocultural theory of learning (Vygotsky, 1986). We emphasize an ESL 
curriculum that stimulates ESL students to learn domain specific 
knowledge, to develop cognitive and meta-cognitive learning and 
thinking processes, and to learn rhetorically and lexico-pragmatically 
appropriate writing (Raimes, 1983). We provide a complete review of the 
theoretical principles derived from research based on integrative 
curriculum for second language (L2) students. We explain how an 
adjunct course model (Adamson, 1993; Mohan, 1986) can be used to 
design the specifics of the course.   

 
Content-Based ESL Writing Curriculum: A Language Socialization Model 

 
Thousands of international non-native speakers of English study in American 

postsecondary institutions each year. Many of these students enroll in English as a 
Second Language (ESL) or Intensive English programs (IEPs) to improve their English 
in general and academic writing in particular. Such knowledge is important because 
academic writing is a severe problem for many international students as many of them 
are not taught how to write academically even in their first languages (Shi & Beckett, 
2002). Those who come with prior knowledge about writing are often trained to write 
differently than what is required in North American universities (National Research 
Council [NRC], 1999a).  

      
Furthermore, the existing writing curricula are designed to teach ESL writing as a 

separate subject typically focusing on fixing sentence level grammar problems. They 
neglect to link writing instruction with authentic content area writing assignments that 
non-native English speaker students encounter in their real studies. Such neglect 
ignores calls for integrated teaching of language, subject matter content, and higher 
order thinking skills by the National Research Council (NRC) (1999a, 1999b), leaving 
ESL students incapable of accomplishing writing tasks required by their respective 
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disciplines, even after taking several writing courses in ESL programs. Such phenomena 
not only cause frustrations and despair among ESL students, their ESL teachers, and 
content area professors, but also jeopardize the educational agenda. This paper 
addresses these issues through a curriculum designed for an advanced level IEP to 
teach subject-matter content and to language socialize ESL students in context (Ochs, 
1989). That is, the curriculum teaches ESL, ESL writing, and subject-matter content 
simultaneously in an authentic context.  

 
The specific purpose of this educationally applied paper is to share a much needed 

writing curriculum designed from sound socio-cultural (Vygotsy, 1971) and Systemic Functional 
Linguistics (SFL) (Halliday, 1994) perspectives. This ESL instructional approach has the 
objective of using a curriculum following a language socialization model that integrates cognitive 
processes and learning strategies with subject matter across content areas. Through immersion 
in this active and problem-solving based approach, ESL learners can develop authentic 
communicative skills in English through using cognitive and emotional or affective strategies in a 
socioculturally appropriate manner and learn rhetorically and lexico-pragmatically appropriate 
writing skills (Raimes, 1983). This integrative curriculum also stimulates ESL students to 
develop higher level critical thinking skills by becoming bilingual, bicognitive (i.e., thinking in 
both languages using both languages as methods of instruction), and bicultural (i.e., developing 
cultural identities that identify with both cultural backgrounds). As such, this paper responds to a 
national need for high quality curricula based on theory and research knowledge.   

 
This paper contributes to bridging a gap in the ESL writing curricula literature, it 

responds to the NRC’s call for a responsible curriculum that aims to correct prior 
misconceptions, and empowers students with new knowledge to succeed in their new 
environment. According to the NRC (1999a), we need to teach students the expected ways of 
organizing knowledge, cognitive and meta-cognitive strategies, which can facilitate retrieval of 
information and transfer organizational and problem-solving skills. We need to design curricula 
that integrate three critical elements for being a successful learner: (1) in depth knowledge of 
content and topic knowledge (subject matter), (2) conceptual understanding in order to gain 
awareness of knowledge structures in various disciples, and (3) critical thinking skills to be able 
to engage in meta-cognitive strategies to self-monitor learning (i.e., learning how to learn, how 
to think, and how to solve problems). As pointed out by the NRC (ibid), “Helping students to 
recognize and build on knowledge structures is a crucial goal of teaching” (p. 26). According to 
the NRC, students should be taught to learn through multiple examples, practice application of 
concepts to multiple real-life problems connected to subject matter, and make connections 
between prior and new knowledge. It also points out that all students learn “processes of 
comparison, evaluating same/different distinctions, categorizing the new problem in terms of 
what seems familiar or unfamiliar and evaluating feedback” (National Research Council, 1999a, 
p. 27). Extensive research from the 1980s and1990s (Bruner, 1990; Cole, 1996; Tobin, Wu, & 
Davidson, 1989) shows that learning (i.e., both in terms of acquisition and use of knowledge) 
takes place through interaction between internal variables such as individual cognitive 
processes and external factors such as the context of cultural and social norms and 
expectations. What this means is that students, particularly ESL students, need external help for 
internalizing the new linguistic and socio-cultural knowledge that they need to acquire to be 
successful in authentic contexts. The instructional approach for advanced level ESL writing we 
are proposing in this article discusses and illustrates how these can be done theoretically as 
well as practically. 
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Specifically, we provide a complete review of the theoretical principles derived from 
research based on integrative curriculum for L2 students. We explain how an adjunct course 



   

model (Adamson, 1993; Mohan, 1986) can be used to design the specifics of the course. As 
such, the paper responds to an urgent need for an alternative and meaningful model for 
advanced level ESL writing courses that can be more effective than sheltered models for 
preparing ESL students to make real-life applications. The proposed curriculum has important 
educational implications because it empowers ESL students to apply concepts to real-life 
problems connected to subject matter, to develop content knowledge, problem-solving, and 
critical-thinking skills (NRC, 1999a). 

 

Theoretical Orientation 
 

Language learning involves learning the language code as well as the culture 
(appropriate ways of thinking and acting) associated with the language. This implies that 
ESL students enrolled in a writing class need to learn how to write and the writing culture 
of specific subject areas in context as opposed to correct grammar and paragraph 
writing in isolation. We apply Ochs’s (1989) notion of language socialization as a general 
conceptual framework for the proposed curriculum. For Ochs (1989), people learn 
language through socialization and socialize through language. From this point of view, 
language socialization means learning the language and learning culture simultaneously. 
This is an important concept for us because our curriculum is aimed at helping ESL 
students to learn how to write authentic essays in relation to subject matter, and the 
cultural discourses associated with specific knowledge structures and content areas.  

 
We propose a content-based curriculum that can provide ESL students with 

opportunities to learn various discipline specific discourses and subject-matter content 
with the assistance of ESL teachers acting as mediators. Such contexts can be 
environments where ESL students can develop cognitively through learning authentic 
subject matter as well as learning context appropriate learning strategies. It can provide 
ESL students opportunities to develop understanding of subject matter content 
represented in the new target ESL language as well as learning the social values. That 
is, in addition to language and content learning, such context can also provide ESL 
students opportunities to learn communicative styles of interaction and cultural thinking 
styles necessary to think about and articulate content material in a particular socially and 
culturally acceptable manner.   

 

Systemic Functional Linguistics and Socio-Cultural Perspectives 

 
At a specific level, our course design is influenced by the SFL theory that sees language 

as a meaning making resource  (Halliday, 1994) and sociocultural theory (Vygotsky, 1986) that 
sees learning as a social activity that uses language to construct meaning from authentic 
contexts with help from more capable others. The SFL approach perceives language as actual 
content and a resource that allows ESL students to participate in new academic contexts and 
their associated genres (Eggins 1994; Halliday, 1994; Mohan, 1986; Mohan & Beckett, 2001). 
This approach to language learning is concerned with how people use language in order to 
accomplish real communicative goals such as participating in discipline specific knowledge 
construction. Such ability is crucial for all learners because today’s complex society expects its 
students to be equipped with the ability to meet the social and linguistic needs of various 
contexts for full participation (Colombi & Schleppegrell, 2002).  
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Sociocultural theory calls for socialization of individuals into various discipline specific 
discourse communities paying special attention to specific cultural contexts. From this 
perspective, there are everyday concepts and scientific concepts that we must learn. Everyday 
concepts are those we are socialized to understand unconsciously and scientific concepts are 
those that are consciously learned, typically through language (Vygotsky, 1986). For Vygotsy 
(1986) and others who work within this theoretical framework (Lave & Wenger, 1991), 
discourses are embedded in communities of practice including the disciplinary communities that 
students are expected to become members of.  Becoming a member of a community means 
learning to be able to function in the discourse acceptable for that community. For example, 
ESL students who come to the U.S. to study sociology are expected to adopt the social practice 
of American sociologists by talking and writing like their American classmates, and professors 
and by using the sociologically appropriate register expected of them. The SFL theory (Halliday, 
1994) and sociocultural learning theory (Vygotsky, 1986) together call for curricula that take ESL 
students beyond sentence level grammar instruction in writing classes. Such curricula 
acknowledges that what we do with language varies from context to context and task to task. 
That is, what we do with language is interdependent with what is talked about (field), the 
relationship between speaker and listener or reader and writer (tenor), and expectations for how 
particular texts should be organized (mode) (Halliday, 1994). They require curricula that aim to 
empower ESL students by increasing their context and task appropriate meaning making 
resources for full participation in an academic community, thus responding to the NRC’s (1999a) 
call for responsible curricula.  

 
Furthermore, Eggins (1994) argued that when using language we are making choices 

about the appropriateness of language for a given context.  Knowing how to use language in a 
discourse appropriate way, or understanding what Halliday (1994) called field, tenor, and mode, 
is what we want to accomplish in an L2 learning environment. Mohan (1986) pointed out that, 
very often, in thinking about language learning and teaching, we are not attentive to the role of 
language as a medium of learning and do not acknowledge that content is being communicated 
in the language learning classroom. Research also shows that teaching ESL students advanced 
literacy and discipline appropriate language is better done through authentic subject matter 
content rather than “dry run” practice courses (Adamson, 1993; Early & Hooper, 2001; Mohan & 
Beckett, 2001; Smoke, 2001). In light of these findings, we apply a content-based (Mohan, 
1986) adjunct course design (Adamson, 1993) for our curriculum. This model is conducive to 
teaching ESL writing integrated with authentic subject matter content (Sociology 101)  that 
enables students to learn the English language, learn through the language, and learn about the 
language (Eggins, 1994; Halliday 1969; Platt, 1989), or what Ochs (1989) called language 
socialization (i.e., learning language is the acquisition of language as well as socio-cultural 
knowledge).  

 

The Curriculum: Content-Based Language Teaching 
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In order to design ESL writing curriculum that can achieve all the research-based goals 
discussed above, we turned to content-based language teaching or a language and content 
integrated approach to language teaching. Content-based language teaching was introduced to 
the field of ESL education in 1986 by “the publication of Bernard Mohan’s seminal book 
Language and Content” (Snow & Brinton, 1997, p. xi). The belief system behind content-based 
language teaching is consistent with the SFL view of language (Kasper, 2000) and the 
sociocultural view of learning. That is, L2 learning is similar in many ways to first language (L1) 
learning that is essentially the learning of the language, learning about the language, and 



   

learning through the use of the language (Halliday, 1969). This view holds that planning of 
language learning and teaching should incorporate activities that represent learning the specific 
discourse of the subject matter content and acquisition of language through construction of 
authentic knowledge. That is, knowing about how to use the language is just as important as 
knowing the linguistic code, and through using the language, we explore and learn how to 
communicate meaningfully and appropriately. A content-based language instruction curriculum 
model then promotes language as a meaning making resource for people to construct meaning 
out of their daily activities such as learning sociology and/or completing a writing research paper 
for a sociology course.   

 
Interest in content-based language teaching has “increased dramatically” (Snow & 

Brinton, 1997, p. xi) in recent years.  However, due to its relatively recent entry to the field, a 
systematic professional training program to implement this model has not yet been established 
(Sagliano, Stewart, & Sagliano, 1998). We are not aware of any systematic content-based 
advanced level IEP writing curricula developed from SFL and sociocultural learning theory 
perspectives. Our curriculum will help bridge this gap by showing how an integration of a regular 
university course (e.g., Sociology 101) with an ESL writing course can allow ESL students to 
use the English they learn in their IEP courses as a resourse to learn: (1) authentic sociology 
subject matter content, and (2) discipline specific academic English through the study and 
completion of authentic sociology writing tasks with the help of their ESL teachers in an adjunct 
course.  

 

An Adjunct Course 
 

Pairing an IEP ESL writing course with a regular university course is not an easy task. 
There are many things such as teacher knowledge and logistical issues (i.e., scheduling) to 
consider.  For specific details, we turned to the adjunct course design proposed by Adamson 
(1993) and Brinton, Snow, and Wesche (1989). This design was chosen because case studies 
conducted by Adamson (1993) and his colleagues suggested it would be successful. According 
to Adamson (1993), an adjunct course enrolls ESL students for credit in a subject matter 
content course and an associated ESL course in which the content material is reviewed and the 
academic skills and background knowledge necessary for success in the course are taught. The 
purpose of the adjunct course is to help students master the subject matter content material, 
introduce them to L2 academic discourse, and develop skills which they can transfer to other 
academic areas. Such a course links the content area course with the ESL course where the 
language syllabus is “mapped” onto the content curriculum and includes treatment of more 
general academic language skills in addition to content-specific language needs. It provides 
excellent contexts for developing academic strategies because the ESL component of the 
course is directly related to the students’ academic needs.  It provides support for students in 
revising their notes, preparing for exams, and building a conceptual framework for 
understanding the reading material and the course dealing with real subject matter. The 
students must earn at least a passing grade, which motivates them to master both the content 
material and the academic strategies.  In our curriculum, the adjunct course design allows us to 
utilize the subject matter content of the university course Sociology 101 to teach an advanced 
level IEP writing course. Sociology 101 is chosen as an example for our purpose, but this model 
can be adapted and applied to any subject-matter content area.  Our model (i.e., a content-
based adjunct course) makes teaching advanced level writing effective by increasing students’ 
academic writing proficiency and empowering them with useful skills necessary for a smooth 
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transition into university credit courses (Brinton, Snow, & Wesche, 1989; Crandall 1995; Kasper 
1994, 2000).   

 
Procedure 

Specifically, our curriculum requires the ESL students to enroll in a ten-week (three 
classroom hours a week) non-credit advanced-level (i.e., students’ English language proficiency 
is at 500-550 level) IEP Writing course and a ten-week three-credit university sociology course 
(five classroom hours a week) simultaneously. Students are required to attend the sociology 
course with their mainstream American counterparts participating in all the required activities of 
the course. They are asked to make notes of areas and points of difficulty and seek assistance 
from their ESL instructor, particularly when it comes to their writing assignments. This model 
requires the sociology and ESL course instructors to work collaboratively in planning their 
courses to identify key contents, making notes of the thinking skills and linguistic challenges that 
ESL students may face, and sharing ideas about assignments (Kasper, 2000). After the syllabus 
planning stage is completed, it is advisable that the ESL writing course instructor attend the 
sociology course with the students so that she or he is aware of the activities that take place in 
the course. Such a practice helps the ESL instructor advise her or his students with their writing 
tasks for Sociology 101. Sustained communication between instructors is essential for success 
of this instructional model. In other words, the subject matter content instructor is responsible for 
the instruction of content material, and the L2 instructor provides linguistic and cultural 
assistance to the students who are enrolled in the subject matter content course. The ESL 
writing course suits the content-based language socialization model we propose in this article 
because writing can help students learn by reinforcing their linguistic knowledge of subject 
matter content. Writing for an authentic content course is a meaningful activity that promotes 
and requires rhetorically and lexico-pragmatically appropriate writing (Raimes, 1983). A specific 
framework we found helpful in implementing our concept of integrating a university sociology 
content area course with an the IEP writing course is that of Mohan’s (1986) Knowledge 
Framework.  This framework is a powerful conceptual tool that can guide teachers and students 
in their understanding of the relationship among the subject matter-content being covered, 
various thinking skills (e.g., classifying, describing, and evaluating), and the relevant linguistic 
features that need to be taught and learned in a particular subject matter content.  

 

Knowledge Framework 

 
The Knowledge Framework was developed by Mohan (1986) to be used as a theoretical 

foundation for language and content integrated research. However, it has also been used as a 
conceptual framework for language and content integrated L2 instruction.  The framework is 
based on the idea of activity and is intended to be “a guide to the structure of knowledge across 
the curriculum” (Mohan, 1986, p. 25).  It provides a framework for activities around which most 
L2 teaching can be organized. According to Mohan (1986), activities are central to learning. An 
activity may be divided into six major types of knowledge structure: classification, description, 
principles, sequence, evaluation, and choice. Semantically, the Knowledge Framework looks 
like Figure 1 below.   
 
Figure 1 
Semantic Representation of the Knowledge Framework 
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Classification Principles Evaluation 

Description Sequence Choice 
 
Mohan also believes that we need theoretical as well as practical knowledge to carry out 

an activity.  The upper level of the framework can be applied to learn and express theoretical 
knowledge. The lower level of the framework can be applied to learn and carry out the practical 
aspect of knowledge. Research has shown (Early, Mohan, & Hooper, 1989; Mohan & Huang, 
2002; Tang, 1997) that teachers can apply classification, principles, and evaluation knowledge 
structures to help students transfer new knowledge into new material.  Huang (1996) and Liang 
(1998) have also found the Knowledge Framework to be a useful data analysis tool, which 
proved to be true in our case as well. 

 
The classification structure can be used to teach students how to define, develop, and 

apply new concepts. The principles structure can be used to teach students how to interpret, 
explain and predict data, and draw conclusions. The evaluation structure can be used to teach 
students how to make judgments and evaluations, and express personal opinions. The 
description structure can be used to teach students how to describe events such as a science 
experiment. The Knowledge Framework is conducive to identifying and teaching thinking skills 
and language as each of the knowledge structures has thinking skills and distinct linguistic 
features that need to be learned when carrying out an activity within a certain knowledge 
structure. Figure 2 below is a semantic representation of the Knowledge Framework, the six 
knowledge structures, sample thinking skills, and the linguistic features related to the knowledge 
structures. 

 

Sample Thinking Skills & Language Related to the Knowledge Framework 
 
Figure 2 
Sample Thinking Skills & Language Related to the Knowledge Framework (based on Early, Mohan, & 
Hooper, 1989; and Mohan, 1986) 
 

Theoretical/General 
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Classification Principles Evaluation 
Sample thinking skills: 
!" Classifying 
!"  Identifying 
!" Understanding  
!" Applying or developing 

Concepts 
 
Sample language: 
!" Verbs of class membersh
        be 
!" Verbs of possession: have
!"  Comparison: more than; 
         taller than 
!" Classification: include/pla
         under 
  

Sample thinking skills: 
!" Establishing hypotheses 
!" Interpreting data 
!" Drawing conclusions 
 
Sample language: 
!" Cause/reason:  is due to  
!" Condition & contrast: if…then
!" Prediction: probably  
!" Generalization & explanation
         completely 

Sample thinking skills: 
!" Evaluating 
!" Ranking 
!" Judging 
!" Appreciating 
 
Sample language: 
!" Describing emotions: like/dis

satisfactory; 
        unsatisfactory 
!" Evaluation adjectives : good/

right/wrong; 
!" Verbs of volition: prefer/had
         rather  
 



Sample thinking skills: 
!" Observing 
!" Identifying 
!" Comparing 
!" Contrasting  
 
Sample language: 
!" Stative verbs: believe; to s
         to feel 
!"  Relative clauses: who; w
!" Prepositions of place: bet

under; by; 

Sample thinking skills: 
!" Arranging events in order 
!" Following directions 
!" Predicting order 
 
Sample language: 
!" Logical & chronological  
    connectors:  during; next; final
!" Prepositions of space & time
 at; about; between; around; towa
 

Sample thinking skills: 
!" Selecting 
!" Generating solutions 
!" Solving problems 
!" Identifying issues 
 
Sample language: 
!" Modals: can; will; must; shou
        would; may; 
!" Request/offer:  I can  
!" Preference: prefer; had rathe
 

Description Sequence Choice 
Practical/Specific 

 
It should be noted that each knowledge structure also has key visuals that can be helpful 

in teaching and learning language and content in an integrated manner.  Figure 3 below shows 
some sample key visuals related to knowledge structures that we found useful. 

 
Sample Key Visuals Related to Knowledge Structures 

Figure 3 
Sample Key Visuals Related to the Knowledge Structures (based on Mohan,1986) 
 

Classification Principles Evaluation 
Classification tree graph:  
     

 
           Meat 

 
 
Red meat                          
Sea food 
 
beef   lamb   pork     fish  s
crab 
 
Classification table: 
 
                        a          b    
d 
 

Item #  X  X 
Item # X  X  
Item #  X  X 
Item # X  X  

     

Cause and Effect table: 
Effects of diet on humans 
 

Diet Enough prot Good growth
Diet Insufficient d

 product 
Poor growth

 
Cause effect graph for population 
decrease: 
 
Cause  Effect 
!" Women have:
 control of their live
!" Women have 
 birth-control mean
!" Costly  child-ca
!" Employment 
         competition;
 

Population 
decrease 

 

Evaluation graphic of Sociology 1
 
Term 1 All theory Bad 
Term 2 Theory & pracGood

 
 
An evaluation grid graph: 
 
The worst course I’ve eve
taken: 
 
----------------------------------
What was bad about it? 
 
----------------------------------
What was the cause of th
problem? 
 
----------------------------------
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A web description graph o
class: 
 
       When?                        
When? 
   
 

 
A course registration sequence flo
chart graph: 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Time sequence graph a student
morning schedule: 
 
8:30           9:30        10:30    11:30
12:30     
 
breakfast    English    Math    gym 
lunch      
 

 
Evaluation graph for choice of ea
out or  
eating in: 
 
 
                 Action     Outcome     
Evaluation 

C
hoice 1 

Eat out 
(Go to  
Lucy’s; 
lamb  
chops, 
cakes, 
gourme
 drinks) 

Nice  
change
of routi
tasty, 
unheal
weight 
gain, 
 

Easy 
choice, 

expensiv
bad for
 health 

C
hoice 2 

Eat in 
(Fish, 
rice, 
vegetab
salad, 
skim -m

Low co
healthy
no weig
 gain 
 

Difficult 
choice,
Cheaper
Good fo
health 

 
 Decision point graph: 

    Vegetable purchase 
   

  
                 organic                 non-
organic 

 
 

 
Description Sequence Choice 

Read the 
calendar 

Pick a 
course

Fill out a 
registrati
on form

Get the 
form signed

Get the registrar’s 
approval 

Sociology     
101 

Syntax Dr. Bell 

Instructor Topic 

2:00 p.m. 
Colum- 
bia 
Room

 
Research on the Application of the Knowledge Framework  
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 The Knowledge Framework has been applied for integrating teaching of language and 
content in secondary school ESL and elementary school Mandarin Chinese as Foreign 
Language contexts (Early, Mohan, & Hooper, 1989; Mohan & Huang, 2002; Tang 1997).  Early, 
Mohan, and Hooper (1989) is a study conducted in Vancouver, Canada. The researchers 
wanted to explore methods to assist students to “comprehend and express knowledge across a 
variety of topics, tasks, situations, and modes” (p. 116). They believed one way of doing this 
was to use key visuals (graphics), one feature of the Knowledge Framework. They thought key 
visuals “play a central role in that they lower the language barrier and display simply both the 
ideas and the underlying logical relationships among the ideas” (p. 116). Therefore, they 
encouraged a group of elementary and secondary ESL teachers to incorporate key visuals in 
their teaching units and task design. Then they studied the implementation of a unit on fish 
taught in a pull-out ESL program, where one teacher taught 10 students at the 5th and 6th 
grade level. The findings of the study showed that it was possible to design and teach units 
using the Knowledge Framework, and students were able to learn content knowledge and 



language simultaneously. For example, the students participating in the study showed evidence 
of learning information about fish and the discourse and language to talk and write about fish 
scientifically. 
 
 Tang (1997) claimed that the Knowledge Framework enables “ESL students to access 
the language of textbooks and, at the same time, reach a level at which they can read the 
language of content classroom texts independently as well as write academic discourse in 
English” (p. 70). According to Tang (1997), a Canadian teacher found the Knowledge 
Framework helpful in systematic integration of language and content in her 7th-grade social 
studies class. The teacher used a social studies text book called Other Places, Other Times 
(Neering & Grant, 1986) in her teaching. She read all the chapters needed to be taught to 
organize the content according to the knowledge structures and prepare graphic organizers that 
best summarized the information. She identified the knowledge structures of the sections, put 
the information on a transparency, and presented the information to her students. Then, the 
teacher prepared a graph for the students to complete using the information from her 
transparency. Graphics helped the teacher in her planning the content material such as early 
people conveyed in chapter 1 of the text and the linguistic devices associated with the timeline. 
The linguistic devices associated with the timeline included expressions such as “lived from… 
to…; began in… and ended in…; during that period.”  When the teacher presented information 
on the overhead projector, she deliberately used the language of description to answer “when, 
where, what” questions. After the graphic presentation, the teacher drew her students attention 
to the description knowledge structure and its specific linguistic devices such as “lived, hunted, 
longer than, different from, similar to.” The teacher also gradually trained her students to create 
graphics on their own, recognize, and use the linguistic devices. According to the teacher, with 
explicit teaching and practice, her ESL students were able to produce coherent passages of 
academic discourse from graphics using the appropriate linguistic devices of the knowledge 
structures. 
 

We have discussed how the Knowledge Framework helps ESL teachers and students to 
organize their teaching and learning in a language and content area in an integrated manner.  
Research also shows the Knowledge Framework to be helpful in other contexts such as 
Mandarin as a Foreign Language (MFL). For instance, Huang (1996) examined the 
implementation of the Knowledge Framework in a MFL context in a British Columbia elementary 
school. Huang wanted to know if classroom activities organized around the knowledge 
structures of the Knowledge Framework (1) support language and content integration, (2) 
involve learners in the use of target language over a wide range of activities within the topics 
and subject matter to be covered, and (3) bring about a broad range of form-function relations in 
the students’ use of the target language” (Mohan & Huang, 2002).    
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Seventy-three 5th and 6th-grade students in the second year of their Mandarin program 
participated in the study. At the time of data collection, these students’ learning activities were 
designed around knowledge structures, using graphic representations to mediate the content 
and language to be learned. An inductive analysis of lesson plans, interviews, field-notes, and 
discourse data from students’ interaction and written work showed that learning tasks designed 
around knowledge structures enabled the participants to learn the target language, the content 
material, as well as thinking skills. The participants did this by contributing in activities organized 
for culture learning, which was the content of the unit. They discussed their daily lives and 
routines by describing and classifying themselves, their classmates, and their families in 
Mandarin, the target language. They then learned about the daily lives and routines of Chinese 
elementary school students. They compared and contrasted the two kinds of daily lives and 
routines, evaluating them and stating their preferences for a particular daily life and routine. By 



   

so doing, the participants worked with all six knowledge structures (i.e., description, 
classification, principles, sequence, evaluation, and choice). This enabled them to learn how to 
classify, describe, and explain things (thinking skills); the discourse of classification, description, 
and evaluation (the target language); and, the similarities and differences of their daily lives and 
that of their Chinese counterparts (content).  

 
The above review of the literature shows how elementary and secondary school ESL 

teachers and an elementary school Chinese as a foreign language teacher found the 
Knowledge Framework to be useful in integrating language and content instruction. However, as 
pointed out earlier, we are not aware of the application of the Knowledge Framework in 
integrating language and content in IEPs through the adjunct course model. In the following 
section of the paper, we discuss how we propose to apply it to integrate an advanced level IEP 
writing course and a regular university content area sociology course.  

 

Integrating IEP Writing with Sociology Content 

 
  We went through five specific steps in designing the advanced level IEP writing course 
integrated with Sociology 101. These steps included: (1) conceptualizing the course, (2) 
identifying the theoretical framework and pedagogical approaches, (3) reviewing the literature to 
find out how others have used the theoretical and pedagogical approaches we chose in our 
work, (4) identifying the content area and ESL instructors, and (5) analyzing the content area 
course. More specifically, we met with the content area instructor who teaches Sociology 101 
every year and discussed the possibility of cooperation between her and the ESL instructor. We 
obtained a copy of a 42-page content course syllabus and discussed the content and 
requirements of the course focusing on the writing assignments. Since our intention was to 
integrate a writing course with a sociology course, we conducted a careful analysis of the 42-
page syllabus that included a detailed study guide, the course readings, and discussed with the 
course instructor the application of the Knowledge Framework to help ESL students with their 
writing assignments. These analyses allowed us to identify the types of knowledge structures, 
thinking skills, and linguistic features required by Sociology 101 in general and the writing 

ssignments in particular.  a
 

The requirements for the course included reading the required text by Brinkerhoff, White, 
Ortega, and Weitz (2002) Essentials of Sociology, some issues of National Geographic, and 
answering a series of questions in writing and orally. These questions included:  

 
1. What are institutions? Describe two basic institutions. What happens to 

institutions as societies grow larger and more complex?   
2. Compare hunting and gathering societies to agricultural societies. Why are 

hunting and gathering societies so small?  
3. Imagine yourself as sociologists doing research on U.S. participation in 

organized religion. What steps would you take in designing your research?  
4. What is the difference between material culture and non-material culture? 
5. Ethnocentrism means to judge others by your own standards of behavior. Is this 

always a negative thing? Think of both positive and negative aspects of 
ethnocentrism and give an opinion   

 
The Knowledge Framework analyses of the possible answers to these questions 

showed all the six knowledge structures identified by Mohan and made it clear that in order to 
read for and write about these questions, the students needed the thinking skills and linguistic 
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features associated with these knowledge structures. For instance, Question 1 calls for thinking 
skills and linguistic knowledge of description, classification, and principal knowledge structures. 
This is apparent from the fact that students need to identify, classify, compare, hypothesize, 
predict, and draw conclusions in order to define the term institution, describe two basic 
institutions, compare and contrast, and explain what happens to institutions as societies grow 
larger and more complex. They need to have linguistic ability (i.e., sociologically specific lexico-
grammar) to carry out these tasks by being able to use vocabulary and phrases such as 
presumably, partially, completely, consequently, hypothetically speaking, and contrary to. 
Question 3 calls for thinking skills and linguistic knowledge of sequence, evaluation, and choice 
knowledge structures by choosing and describing some particular steps they would take in 
designing their research if they were to conduct a research project on American participation in 
organized religion and to justify their choices. In order to do so, students need to be able to 
predict and arrange in order, evaluate, judge, and choose various possible research strategies 
using sociological and research appropriate lexico-grammar such as first, subsequently, finally, 
unsatisfactory, would rather, and prefer. 

 
 The above analyses helped our ESL instructors to understand the inadequacy of 

sheltered ESL writing courses that do not go beyond sentence level grammar practice. It helped 
them to understand the importance of content-based language teaching and the need in an 
adjunct course for intentional language socialization of advanced level IEP writing students. Our 
instructors also understood the benefit of using the key visuals associated with the Knowledge 
Framework and learned to use them in their lesson plans.  

 

Theoretical and Educationally Applied Implications 

 
In this paper, we pointed out that there is an urgent need for an alternative and 

meaningful model for advanced level IEP writing courses to replace the currently dominant 
sheltered model that is inadequate in preparing ESL students for real-life purposes (i.e., the 
authentic academic writing that they need). We proposed a content-based adjunct course from 
a language socialization theoretical framework using the basic principles of systemic functional 
linguistics (Halliday, 1994) and sociocultural theory of learning (Vygotsky, 1986). We argued 
that a content-based adjunct course based on a language socialization model of language 
teaching provides an integrative approach for ESL learners in their successful learning of the 
English language, subject matter content, rhetorically and lexico-pragmatically appropriate 
writing (Raimes, 1983), and thinking skills in authentic contexts.  

 
This paper responds to the need for deriving educational implications for research in two 

areas: (1) the education of ESL learners, and (2) teacher preparation and continuing 
professional development. First, we respond to the need for developing theoretical and 
research-based educational approaches for providing high-quality instruction to ESL learners.  
The curriculum presented in this paper emphasizes the active role of ESL learners as social 
members of an interactive learning community. New theoretical knowledge derived from SFL 
and sociocultural theory of learning emphasizes the importance of creating a social classroom 
environment in which ESL students can use their L2 as a resource for learning. That is, we 
emphasize an ESL curriculum that stimulates ESL students to learn domain specific knowledge 
embedded in frameworks that have coherent structures based on principles. Understanding 
these knowledge frameworks provides ESL students with conceptual knowledge that they can 
transfer to other theoretical and applied content subject areas. Then, content learning across 
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subject areas and L2 discourse become resources for enriching ESL learners’ cognitive and 
meta-cognitive learning and thinking processes. 

 
 The paper also responds to the need for providing teachers with the same 
higher-level instructional learning experiences that stimulate the development of subject 
matter knowledge, authentic writing skills, and cognitive and meta-cognitive skills. We 
provided a complete review of the theoretical principles derived from research based on 
integrative curriculum for ESL students. By understating the underlying theoretical 
principles of high-quality instruction, teachers can provide much needed assistance for 
ESL students in their understanding and development of concepts within specific topic 
and content knowledge across subject areas.   
 

Most importantly, we showed how a SFL (Halliday, 1994) and sociocultural learning 
theory can be used to design an advanced level content-based writing curriculum from a 
language socialization perspective (Ochs, 1989). Moreover, we explained that an adjunct 
course model (Adamson 1993) and the Knowledge Framework (Mohan, 1986) can be used to 
design the specifics of the course (i.e., how our ESL teachers and the sociology content teacher 
worked together to successfully develop the two courses). This is significant not only because 
no curriculum of this kind existed before, but also because the proposed curriculum creates a 
context that enables ESL students to see how ESL writing is done and what they need to learn 
to be able to function successfully in authentic cultural and social contexts. Other educational 
implications of this ESL writing curriculum we propose is that it empowers teachers to help ESL 
students develop knowledge structures. It empowers the students in their application of 
concepts to real-life problems connected to subject mater, development of content knowledge 
as well as acquisition of problem solving and critical thinking skills that are recommended by the 
NRC (1999a). 
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Abstract 
 

The purpose of this qualitative study is twofold: 1) to investigate the 
successes and challenges educators and parents encountered when 
placing English Language Learners (ELLs) in middle school mathematics 
and 2) to analyze policies and procedures implemented by a school. The 
participants of this study included two Greek Cypriot students, their 
parents, an administrator, and the students’ mathematics teachers. One 
school in the Southwest was the site for this study. Findings indicate the 
following regarding the placement of ELLs in mathematics: 1) 
contradictions between school district policies and procedures followed 
by the school, 2) the use of a translator whenever testing is involved, and 
3) a difference of one to two years in initial and final placements.   

 
Rethinking Policies and Procedures  

for Placing English-Language Learners in Mathematics 
 

Recently the National Council of Teachers of Mathematics (NCTM) (2000) positioned 
equity as the first of it six principles in its Principles and Standards for School Mathematics 
document. This principle calls for “...high expectations and strong support for all students” (p. 
12). Even though issues English Language Learners (ELLs) encounter in the mathematics 
classroom are briefly discussed, there is little guidance in the document on what teachers, 
administrators, policymakers, and parents can do to better serve this student population.   

Given the increase in the number of ELLs by 105% over the last ten years (National 
Clearinghouse for Bilingual Education [NCBE], 2000) and the current emphasis on high-stakes 
testing (Heubert & Hauser, 1999; see also No Child Left Behind Act), questions remain on what 
policies and procedures are used to place ELLs when they enter U.S. schools. Even though 
researchers have studied programs that are available to ELLs at the secondary level (Macias & 
Kelly, 1996; Minicucci & Olsen, 1992; Valdés, 2001), few studies have documented the 
struggles parents, students, and educators face when they challenge the school system for the 
appropriate placement of ELLs in mathematics. To better understand the successes and 
challenges parents and educators encountered when placing ELLs in advanced mathematics 
courses, this study addresses the following questions: 1) What role do parents (and relatives), 
educators, and administrators play in placing ELLs in mathematics?  2) How do policies and 
procedures help (or hinder) ELLs?  

In this article, I argue that excellent performance by ELLs in mathematics is possible 
when teachers, administrators, and parents render the necessary support and are strong 
advocates for their students. First, using Cummins’ (2001) intervention framework on 
empowering minority students and the NCTM position statements on the mathematics 
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education of ELLs, I present the literature review on relevant issues to the placement of ELLs in 
mathematics. Second, the methodology used to conduct this study is discussed. Third, findings 
on the school district’s policies and procedures and the role of parents, administrator, and 
educators in placing ELLs are discussed. I end with conclusions, implications, and limitations of 
this study. 

 

Theoretical Framework 

 
 Three bodies of literature inform the ideas presented in this study. One body involves 
Cummins’ (2001) intervention framework on empowering minority students. This framework was 
chosen because it includes issues of power that exist between dominant and dominated groups 
in society which also reflect similar concerns in schooling contexts. The second body involves 
assessing and placing ELLs, including implications of Basic Interpersonal Communication Skills 
(BICS) and Cognitive Academic Language Proficiency (CALP) (Cummins, 1986, 1992) for 
testing issues. The third body are position statements from the NCTM (1998) on the 
mathematics education of minority students and ELLs.  
 
Empowering Minority Students 

At the center of Cummins’ (2001) intervention framework for empowering minority 
students “...is that students from ‘dominated’ societal groups are ‘empowered’ or ‘disabled’ as a 
direct result of their interactions with educators in the schools” (p. 659). According to Cummins 
(2001), educators assume roles that benefit or hinder minority students. These roles are 
considered in relation to four characteristics of schools that affect minority student school 
success: cultural/linguistic incorporation, community participation, pedagogy, and assessment.  
Celedón-Pattichis (2002) addressed cultural/linguistic incorporation and pedagogy in a study 
that documented the role of an algebra teacher in helping two Greek Cypriot students in her 
course as well as the students’ strategies for succeeding in algebra. Although the algebra 
teacher did not speak the students’ first language, Greek, she made accommodations, such as 
extending the time for major exams and allowing the students to use their notes written in Greek 
during exams, to facilitate learning for ELLs.   

The components of the intervention framework that are relevant to this study include 
community participation, specifically the involvement of parents and relatives, incorporation of 
language, and the assessment/placement of ELLs, particularly in mathematics. According to 
Cummins (2001), teachers can empower or disable students depending on the approach 
followed in implementing the four characteristics of schools.   
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When teachers function at the collaborative end of the continuum in community 
participation, they encourage minority parents to promote their children’s academic progress in 
the classroom and at home. On the contrary, when community involvement is exclusionary, 
educators are likely to view “…collaboration with minority parents as either irrelevant or 
detrimental to their children’s progress” and see “…teaching as their job” (Cummins, 2001, p. 
666). Similarly, teachers who promote the students’ culture and language in the classroom in a 
positive way follow an “additive” approach, which includes allowing the students to learn ESL 
and encouraging ELLs to maintain their first language. For example, in Celedón-Pattichis’ 
(2002) study, the algebra teacher who did not speak Greek allowed the two Greek Cypriot 
students to use a Quicktionary (an electronic dictionary in English and Greek) to find the 
meaning of words. The two students knew many mathematics concepts, but they needed help 
in translating words from one language to another. At the opposite extreme of the continuum are 



teachers who use students’ language and culture in “subtractive” ways. Teachers’ aim is to 
replace the first language with the second language. With regard to assessment, teachers can 
take on a role that is legitimization oriented or one of advocacy.  When standardized tests are 
used as the only basis to legitimize students’ knowledge and their potential in school, teachers 
tend to fall at the legitimization end of the continuum. This role tends to locate the problem 
within the minority student. An approach that would reverse this process would include teachers 
who serve as advocates for their students by critically analyzing societal power relations 
between dominant and dominated groups, how these power relations transfer to communities 
and schools, and in the disabling of students that may take place in classrooms (Cummins, 
2001).     

As noted above, the elements that are critical in empowering minority students include 
incorporating the students’ language and culture, teaching that involves a two-way dialogue, 
making the community a part of the school, and advocating for students whenever testing 
issues play a significant role in their placement.  Next, points to consider when assessing and 
placing ELLs are discussed.  

 
Assessing and Placing English Language Learners 

According to Macias and Kelly (1996), most states use home language surveys and 
language proficiency tests to identify students as ELLs. The tests that are commonly used 
include the Language Assessment Scales, the Idea Oral Language Proficiency Test, and the 
Language Assessment Battery. In addition, factors such as previous grades, referrals, teacher 
observations, informal assessments, criterion-referenced tests, and scores on achievement 
tests (i.e., California Achievement Test [CAT], Comprehensive Tests of Basic Skills [CTBS], and 
Iowa Tests of Basic Skills [ITBS]) are considered.   

 Valdés (2001) states that, although in theory counselors are supposed to identify 
students who are ELLs by using home surveys and language proficiency tests, in practice these 
students are not immediately placed appropriately because of the short time period between the 
time the students register and the time school begins. Some students may not have adequate 
placements until several weeks into the semester.  

When making decisions to place ELLs in content areas, such as mathematics, educators 
should ask whether they are measuring content knowledge or language proficiency.  August 
and Pease-Alvarez (1996) conducted a study on attributes of effective instruction for ELLs. In 
their study, they list five characteristics that should inform educators on assessment for 
language minority students. One includes that these students be assessed for content 
knowledge and language proficiency. Secondly, schools should make efforts to assess 
students’ content knowledge and abilities in English as well as their native language. 
Assessments in the native language become particularly important when students have learned 
content concepts in their native language that may have been covered in lower grades than that 
offered in the U.S. (See TIMSS discussion below). Without assessments in the students’ native 
language, educators can easily underestimate what students can do in the content areas. 
Thirdly, a variety of measures should be used to assess ELLs (i.e., portfolios, observations, 
interviews, checklists, anecdotal records, etc.). A fourth characteristic of sound assessment 
concerns teacher awareness of the purpose of the assessment: Is the test that is administered 
intended to measure language proficiency or content knowledge? Finally, knowing the students’ 
backgrounds, including educational experiences and parents’ literacy, should provide a 
comprehensive analysis of assessment.   
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In understanding students’ educational background, educators must consider aspects of 
second language learning. Theories often discussed in learning a second language include 
those of Cummins (1986, 1992). BICS, or social language, refers to the language that is needed 
to communicate daily needs or language that is used for social purposes. ELLs usually develop 
these skills within the first two years, provided that there is access to second language speakers 
and a social setting that promotes natural interaction. Social language involves the use of 
contextual clues such as nonverbal messages in face-to-face interaction. According to Collier 
and Thomas (1989), social language involves more than speaking and listening. It also 
develops literacy skills that are useful for shopping, using local transportation, and conducting 
other transactions. On the other hand, CALP, or academic language, refers to the language 
required to perform cognitively demanding tasks across content areas at the secondary or 
university levels of instruction. It is this last point that has generated criticisms on the use of 
BICS and CALP (Edelsky, 1991). Given the definitions of both terms, there is an implication that 
children who use BICS do not use higher-order thinking skills.   

Although there have been criticisms concerning the use of BICS and CALP (Edelsky, 
1991), CALP is used to refer to the academic language that ELLs need to perform well on 
standardized tests, which are typically given to students for placement purposes immediately 
when they enter U.S. schools. Research shows that CALP can take from five to seven years to 
develop provided ELLs have strong literacy skills in their first language (Cummins, 1992; 
Thomas & Collier, 1996). This finding has important implications for placing ELLs in 
mathematics. When a test written in English is administered to place ELLs in mathematics, 
there should be a translator available so that the test scores reflect what the student truly knows 
about the content area (Short, 1998).  

As aforementioned, ELLs are usually identified as such via the use of a home language 
survey and achievement test scores used by the school. However, educators should seek 
information that goes beyond a survey and a test score to ensure adequate placements. If 
content knowledge is to be assessed, then a translator should be provided during test 
administration, especially when there are word problems or directions written in English. In the 
next section, position statements written by the NCTM regarding the mathematics education of 
ELLs are presented.  

  
Position Statements on the Mathematics Education of Minority Students 

The NCTM has had a strong impact on mathematics education with its reform 
movements in curriculum, instruction, and assessment (1989, 1991, 1995, 2000). Until recently, 
however, NCTM (1998) published two position statements on the mathematics education of 
underrepresented groups and ELLs. In these position statements, NCTM calls attention to the 
following:  
!" All students, regardless of their language or cultural background, must study a core 

curriculum in mathematics based on the NCTM standards. 
!" Educators must identify and remove language-based barriers. 
!" Language minority students must be given appropriate assistance in learning mathematics. 
!" Counselors and teachers must support and encourage students in continuing their 

mathematics education. 
!" The importance of mathematics and the nature of the mathematics program must be 

communicated to both students and parents. 
!" The mathematics curriculum must include connections to the cultural heritage of students. 
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!" Teaching and assessment strategies must build upon the cultural heritage and learning 
styles of students.  

In addition, the Third International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) has shaped 
the curriculum taught in the U.S. TIMSS findings show that the U.S. 8th-grade mathematics 
curricula are at a 7th-grade level in comparison to other countries (U.S. Department of 
Education, 1997). Although the difference in curriculum level may not seem significant, it plays 
an important role when placing students who come to U.S. schools from other countries.  

NCTM’s call for counselors and educators to support ELLs in obtaining a quality 
mathematics education that builds on their cultural experiences and language must be carefully 
considered. TIMSS’ findings on how students from other countries perform in mathematics 
compared to the U.S. indicate that foreign students may be exposed to more difficult 
mathematics curriculum in earlier grades. This study is a response to this call to create 
awareness of some of the issues that ELLs may encounter in their mathematics education as 
they enter schools in the U.S. The following section focuses on the methodology used to study 
ELLs and their placement in middle school mathematics courses.  

 

Methodology 

 

Research Design 

The two-year qualitative research study that this article is based on focuses on the 
placement of two ELLs in mathematics and an analysis of the policies and procedures used by 
a school district in this process. The case study design was selected because it “…becomes 
particularly useful where one needs to understand some special people, particular problem, or 
unique situation in great depth, and where one can identify cases rich in information…” (Patton, 
1990, p. 54; Merriam, 1998). According to Patton (1990), the case study seeks to describe a 
particular situation in great detail, in context, and holistically.  

 
Site 

 The school, Madison Middle School1, is located in an urban city in the Southwest.  
During the 2001-2002 school year, there were 878 students enrolled. The student population 
consisted of 51.3% White, 5.3% Black, 33.4% Hispanic, 5.9% Native American, 2.1% Asian, 
and 2% other. Approximately 26% of the students were on free or reduced lunch. Of the 
residents who lived in the nearby school community, only 2% were considered residents who 

id not speak English well. (Data obtained from the school district’s website.)  d 
At Madison Middle School, the teachers teamed for the core subject areas to make the 

school programs user friendly to students. Students were placed in school “families” of 60 
students, and teachers had an individual and a family prep period in which to address the needs 
of the students. Overall, the school was rated as “exceeds standards” in the state. The school 
offered ESL Sheltered Content as an alternative language program.  

Parents at Madison Middle School participated in raising additional funds for school 
projects through the Parent Teacher Association (PTA). There were members who worked in 
the school office, classrooms, counseling office, or snackbar. The school had strong partners 
including businesses to reward student academics and behavior.  
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Participants 

The participants were selected for this study to satisfy a purposive sample (Lincoln & 
Guba, 1985). According to Erlandson, Harris, Skipper, and Allen (1993), a purposive sampling 
involves selecting “...sources that will most help to answer the basic research questions and fit 
the basic purpose of the study” (p. 83).   
 
Students 

The two ELLs, Marina and Nicolas, are Greek Cypriot. The students are sister and 
brother and come from middle class backgrounds. They arrived in the U.S. three weeks prior to 
enrolling in the middle school. They stayed in the U.S. for a period of 16 months then returned 
to their home country, Cyprus.  

Marina and Nicolas can be identified as students who are recent arrivals and who have 
had formal schooling in their native country and have developed strong literacy skills in their first 
language, Greek (Olsen & Jaramillo, 1999). The students also had very strong mathematics 
skills. For example, during one of the visits to Cyprus, I noticed that Marina was learning how to 
do formal geometric proofs such as proving that the sum of the angles of a triangle is equal to 
180 degrees. She was only a 7th grader at the time. Typically, this content is taught in formal 
geometry courses that students take in the U.S. at the 9th or 10th-grade level.  

In addition, Marina and Nicolas had taken English about a year before coming to the 
U.S. They took English two hours a week, a requirement of all Greek Cypriot students in the 
educational system. Their mother helped them practice the English language a few weeks 
before their arrival in the U.S. Both students, however, felt that they had a limited understanding 
of English. They also felt anxious about enrolling in a new school and about adapting to a new 
environment. Furthermore, their concern was whether they would be welcomed by faculty and 
students at the new school. 

 
Parents 

Marina and Nicolas’ parents are both professionals. They came to the U.S. because 
their father was taking a sabbatical. He is a professor of computer science, and the mother 
obtained her bachelor’s in English literature and a master’s in general education. The mother 
had taught English and ESL for 13 years in Cyprus. Although the mother knew the educational 
system in Cyprus, she needed guidance in understanding the U.S. schooling system, which I 
provided during their stay in the U.S. 
 
Teachers 

Mr. N, Marina’s pre-algebra teacher, and Mr. R, Nicolas’ mathematics teacher, had been 
teaching over 10 years. Mr. N and Mr. R had limited experience in working with ELLs. They had 
both attended few sessions of professional development offered through the school district on 
ELLs, but both teachers felt that the sessions did not provide information that helped 
mainstream content area teachers how to best serve ELLs. 
 
Data Collection 
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As soon as the students arrived in the U.S., I asked the parents permission to conduct a 
research study with Marina and Nicolas. I obtained signed consents according to school district 
and university policies. Because placement issues usually occur in the beginning of the 



semester, I wanted to ensure that I collected data before, during, and after enrollment in the 
school. Thus, the data collection took place in three phases. The first phase involved a survey. 
Before the students enrolled in school, I used a survey to obtain information about the students’ 
educational background and to provide a context for their experiences with mathematics and 
exposure, if any, to the English language. The second phase consisted of the following sources 
of data collection: participant and non-participant observations, formal and informal interviews, 
documents, fieldnotes, and a reflective journal. These data were collected during and after the 
time the students enrolled in the school. The third phase was a follow-up on the progress of the 
two students in Cyprus schools through e-mail and phone conversations.  After the students left 
the U.S., I maintained communication with them and the parents about their transition to Cyprus 
schools and to the mathematics curriculum. 
 
Participant and Non-participant Observations 

Participant observations were conducted when I home tutored the students in 
mathematics almost on a daily basis for at least one hour. In addition, I attended events such as 
a field trip, a science fair, and parent meetings. These tutoring sessions and events gave me 
insight as to what these students and parents were experiencing on a daily basis. This 
involvement was part of reciprocity in conducting the research, and it provided a way to 
establish prolonged engagement and persistent observation (Erlandson et al., 1993; Lincoln & 
Guba, 1985). Non-participant observations occurred two to three times a week for two hours 
each day during Marina’s and Nicolas’ mathematics classes.  I took fieldnotes during the lesson 
and expanded these immediately after each lesson (Patton, 1990). These observations focused 
initially on what the teachers were doing to place the students in mathematics and, after 
adequate placements had been made, on the mathematics curriculum the students were 
learning and on strategies the teacher and the ELLs used in the classroom (Celedón-Pattichis, 
2002).   
 
Formal and Informal Interviews 

Informal interviews with teachers usually occurred before and after a lesson to obtain 
information on the status of students’ placement in advanced mathematics courses and on 
students’ progress. The meetings with the parents and administrator were also included as part 
of the informal interviews. After the tutoring sessions, I also conducted informal interviews with 
the students and parents to obtain an update on the students’ placement. In addition, formal 
interviews with teachers were conducted twice during the academic year to obtain perspectives 
on placement issues and policies implemented by the school district.   

 
Documents 

Documents such as student’s individual work, textbooks, and school policies on placing 
and testing students were used as they became relevant in answering the research questions.  

  
Reflexive Journal 

The purpose of maintaining a journal was to record personal reflections about the 
observations, interviews, the documents, and the participants’ experiences in placing these 
ELLs. I made my recordings immediately after each observation, interview, or event (i.e., field 
trip, science fair, and meeting). These recordings allowed me to address issues that might have 
been unexpected or to modify and/or identify new categories and themes during the generation 
of data. I used various sources of data to triangulate the data (Erlandson et al., 1993; Lincoln & 
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Guba, 1985; Patton, 1990). The students’ surveys, observations (fieldnotes), interviews, 
documents, and the reflective journal allowed me to include perspectives from all the 
participants. Overall, the two-year study this article is based on drew from over 600 hours of 
data collection. The next section describes the data analysis.  

 
Data Analysis 

The survey, observations, interviews, documents, and reflective journal were coded for 
major concepts such as policies, procedures, curriculum, assessment, and language. These 
codes were selected because they dealt specifically with placement issues of ELLs. Beginning 
with the interviews, I searched for themes that arose from meetings with the administrator and 
were validated by fieldnotes and/or documents (Miles & Huberman, 1984). For example, if the 
administrator or teachers mentioned that students were required to take a test for placement in 
advanced courses, I analyzed school district policies to validate those themes. In addition, data 
were coded using a constant comparison analysis (Glaser & Strauss, as cited in Lincoln & 
Guba, 1985, p. 339). These data analyses involved unitizing, categorizing, chunking, and coding 
by choosing words, phrases, or sentences that specifically addressed the research questions.  
As categories were coded inductively, I documented recurring themes or patterns across data 
from all participants. These themes were compared across classifications, and categories were 
collapsed, merged, or redefined. The findings that emerged from the data analysis are 
presented in the next section. 

 

Findings: Policies and Procedures 

 
 One purpose of the study was to analyze policies and procedures implemented by a 
school. The themes that emerged on school district policies regarding the assessment and 
placement of all students included three areas: student placement, test administration, and 
interpreting results. The following policies were found on the school district’s Web site. These 
policies informed educators what to expect in the three areas, but there was little guidance on 
what to do specifically for ELLs.    
 
Policies on Student Placement 

1) “It is the responsibility of the principal and/or designee to determine the appropriate 
classroom placement of students.”  

2) “Recommendations and suggestions from teachers, parents, and support staff will be 
considered in determining the appropriate classroom placement of students.”  
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Considering the first school district policy, the principal had assigned the Dean of 
Students to make all placements at Madison Middle School. Although the second policy calls for 
input from the parents on the placement of their children, they felt that their concerns were not 
being heard. The parents and the relatives, three out of four who were professors, had 
requested to have the students placed in advanced mathematics courses during five meetings 
with the Dean of Students, but she insisted that these students would not be placed in those 
courses (such as algebra offered to 7th or 8th graders) because the placement tests had been 
administered to students in April of the previous school year. Essentially, the Dean of Students 
assumed that the only work these ELLs could do was the regular mathematics course offered 
through the Connected Mathematics Project, which is a standards-based mathematics 
curriculum that requires much reading and writing. Another justification used to place students in 
the regular mathematics course was that the students’ English proficiency was not adequate for 



the more advanced mathematics courses. As August and Pease-Alvarez (1996) indicate, 
though, educators should seriously consider the students’ educational background as well as 
the parents’ literacy and feedback on their child’s potential in the content areas.   

Although the two policies on student placement were meant to be complementary, at this 
school, they contradicted each other. The Dean of Students initially decided to place students in 
regular mathematics courses although the parents’ recommendation was to place them in 
advanced courses. As is discussed in the following section, test administration policies also had 
similar contradictions. 

 
Test Administration 

1) “Students and parents should be notified prior to test administration and informed of 
the purposes of the test and intended use of results.” 
2) “...Test administration responsibilities include establishing a positive, comfortable, 

on-threatening environment which supports the best performance of each student.” n 
The first policy indicates that schools inform parents about the purpose of the exam and 

how the outcomes of the test will be used. The parents had requested that they be notified 
whenever Marina and Nicolas would be tested. Even though the parents made this request at 
the first meeting, the Dean of Students did not inform the parents that Nicolas would be tested 
and that those results would determine his mathematics placement. The parents found out that  
Nicolas was being tested during the first two weeks of school when Nicolas told them about the 
testing.         

According to NCTM’s (1998) position statement, informing parents and students about 
the nature of the mathematics program is essential. It was not until the fourth meeting that the 
parents and relatives learned from other teachers what programs were available to students at 
Madison Middle School. For example, middle school students could enroll in advanced courses 
such as geometry and obtain high school credit at a nearby high school.  However, this option 
was never mentioned to these parents.  

The second policy affirms the need to establish a comfortable setting during testing.  
Knowing the importance of this policy, I requested that a translator be provided each time a test 
was administered to establish a positive, comfortable, non-threatening environment. When the 
parents offered to serve as translators, the Dean of Students expressed concerns that the 
parents would help Nicolas during the test. Fortunately, Nicolas’ language arts teacher who 
spoke Greek was willing to translate directions and tasks involved in the mathematics test from 
English to Greek (i.e., reading instructions, illustrating what multiple choice meant, bubbling, and 
reading word problems). According to Minicucci and Olsen (1992), not all teachers are willing to 
help or teach ELLs because they fear “…being ‘trapped’ into teaching these students on an 
ongoing basis” (p. 11). However, the language arts teacher volunteered to help Nicolas and 
enrolled him in her class.  

Even though policies on test administration existed, the parents felt that there was 
miscommunication regarding the testing procedures used to place Nicolas. The second policy 
on creating a comfortable testing situation for each student was finally recognized when I 
insisted that a translator be present. The policies on interpreting results are analyzed next.  

 
Policy on Interpreting Results 

NABE Journal of Research and Practice, 2:1 Winter 2004 
 
 
 

184

1) “School personnel should provide an opportunity for students and their parents or 
guardian(s) to receive information explaining the meaning of test results.” 



  

2) “Principals are responsible to ensure that test scores alone not be used for 
consequential decisions on a student’s education; for example, in placement or 
referral.”  

After Nicolas went through a series of mathematics tests written in English during the 
first few weeks of school with a translator who was present during test administration, the 
parents were notified that he had scored in the top 2% nationwide on a standardized test that 
was administered. This score qualified him for placement in the algebra course and an honors 
mathematics seminar that was offered once a week in the school. What is important to note is 
that this placement was two years above his initial placement by the Dean of Students. This 
finding is in agreement with the TIMSS regarding the higher levels of mathematics curriculum 
offered in other countries (U.S. Department of Education, 1997). Contrary to the second school 
district’s policy on interpreting results, unfortunately only test scores were used to determine 
Nicolas’ placement and to legitimize his potential in mathematics.  

The policies on interpreting results indicate that while the administrator informed the 
parents about the test results and how these would affect Nicolas’ placement, her decision to 
base Nicolas’ placement on test scores only is contradictory. I now turn to the findings on the 
crucial role the parents, administrator, and teachers played in Marina’s and Nicolas’ placements 
in mathematics. 

 

Findings: Role of Parents, Administrator, and Teachers 
 

A second purpose of the study was to investigate the successes and challenges 
educators and parents encountered when placing ELLs in middle school mathematics. The 
following were roles the parents, the administrator, and the teachers took in placing Marina and 
Nicolas.  

 
Parents’ Role 

 The parents were new to the public school system in the U.S. They were not aware of 
what procedures were followed to place students in courses. Because I knew how U.S. schools 
operate, I accompanied the parents when these students were enrolled. During the first week of 
classes, the parents and relatives met with the Dean of Students to ensure appropriate 

lacement of Nicolas and Marina in mathematics courses.  p 
Coming from a country that places emphasis on mathematics and science, the parents 

felt that their children’s placement in these courses was a priority. During the placement 
process, the parents requested support letters from teachers and administrators in Cyprus. In 
addition, the parents shared the mathematics textbook used in Cyprus during the previous 
school year so that teachers in the U.S. would understand what curriculum had been covered. 
The parents also had records of students’ grades and important test scores as well as samples 
of their children’s work. Above all, the parents challenged the school on the procedures followed 
to make the placements of their children.   

The parents took an active role in placing their children in advanced courses.  They were 
ready to provide whatever documentation was needed to show that their children needed better 
placements than those initially made for them. I turn to the administrator’s role as she was a key 
person in placing these students.  
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Administrator’s Role 



 As was aforementioned, the Dean of Students viewed her role in the school as one of 
placing students in different courses. This was one of her assignments. The assumption, 
however, was that because these students’ English proficiency was weak, they should be 
placed in “easier to handle” mathematics courses. There was also much resistance from the 
Dean of Students in placing Marina and Nicolas in higher-level mathematics courses: “They (the 
students) will not be enrolled in advanced mathematics classes, period.” The Dean of Students 
made this statement when all four of us (the parents, my husband, and I) had a meeting with 
her. Furthermore, there was much miscommunication with parents on administering tests to 
Nicolas. In Cummins’ (2001) terms, the Dean of Students wanted to legitimize knowledge 
hrough test scores only, a view that contradicts school district policy.  t 

The decision of the dean of students to place Marina and Nicolas in regular mathematics 
courses points to the fact that assumptions are made on what kinds of courses ELLs can 
handle. This administrator emphasized that the placements for algebra courses had been made 
in April during the previous school year and that placements made for the fall semester would 
require more work. For ELLs, there is an assumption that higher-level mathematics cannot be 
achieved without mastering the English language, as is the case in California after the passage 
of Proposition 227. Most ELLs are placed in “newcomer” classes where English is taught for one 
year, often denying them access to the rest of the curriculum, including mathematics.    

This view needs to be challenged for two reasons. One involves the findings from the 
TIMSS that the U.S. is at least one grade level behind in mathematics curriculum compared to 
other countries (U.S. Department of Education, 1997). What this means is that students in other 
countries are often exposed to higher levels of mathematics at earlier grade levels.  Second, 
when ELLs enter U.S. schools, they usually come with two strengths—their mathematics skills 
and their first language knowledge base (assuming they have had uninterrupted formal 
schooling in the home country). In this case, teachers may need to continue developing the 
academic language and the content knowledge by providing opportunities for students to 
practice communication skills that involve explanation of reasoning, for example, through journal 
writing.  

Given the assumptions administrators often make about ELLs, it is important to 
challenge the way these students are placed. Parents and teachers can certainly play a major 
role in advocating for their students. In the next section two approaches teachers utilized to 
place Marina and Nicolas are analyzed.  

 
Teachers’ Role 

 Two cases on the role of teachers study involving the placement of ELLs in mathematics 
emerged from this. The procedures each teacher implemented have strong implications for 

LLs and their placement in mathematics.  E 
One of the case studies involved Marina’s teacher, Mr. N.  He says the following about 

his role as a mathematics teacher:  
I consider my role as a teacher to be an advocate for the students. If I have to 
protect the student, I will do it even if it means getting into trouble at times. That 
means having to break the rules or whatever policies are in place in the school. 
I’ve been here long enough and people have come to respect the decisions I 

ake for my students. (teacher interview, October, 2000) m 
When Mr. N knew he would have a new student, Marina, in his 8th grade pre-algebra 

class, he was eager to find out more about her background. The student’s record indicated that 
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her first language was Greek. After the parents and relatives who were familiar with the U.S. 
schooling system requested to have Marina placed in an algebra class, Mr. N contacted the 
algebra teacher and initiated the placement process on his own. The negotiation involved 
analyzing a mathematics textbook that Marina had used the previous year in her home country.  
After carefully reviewing the mathematics textbook Marina had used in Cyprus, Mr. N realized 
that most mathematics concepts covered in the textbook were similar to what they would cover 
in pre-algebra during the school year. He decided to place Marina in the algebra class with the 
condition that she maintain a high average (B or better). He also assured her that if she did not 
perform well, she could return to his class.  
 Mr. N’s main goal was to ensure that Marina was given the opportunity to try a subject 
matter that would be more challenging than his pre-algebra class. According to Moses and 
Cobb (2001), many students are not given the opportunity to take algebra, which tends to be a 
“gatekeeper” for many language minority students. Mr. N understood that the course content for 
this student would be too simple based on his observation of what mathematics the student had 
done previously in Cyprus. In Cummins’s (2001) terms, Mr. N was an advocate for Marina 
because her knowledge was not legitimized by an IQ test or some other standardized test. 
Rather, the pre-algebra teacher negotiated the placement process with the algebra teacher. 
Thus, the student was relieved of added stress related to assessments during the beginning of 
the school year, allowing her to focus her efforts on the courses and adapting to a new 
schooling system. The negotiation process Mr. N used to place Marina resulted in one grade 
level above her initial placement by the Dean of Students. Marina did not have to repeat an 

ntire year of mathematics concepts. e 
On the other hand, Nicola’s teacher, Mr. R, viewed his role in placing students in 

mathematics in the following way:  
I want to ensure that we do what’s best for the students, not what the parents 
want for them, but what the students want. However, they must be able to 
perform in the exams if they want the appropriate placement. They have to prove 
hemselves.  (teacher interview, October 2000) t 

Mr. R, who taught 7th grade regular mathematics using a standards-based curriculum, 
found out he would have a new student, Nicolas. The parents and relatives, as with Marina, 
requested that he be placed in advanced mathematics courses. Mr. R decided that the student 
should be tested to find out the student’s mathematics potential. Based on a timed test on basic 
mathematics skills, the teacher decided that Nicolas was not strong enough in mathematics 
because he made some mistakes in his responses. After the parents met with the Dean of 
Students about five times and talked about placing Nicolas in advanced courses, the Dean of 
Students set up the exams to be administered for placement in algebra. When Nicolas 
completed all the exams during the first few weeks of school, he was relieved, but he was also 
nervous about how his performance on these exams would affect his placement in 
mathematics.   
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Mr. R thought it was necessary to follow district policies of testing students to place them 
in more advanced mathematics courses. According to Cummins (2001), this teacher wanted to 
legitimize Nicolas’s knowledge by having him “prove” that he could perform well. It was not until 
after Nicolas scored in the top 2% in a national standardized test that he proved to the Dean of 
Students and the teacher that he could now take advanced mathematics courses. This finding 
has critical implications for ELLs who come to this country in hopes of bettering their educational 
opportunities. There is a tendency to place ELLs in regular track mathematics courses, where 
they may not be as challenged as in college preparatory courses (Oakes, 1985, 1990). With the 



new placement, Nicolas enrolled in algebra as a 7th grader and an honors seminar that met 
once a week for an hour and covered topics such as algebraic proofs and geometric concepts 
with an emphasis on reasoning and communication skills.   

The process used by each of the teachers indicates that they can make a significant 
difference in the placement of their students. Advocating for ELLs by negotiating the process 
with another teacher or by providing a translator can help students advance in their taking 
higher level courses. 

 

Conclusions and Implications 
 

The two case studies of middle school ELLs were presented as well as their parents, 
relatives, and educators’ successes and challenges in placing them in appropriate mathematics 
courses. Cummins’ (2001) intervention framework for empowering minority students was 
discussed, and the two different procedures the mathematics teachers implemented to place 
Marina and Nicolas were critically analyzed using this framework. Although the case studies of 
Marina and Nicolas are not typical ones because they had the support from their parents and 
relatives who spoke English and could advocate for them, there are findings that are worth 
noting.  

First, there were contradictions between the policies of the school district and what was 
practiced in the schools in terms of placing students. These contradictions were noted in the 
procedures that the two mathematics teachers implemented in placing Marina and Nicolas.  
Marina’s teacher negotiated the placement process, while Nicolas’ teacher used test scores to 
place him in advanced mathematics. Reviewing the textbook that Marina used in Cyprus helped 
the teacher in negotiating the placement process with the algebra teacher. However, there are 
implications for ELLs who do not have mathematics textbooks that are used in their home 
country. In this case, educators should consider contacting consulates (i.e., Mexican Consulate 
and others) to check if educational materials are available so that comparisons to the U.S. 
mathematics curriculum can be made. Because the two students were placed in advanced 
mathematics courses that were one or two grade levels above their initial placements, they were 
able to perform well in the algebra course and to continue their mathematics learning whey they 
returned to Cyprus.  
 Second, in rethinking policies and procedures, we must include the voices of parents, 
teachers, and students. In addition, we must offer ELLs the opportunity to enroll in advanced 
mathematics courses. Giving ELLs the option to try an advanced mathematics course and 
reassuring them that they can return if they do not perform well may allow more students to 
progress in mathematics and enroll in college preparatory courses. This finding is relevant 
especially for students who enter U.S. schools with strong mathematics backgrounds and first 

nguage literacy.  la 
 Finally, parents, teachers, and administrators need to advocate for ELLs in their initial 
placements because these placements tend to follow students for the rest of their academic 
lives. As Valdés (2001) has shown, frequently older students are trapped in cycles of ESL 
classes that may not help them develop academic English or content area concepts needed to 
advance from one grade level to another. Parents, teachers, and administrators should demand 
that the school provide a translator if the mathematics test is administered in English, especially 
if the results are used to determine a student’s placement in advanced courses. Counselors and 
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others involved in placing ELLs should base their decisions on students’ mathematics potential 
ather than using only students’ English proficiency.  r 

 This study included students of middle class backgrounds and parents with high 
educational levels, a limitation to consider in any kind of research. However, what is most 
significant is the fact that although the parents, relatives, and the students had the cultural and 
linguistic capital as well as knowledge of how U.S. schools functioned, they still struggled in 
obtaining an adequate placement for Marina and Nicolas. A strong implication is that the 
struggle will be even greater in challenging the school system for ELLs and parents who may 
not have the cultural and linguistic capital and knowledge of how U.S. schools operate. Although 
these parents may want to advocate for their children, they do not always know how to navigate 
through school policy and norms. They will need teachers and administrators who are willing to 

dvocate for them, as did Mr. N in Marina’s case. a  
Parents who hold teachers and administrators to the highest level of respect also tend to 

view them as the sole authority. For this reason, they trust that their children’s placement is the 
best one and may not challenge the decisions made by counselors or others involved in the 
process. As research has shown, working-class parents as well as parents from certain cultural 
groups have historically had an uphill battle in advocating for their children’s best interests in 
schools (Lareau & Horvat, 1999; Reay, 1998).    

In order to provide a more equitable mathematics education for ELLs, educators must 
ensure that adequate placements are made by focusing on the student’s mathematics potential 
rather than student’s English language proficiency. In addition, educators should provide 
opportunities for students to enroll in advanced mathematics courses by intervening in the 
placement process whenever necessary and by advocating for ELLs at all times.   

 

Significance of the Study 

 
Studying the successes and challenges that educators and parents encounter when 

placing ELLs in mathematics can provide insight as to what procedures help or hinder this 
student population. In addition, examining existing school district policies and procedures for 
placing ELLs in advanced courses can engage educators in dialogue about modifications that 
may be needed to best serve ELLs.  

 

Limitations 

 
As with any case study involving children from middle class backgrounds, the reader 

should interpret the findings carefully so that generalizations are not made, but rather patterns 
(and comparisons) are observed from other case studies conducted in this area. The findings 
are transferable only to the point the readers see adequate to their own context (Erlandson, 
Harris, Skipper, & Allen, 1993). However, there is the advantage of the researcher’s familiarity 
with the situation, background, and context.   

 

Suggestions for Further Research 
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 The results of these case studies open opportunities to conduct research in three areas.  
One involves investigating what happens to ELLs’ placement in mathematics when the students 



come from lower socioeconomic status and have strong mathematics and first language literacy 
skills. Another area would be to examine what criteria counselors use to place ELLs in 
mathematics. Finally, further attention should be given to the effects that interventions such as 
providing a translator or negotiating the placement process with another teacher have on ELLs’ 
taking advanced mathematics courses.      
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Abstract 

 
This article examines the complexities surrounding the implementation of 
assessment policies and practices in a Portuguese-English bilingual 
program from the teachers’ perspective. The findings suggest differences 
in assessment practices and understandings of assessment 
requirements between bilingual teachers and program specialists. Two 
factors that seem to contribute to the bilingual program teachers’ 
practices are discussed. First, the school lacks a comprehensible 
approach to assess bilingual students and professional development for 
teachers. Second, teachers’ personal factors such as English 
proficiency, preparation, and acculturation explain differences in their 
personal practices and understandings. These results are problematic 
because of the consequences it holds for bilingual students and the 
current political backlash against bilingual education. 
 

Teachers' Assessment Practices and Understandings in a Bilingual Program1 
 

Bilingual education is threatened in the U.S. During the past three years, we have 
witnessed how California, Arizona, and Massachusetts overturned bilingual education through 
ballot initiatives (Crawford, 2002; Garcia, 2000). The national debates over bilingual education 
have called upon to document bilingual education programs’ outcomes. However, bilingual 
education programs often lack a system for tracking students’ performance. Even though these 
programs may have significant data available, the collection and compilation of assessment is 
primarily in the hands of the school administrators and it is not disaggregated due to the lack of 
human and financial resources and know-how (Abbate & Brisk, 2001; Torres-Guzman, Abbate, 
Brisk, & Minaya-Rowe, 2002).  

This paper’s purpose is to report on the initial stages of developing the assessment 
component of an elementary (Portuguese/English) bilingual program. Teachers and researchers 
worked together for two years on the program structure, curriculum, and instruction. In order to 
make decisions on assessment, we wanted to first evaluate the assessments that already 
existed from the teachers’ perspectives. We followed a data-driven qualitative descriptive 
research design in order to discover the knowledge and awareness levels of the teachers’ 
assessment practices. This research attempts to answer the following questions:  

1. How are K-5 teachers in a bilingual program assessing their students? 
2. What do these teachers know about the school and district assessment 

requirements? 
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Assessment and Accountability 

Since the 1960s, taxpayers and federal agencies have put more pressure on the 
accountability role of education (Stiggins, 2002a). Nowadays most states have developed 
academic standards and are trying to implement assessments to ensure that all students meet 
these standards (Elmore, 2002; University of Pennsylvania, 1998). States are also trying to 
establish an accountability system that “hold students, schools or districts responsible for 
academic performance” (Elmore, 2002, p. 3). In the year 2000, 49 out of 50 states have 
established standards-based education reforms (Cunningham, 2000; Escamilla, Mahon, Riley-
Bernal, & Rutledge, 2003).  

Educational assessment has different forms and purposes. Assessment can be used to 
drive and support teaching and learning, to diagnose individual student needs, to provide 
accountability information (on students, teachers, schools and programs), to use as selection 
and certification device, or to evaluate programs (Abbate & Brisk, 2001; Broadfoot, 1996; 
Gripps, 1994; Lapp, Fisher, Flood, & Cabello, 2001).  

Despite the multiple roles of assessment, teachers, administrators, and policy makers 
have different priorities. Policy makers, program planners, and school administrators need 
information on how the schools are performing according to target standards. Then, they can 
make decisions around allocation of funding and resources and evaluate the effectiveness of 
their school reform efforts. For these groups of people, standardized tests, given their relative 
low cost and easy administration when comparing them to other types of assessments, seem to 
give the information they need (Roeber, 2002; Stiggins, 2002a). Teachers, on the other hand, 
need assessment information that helps their day-to-day activities and decision-making. They 
need information to enlighten their instructional interventions, to diagnose students’ needs when 
learning particular subjects matter or skills, and to assign report card grades (Gripps, 1994; 
Stiggins, 2002a).  

Standardized assessments seem to give important information to policy makers and 
school administration; however, they are unable to inform teaching and learning at the 
classroom level (Brookhart, 2002; Gripps, 1994; Roeber, 2002; Stiggins, 2002a).  

Assessments that happen just once a year are not likely to be of much help to those who 
must make decisions every three or four minutes. Assessments that provide broad 
portraits of student achievement are not likely to help those who need high-resolution 
microscopes. Assessments that produce results two months after the test is taken are 
not likely to be of value to those who must make decisions right now. (Stiggins, 2002a, p. 

0) 2 
At the moment, there is an imbalance between the importance that standardized assessments 
have when compared with the importance given to classroom assessment. As states and school 
districts spend more money on standardized tests, no resources remain to ensure quality 
lassroom assessment (Stiggins, 2002a, 2002b). c 

There is a call to have assessment systems that include both goals: (1) to inform 
teaching and learning at the classroom level, and (2) to hold schools accountable for improving 
students’ performance (Roeber, 2002; Schafer, 2002; Stiggins, 2002a). Assessment systems 
need to be holistic or coordinated (Reeves, 2002; Roeber, 2002) rather than fragmentary 
(Reeves, 2002). Fragmentary systems focus exclusively on a very limited set of variables, such 
as test scores, ethnicity, economic status or location of students. Holistic or coordinated 
systems include different kinds of assessments that are carefully selected to provide a more 
complete picture of students’ progress. Assessment systems should be both, of learning (to 
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provide evidence for public reporting) and for learning (to help students to learn more) (Stiggins, 
2002b). 

 
Teachers’ Understanding of Assessment Procedures and Measurement 

With the increased use of standardized assessment at state and district level, the locus 
of assessment moved further from the interaction between student and teacher (Stiggins, 
2002a). The time teachers spend administering standardized tests increased from 15% in 1981 
to 50% in 1991 (Daniel & King, 1998).  

Assessment is one area that is part of the teachers’ every day activities. It is expected 
that teachers have a deep knowledge of both externally-produced and teacher-produced 
assessments (American Federation of Teachers, National Council on Measurement in 
Education, & National Education Association, 1990). Several authors have studied teachers’ 
knowledge of assessment and measurement. Plake, Impara, and Fager (1993) carried out a 
national survey with 555 teachers, measuring teacher competency level on educational 
assessment. Teachers reported competence on administering, scoring, and interpreting test 
results but not in communicating them. Teachers who had some measurement training scored 
higher than those who did not. These findings were supported by those of Impara, Divine, 
Bruce, Liverman, and Gay (1991). They tested 279 teachers on their ability to interpret test 
scores and compared their results according to their previous assessment course work. 
Teachers who had the ability to interpret test scores and who had taken courses on assessment 
had the highest knowledge of measurement and testing.   

Wise, Lukin, and Roos (1991) surveyed 397 teachers. Most teachers (ranging from 72% 
to 92%, depending on the survey questions) rated their abilities on a number of measurement 
skills as good or very good. Teachers also mentioned that the factor with the greatest effect on 
their knowledge of testing and measurement was trial-and-error learning in the classroom, with 
formal course work as a distant second in the ranking. More recently, Daniel and King (1998) 
surveyed 95 elementary and secondary teachers about their literacy level on educational testing 
and measurement. They found that teachers have an adequate understanding of standardized 
tests and their interpretation of various types of standard scores. However, they lack knowledge 
of the psychometric characteristics of tests (particularly the concepts of reliability and validity 
and basic test statistics). Even though this knowledge is not detrimental to their day-to-day 
assessment practices, teachers could not make informed judgments about the merits of some 
standardized tests.  
Assessment of Bilingual Students 
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The quality of the assessment of bilingual students has raised numerous questions and 
concerns (Abbate & Brisk, 2001; Escamilla et al., 2003; Lacelle-Peterson & Rivera, 1994). 
Given the national trend towards the elimination of bilingual programs and the No Child Left 
Behind Act of 2001 (2002) that mandates proof of English proficiency for bilingual students 
through rigorous testing, bilingual programs that are still functioning are including more 
standardized test that are used in mainstream classrooms. These assessments are 
inappropriate measures when dealing with bilingual students (Abbate & Brisk, 2001). Bilingual 
students may have the content knowledge and the cognitive skills needed to perform 
successfully on assessments tasks but may not be able to demonstrate in English what they 
know. Assessing students who are learning English as a second or other language with the 
same instruments used to assess monolingual English speakers gives data of unknown validity 
that will not be very useful to determine bilingual students’ learning (Lacelle-Peterson & Rivera, 
1994). Besides, standardized tests are not culture-free, especially for smaller language groups 
(Abbate & Brisk, 2001). 



 
It is a common practice that bilingual students’ performance is overlooked and 

misrepresented. In many states bilingual students are not required to take standardized tests 
until they have been in the educational system for at least a couple of years. Their progress is 
neither measured with standardized assessment nor with native language assessments (Brisk, 
1998; Torres-Guzman et al., 2002). In many school systems, assessment data is not 
disaggregated by program, language groups, or individual students (Charles A. Dana Center, 
1999; Escamilla et al., 2003). Even in some bilingual programs, students’ data is not adequately 
collected and compiled (Abbate & Brisk, 2001; Torres-Guzman et al., 2002).  

An adequate assessment system that takes into consideration the needs of bilingual 
students must address students’ academic and linguistic development (Lacelle-Peterson & 
Rivera, 1994; Suarez-Orozco & Suarez-Orozco, 2000). Bilingual education programs need to 
collect and analyze students’ assessments in order to monitor students’ progress and needs. 
This information will also help teachers to improve their instruction, and will guarantee the 
quality of the program outcomes (Torres-Guzman et al., 2002).  

 
Methodology 

 
This research is a qualitative descriptive study on bilingual education teachers’ 

assessment practices and knowledge. Qualitative descriptive researchers aim to “collect as 
much data as they can that will allow them to capture all the elements of an event that come 
together to make it the event that it is” (Sandelowski, 2000, p. 336). Qualitative descriptive 
research tries to portray an event or experience in its natural occurrence. Its goal is not to 
generate a theory, but a description of experiences.  

 
Setting 

This project was carried out during the school year 2001-2002 in a Portuguese-English 
bilingual program at an urban elementary school in a major northeast city. The program started 
in 1999 when more than 40 Brazilian students registered at the beginning of the school year. By 
law, the school had to offer a Transitional Bilingual Education (TBE) program. During the first 
year, the bilingual program was carried out with limited resources, planning, and training. Most 
of the students in the bilingual program were recent arrivals from Brazil.  

In 2000, a faculty member of a research university in a major northeast city received a 
three-year collaborative research grant2 to help implement a quality Portuguese-English 
bilingual program at the school. The collaborative group used the guidelines of Portraits of 
Success (PoS), a project to identify and disseminate quality bilingual programs in the U.S. 
 (Portraits of Success, 2003). When the collaborative grant started, it was the beginning of the 
second year of the bilingual program at the school. The beginning of the bilingual program's 
second year had similar characteristics as the previous year: 1) more Portuguese-speaking 
students arrived to the school, 2) some bilingual teachers left the school, 3) the principal had 
difficulty hiring teachers, 4) there were limited materials in Portuguese, and 5) the district 
bilingual department did not have contact with the school. During the first two years of the grant, 
the bilingual program teachers (four bilingual teachers, one English as a Second Language 
[ESL] teacher and one English literacy teacher) and the research team (one professor specialist 
in bilingual education and two graduate assistants) met weekly to plan language use, 
curriculum, materials, and instruction. For most teachers, the contact with the university 
research group was the teachers’ first professional development around issues of bilingual 
education. In the school year 2001-2002, in order to start working around issues of assessment 
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in the bilingual program, this study was conducted to understand the ways teachers in the 
bilingual program were assessing the students and their knowledge of the externally-created 
assessments in the school. 

 
Participants 

Six teachers in the bilingual programs participated in this study (see Table 1).  We have 
changed their names for confidentiality purposes. Three teachers were born in Brazil and 
moved to the U.S. several years ago. They are bilingual in Portuguese and English. The 
combined grade four-five teacher started working in the bilingual program in 1999. The 
kindergarten-1st grade teacher started working in the program in 2000. The 2nd-grade teacher 
was hired in the middle of the 2001-2002 school year and was the 2nd-grade paraprofessional 
the previous year. One teacher, a monolingual Portuguese speaker in charge of 3rd grade, 
started working in the beginning of the year 2001-2002 and left the school at the end of the 
school year. All the bilingual teachers had certification waivers (both elementary and bilingual 
education certifications); three of them were working towards their master’s degrees.  The 
certified ESL teacher was bilingual in English and Russian and was in charge of supporting all 
the teachers in the bilingual program. She started working in the school in 1998. Before working 
in the Portuguese-English bilingual program, she worked in the Vietnamese-English bilingual 
program that functioned in the school until 1998.  In October 2001, a monolingual English-
speaking teacher joined the bilingual program to support the students’ English literacy 
development. She taught 2nd grade at the school for the past three years, and holds standard 
elementary certification. She started taking graduate level course that focused on bilingual 
students when she was appointed as the English literacy teacher.  
 
Table 1 
Bilingual Program Teachers’ Characteristics 
 
 

Name In the bilingual  
program since year 

Grade Language (s) Certification 

Carolina 2000 K-1 Portuguese / 
English 

Waived 

Renata 2001 2 Portuguese / 
English 

Waived 

Paula 2001 3 Portuguese Waived 
Flavia 1999 4-5 Portuguese / 

English 
Waived 

Olga 1999 ESL 
 3, 4-5 

Russian / 
English 

ESL and 
Bilingual 

education 
Andrea 2001 English 

literacy  
3, 4-5 

English Standard 
Elementary 

 

Data collection 

To determine the extent of knowledge and practices with respect to assessment in the 
bilingual program, we collected data on the official requirements as well as on what the teachers 
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knew off hand without preparation or coaching and after having worked in the program for at 
least a year. The information was gathered through interviews with teachers conducted 
throughout the year, meetings with the principal and teachers, personal e-mail communications, 
and documentation collection and revision. There were two steps in the data collection. The first 
step of the project was to uncover the teachers’ assessment practices and their knowledge of 
externally-created assessments. Two sets of interviews were conducted, one in October 2001 
and one in June 2002. A different researcher conducted each set of interviews. We could not 
interview all grade level teachers during both sets of interviews (see Table 2). 

Table 2 

Teachers Interviewed by Grade Level and Time of Interview 
 

Teacher interviewed Grade 
October June 

K-1 Carolina Carolina 
2 --- Renata 
3 Paula --- 
4-5 Flavia Flavia 
ESL Olga Olga 
English literacy --- Andrea 

 
During the first set of interview, we asked the following open-ended question: “What do 

you know about assessment techniques used in the bilingual program? Please list all that come 
to mind.” The teachers were also asked to classify these assessment tools according to their 
knowledge of whether they were required by the state, the city, the school, or whether they were 
informal assessment tools created by the teachers. The researcher took notes of the 
participants’ responses and then typed them down. During the second set of interviews, we 
asked: “Which kind of assessment did you use during the year? Which were in-classroom 
assessments, school assessments, public school assessments, and state assessments?” The 
interviews were tape-recorded and then transcribed verbatim. Besides the interviews, we also 
had two meetings with the teachers in which they referred to their assessments requirements.  
We took notes of the teachers’ comments.  

The second step in the project was to find the assessment requirements of the bilingual 
program. To obtain this information, we consulted three sources:  

1. School district official circulars. Information on externally-created assessment 
requirements was obtained from the material that school gave to teachers in the form of the 
school manual, superintendent circulars and other photocopies of official materials.  

2. School principal. We met with the principal in July 2002 and asked for externally-
created assessments that were implemented in the school. Two researchers took individual 
notes and then compared for accuracy. 

3. Personal e-mail communications with the school district bilingual coordinator. These 
were held between May and August 2002 to obtain information on the externally-created 
assessments requirements for bilingual programs. 
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Data Analysis 

The data were organized into two areas: bilingual program teachers' assessment 
practices and bilingual program teachers' knowledge of externally-created assessment 
requirements. To analyze teachers' assessment practices we used interviews and meetings 
field notes. We analyzed each teacher separately and identified common themes to the 
teachers. To analyze teachers' knowledge on externally-created assessment requirements, we 
analyzed and compared the information obtained through the school district documentation, the 
bilingual department coordinator, and the school principal on externally-created assessment 
required per grade level. We then compared this with the assessments requirements that each 
teacher mentioned during the interviews. 

 
Results 

 
We report the findings that address our research questions in two distinct sections: 

bilingual program teachers’ assessment practices, and bilingual program teachers’ knowledge 
of program assessment requirements. 
 
Bilingual Program Teachers’ Assessment Practices 

 Assessment practices varied with respect to use of classroom and externally-created 
assessments, to the sense of ownership of the assessments, to reliance on externally-created 
assessments to inform about student performance, and between classroom teachers and 
pecialists.  s 

All teachers in the bilingual program (bilingual teachers and specialists) reported that 
they based their assessment practice mainly on teacher-created assessment (see Table 3). 
Even though bilingual teachers relied almost entirely on self-created assessments, a couple of 
times during the year they administered externally-created assessments required by the school 
for mathematics, reading, and writing. They were not in charge of correcting them. They were 
also in charge of administering and correcting an English proficiency observation scale.  
Specialists (ESL and English literacy) also relied heavily on self-created assessments but they 
were in charge of administering and correcting most of the externally-created tests required by 
the school. 
 
Table 3 
Teachers’ Assessment Practices by Self-created and Externally-created assessment 
 

Teacher  
Assessment Practices G  

K-1 
G 
2 

G 
3 

G  
4-5 

ESL 
3, 4-5 

LE  
3, 4-5 

Self-created assessments       
Reading and writing P E/P P E/P E E 
Mathematics P E/P P E/P   
Others (social science, science) P E/P  E/P   

Externally-created assessment       
Administer school district assessments for 
reading and writing 

E E  E E E 

Administer school district observation 
survey for English proficiency 

E E  E E  
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Administer school district assessment for 
mathematics  

   P   

Administer bilingual department 
standardized tests 

    E  

Administer regular standardized tests in 
the bilingual program 

     E 

Note. ESL 3, 4-5 = ESL teacher for grades 3 and 4-5; LE 3, 4-5 = English literacy teacher for grades 3 
and 4-5; E = Assessment in English; P = Assessment in Portuguese. 
 

The bilingual teachers (K-2nd, and 4th-5th grades) created assessments in Portuguese 
for their subject areas. The only externally-created assessment that the school had in 
Portuguese was for mathematics. In relation to self-created assessments in English, bilingual 
teachers had different practices. Renata (2nd grade) and Flavia (4th-5th grades) regularly 
created assessments in English. Renata also borrowed assessments from English textbooks. 
Carolina (K-1st grade) and Paula (3th grade) relied on the school district bimonthly English 
assessments. Carolina, the K-1 bilingual teacher, considered herself stronger in Portuguese 
than in English, and she felt more confident assessing in Portuguese. Flavia, the 4th-5th-grade 
teacher who felt confident in both languages, created assessments in both English and 
Portuguese. She considered the length of time that the students were in the bilingual program 
when determining the language of the assessment:  

I tell them that if they are [in the bilingual program for three years] they should write in 
English. If they are second year [students], [I say to them] “try your best in English.”  
First year [students] I really don’t push them [to write in English]. (personal 
ommunication, June 21, 2002) c 

All teachers in the program created their assessments individually and felt lack of 
support to improve their assessments. Flavia, the 4th-grade teacher, noticed that the school 
writing rubrics were not useful for assessing bilingual students. She acknowledged that the 
program teachers did not know how to adapt the rubric to their students, but could not find 
support from the school to learn about it. During the interview, Andrea, the English literacy 
specialist, mentioned several times that her assessments were informal: “I tried to use as many 
critical thinking questions as possible, but I have to say that they are informal” (personal 
communication, June 11, 2002).  

In relation to the use of standardized assessments results in their classrooms, Carolina 
and Paula (K-1st and 3th grades, respectively) mentioned that they never received standardized 
tests results. Renata and Flavia (2nd and 4th-5th grades respectively) mentioned that they 
received some of the test results and that they tried to interpret them. However, they did not 
receive any training on how to do that. Flavia compared her students’ results with the ones they 
got the previous year, and with the results that monolingual students in mainstream classes 
received. Even though she was not fully informed on how to interpret the results, she found 
receiving the results helpful: “For me [it] is helpful [to interpret the test scores] because I look at 
[bilingual students’ scores] and I compare them with regular education students. I can see how 
far the bilingual students have to go” (personal communication, June 21, 2002).   

The two specialists, ESL and English literacy, were in charge of administering the 
standardized assessments. Olga, the ESL specialist, was in charge of administering most of the 
standardized test specifically required by the bilingual department. Andrea, the English literacy 
specialist, was in charge of administering the standardized assessments that were required in 
mainstream classrooms and that were also required for students in the bilingual program.  
Some of the assessments were individually administered and time consuming and were an 
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extra overload for Andrea. She mentioned that this was a problem for her, but that nobody else 
knew how to administer those tests.  

The two specialists (Olga and Andrea) and two bilingual teachers (Renata and Flavia) 
had concerns about the administration of standardized tests to bilingual students. They 
mentioned that assessing bilingual students was very complex. Olga, the ESL specialist, 
decided that some assessments were not appropriate for bilingual students and she asked not 
to use them in the bilingual program. The teachers mentioned that most standardized 
assessments, the ones that were designed for monolingual students and those which were 
specifically for bilingual students, did not reflect what bilingual students could really do. Flavia, 
the 4th-5th grade teacher, mentioned that some assessments were difficult to interpret and 
could give a wrong understanding of the student. She mentioned that she did not like the 
Massachusetts English Language Assessment-Oral (MELA-O), an English assessment that is 
required for all students in the bilingual program, because “sometimes you get frustrated 
because [the students] know the social language [but not the academic one], and it is so easy to 
give them the wrong grade” (personal communication, June 21, 2002). Andrea was concerned 
with the fact that some assessments did not consider receptive but only expressive English:  

Part of the problem with these [standardized] assessments is how [you can] establish a 
comprehension level when the students cannot express what I know they have 
understood. However, this is an English test so you have to express something in 
English. (personal communication, June 11, 2002) 
 

Bilingual Program Teachers’ Knowledge of Program Assessment Requirements 

Externally-created assessment requirements information was disseminated to teachers 
through the school manual. According to the principal, all assessments mentioned in the manual 
were not made available to the school. The complete list of assessments for students in the 
bilingual program required in the school was difficult to locate in the school manual. It took us 
several hours to come up with a complete list of these assessment requirements. Table 4 shows 
the list of the assessments required in the bilingual program that was obtained from the school 
manual and the principal. It also shows the assessments that were mentioned by each grade-
level teacher and specialists.  
 
Table 4 
Knowledge of the School Assessment Requirements by Teachers 
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Teacher Assessments Required 
by School G  

K-1 
G 
2 

G 
3 

G  
4-5 

ESL 
3, 4-5 

LE  
3, 4-5 

Standardized assessments       
Observation Survey       
Developmental Reading Assessment (DRA)    N N  
Scholastic Reading Inventory (SRI)    N N N 
Language Proficiency Test Series (LPTS)    N   
Native Language: CLOZE       
MCAS-Reading    N  IC 
MCAS-Math    N  IC 
MCAS-Social Studies    N  IC 
MCAS-Science    N  IC 
Massachusetts English Language Assessment – 
Oral (MELA-O) 

  N N N  



Stanford 9    N  IC 
Non-standardized Assessments        

Math Assessment N N N N  IC 
Running Records    N N  
Writing Assessment N   N  IC 
Portfolio N N  N N N 

Note: Blank cells = Assessment requirements for specific grade level mentioned by both the 
superintendent circular and the principal; Black shadowed cell = Assessment not required in specific 
grade level; Gray shadowed cell = Assessment requirement for specific grade level mentioned in the 
superintendent circular but not by the principal, N = Name of assessment was mentioned by teacher; IC: 
Information on assessment was collected by the teacher after the interview. 
 

We found different knowledge levels of assessment requirements in the bilingual 
program teachers. Bilingual teachers in K-1st, 2nd and 3rd grades mentioned some 
assessments required for their grade level, particularly the non-standardized assessments. 
Carolina, the K-1st grades teacher who had been in the program for two years, mentioned all 
the assessments that she was in charge of administering (writing and math assessments) and 
the portfolio that she had to collect at the end of the year. She had a vague idea of other 
standardized assessments required for her students. She mentioned, “the school has an 
English assessment at the end of the year, and they put the students in different steps…  I don’t 
know if the school has more assessments” (personal communication, June 11, 2002).  Roberta, 
the 2nd-grade teacher, mentioned that she knew the students had other tests, but she could not 
identify them.  

The ESL specialist mentioned the standardized assessments that she was in charge of 
administering. Olga expressed concern about the way the assessment decisions were adopted 
in the school because teachers did not determine the assessments that they were going to use 
in the program, “[Frequently] somebody brings [assessment] materials, but you don’t know why.  
Who is the one deciding this? Is it the state? Is it the city? Is it [the principal]? But why?” 
(personal communication, June 19, 2002). Olga also mentioned that she was aware that the 
teachers in the program did not have a clear picture of the assessments used in the in the 
program, they did not know where to get the complete list of them, and that she would like to 
have a better way to receive them:  

I was never really told about [externally-created] assessments.  Maybe it is written 
somewhere but I have not been reinforced about it… I would like to have a meeting 
where I am told what I’m going to use, the purpose of the test, which [assessments] are 
or our own records, which are for promotion.” (personal communication, June 19, 2002) f 

Two teachers, 4th-5th grades and the English specialist, had a more complete picture of 
the assessments required in the program. Flavia, the 4th-5th-grade teacher, mentioned all the 
assessment requirements. She had been working in the bilingual program since its first year, 
and took leadership positions since the beginning. The literacy specialist, Andrea, also had 
some leadership position in the program. She was a liaison with teachers in mainstream classes 
and with the literacy coach. During the interview with Andrea, she only mentioned a couple of 
externally-created assessments. She revealed that she did not know all the assessments used 
in the program but that she would look for the information and would give it to us in the next 
days. A couple of days later, she gave us a list of assessments that she had gathered through 
the literacy coach. The list did not include the MELA-O. This might show that even the literacy 
coach, who seemed to have a complete view of the assessments requirements, was not aware 
of some of the special assessments for students in the bilingual program. 
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Discussion 
 

The purpose of this study was to find about teachers’ assessment practices in a bilingual 
program and their knowledge of school and district assessment requirements. The findings 
reveal that the three bilingual teachers (English-Portuguese), one monolingual Portuguese-
speaking teacher along with two English-speaking specialist (ESL and English literacy) had 
different patterns of assessment practice and knowledge.  

Bilingual students in the program were assessed through two forms of assessment: 
teacher-created assessment and externally-created assessment. Bilingual teachers relied their 
assessment practices almost entirely on self-created assessments. Specialists (ESL and 
English literacy), in addition to self-created assessments, were mainly responsible for 
standardized tests. While the specialist had the responsibility to administer, and in some cases 
correct, almost the totality of standardized assessments, classroom teachers were only required 
to administer a few externally-created assessments during the year.   

Consistent with the program teachers’ assessment practices was their knowledge of 
assessment requirements. With the exception of two teachers who took leadership positions, 
program teachers had a partial knowledge of their students’ assessment requirements. The 
teachers were mainly aware of the assessments that they were responsible for. The fact that 
teachers did not have a complete view of assessments was consistent with the finding that the 
school did not deliver assessment information in a way that is clear and helpful for teachers.  

In order to better understand the program teachers’ assessment practices and 
understandings, we need to consider several factors that could have influenced the teachers. 
We separated them into factors at the organizational and at the personal level. 

 
Organizational Factors  

 There were two factors at the school organizational level that could have affected 
the teachers’ understandings and practices in relation to assessment: fragmentary assessment 
system and a lack of professional development that support teacher learning. 
 
Fragmentary assessment system 

The school seemed to have a fragmentary assessment system rather than a holistic one 
(Reeves, 2002; Roeber, 2002). The school lacked a sense of purpose for using the different 
types of assessment. The school system conceptualized teacher-created assessment as 
completely independent from standardized assessments; student progress was mainly 
established through standardized assessments while teacher-created assessment remained in 
the teachers’ classrooms (Stiggins, 2002a). There were assumtions that standardized 
assessments were the most accurate way to obtain bilingual students’ progress. However, 
bilingual program teachers as well as several authors suggested that this might not be true 
(Abbate & Brisk, 2001). In this school, standardized tests that could help inform teaching and 
learning at the classroom level were not considered (Brookhart, 2002; Gripps, 1994; Reeves, 
2002; Stiggins, 2002a).  
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The school also lacked a comprehensive system to disseminate the assessment 
requirements. The school manual was reported as having the list of assessment requirements.  
However, this information was scattered throughout the manual. The principal had the most 
accurate knowledge of the assessment requirements in the bilingual program. The literacy 
coach knew the requirements for mainstream students, but not the ones specific for bilingual 
students. Assessment requirements in the school were communicated as explicit knowledge— 



words that are communicated in the form of data and information—but not as tacit knowledge— 
skills, beliefs, and understandings (Fullan, 2001). The school did not have a coherent system to 
disseminate and make sure that people involved really understood these assessments, and 
took an active role in the assessment system (Reeves, 2002; Stiggins, 2002a). Finally, the 
school lacked a sense of purpose for using assessment as a way to demonstrate the 
effectiveness of the bilingual program and to use the results to make program policy and 
improvement decisions (Abbate & Brisk, 2001; Torres-Guzman et al., 2002).  

 
Lack of professional development that support teacher learning 

Program teachers created their assessments as the year progressed, “on the road” and 
based on their judgments. They also lacked the knowledge to interpret standardized tests. Even 
though there is more consensus on the importance of teacher learning and professional 
development in schools (Hawley & Valli, 1999; Little, 2001; Wilson & Berne, 1999), in this 
bilingual program professional development did not focus on making teachers “assessment 
literate.” Teachers are literate in assessment when they come to assessment situations 
“knowing what they are assessing, why they are doing so, how best to assess the achievement 
of interest, how to generate sound samples of performance, what can go wrong, and how to 
prevent those problems before they occur” (Stiggins, 1995, p. 240). Given the fact that the 
school had a fragmentary assessment system, professional development to improve teachers’ 
understanding of assessment was not an option. 

 
Personal Factors  

Besides the school organization factors discussed above, teachers’ personal factors also 
had a role in their assessment practices and understandings that make up for particular 
differences. Teachers’ assessment knowledge and practice varied according to their English 
proficiency, their teacher preparation, and their acculturation. 

 
Bilingual teachers’ English proficiency 

Teachers’ self-created assessment practices in English depended on their proficiency 
level in that language. Bilingual teachers who were stronger in Portuguese than in English (K-
1st and 3rd grade) relied their English assessment on externally-created tests. Given the fact 
that these teachers did not know much about the English assessments used in their grade and 
they did not feel confident with their own English proficiency, they could not monitor their 
students’ English development. This affected their English instruction because the assessments 
were not available to help them to monitor the students’ English performance and their own 
teaching (Brookhart, 2002). Bilingual teachers who felt confident with their English proficiency 
(2nd and 4th-5th grade teachers) used more self-created assessments for English. They also 
tried to use the externally-created assessment results to understand their students' English 
proficiency. 
 
Teacher preparation 
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Most program’s teachers had limited knowledge of measurement and assessment 
procedures. Even though some teachers tried to understand the scores, they did not know what 
the scores meant, or if an increase in a score implied a real increase on the students’ English 
proficiency level. If we consider that all the bilingual teachers had certification waivers and did 
not receive any in-service professional development on assessment, it is not surprising that they 
lacked the knowledge on assessment and measurement (Daniel & King, 1998; Impara et al., 
1991; Plake et al., 1993; Wise et al., 1991). 



 

 
Acculturation 

 Teachers’ acculturation to the American system seemed to have an impact on their 
knowledge of assessment. The Brazilian 4th-5th-grade teacher adapted to the American 
educational system and schooling and took leadership in the bilingual program since she started 
in the program. She was informed of everything that was happening in the program and was a 
liaison between the program teachers, parents, principal, and university collaborators. The 
American literacy coach felt comfortable with the system as well. She also took leadership roles 
as the liaison with the mainstream classes, trying to make the bilingual program less isolated in 
the school. Both teachers had the most complete view of assessment requirements in the 
program. These leaders understood that unless they look by themselves for the information they 
needed, it would not arrive. They were motivated to do so, and recognized the value and role of 
knowledge exchange with other school members (Fullan, 2001). 
 

Conclusion 
 

Although this study was limited to one school, previous research reveals that schools 
and districts often do not have a policy to assess the performance of students in bilingual 
programs (Torres-Guzman et al., 2002). Bilingual students participate in testing done for all 
students or in some cases they are exempted. Thus the data is no easily available just for 
bilingual students. As a consequence, bilingual programs cannot prove their effectiveness and 
the hard work that teachers invest in these programs. In addition, bilingual program staff cannot 
make informed decisions with respect to improvements (Brisk, 1998). Progress of students 
seems to be measured by how quickly they learn English and exit the program to be 
mainstreamed, but not by their academic accomplishment while attending the bilingual program.  
To the detriment of bilingual programs, teachers are not included in the assessment process.  

Effective schools are ones in which principals and teachers focus on student learning 
outcomes and link this information to improvements in teaching and learning strategies.  
… [Teachers and administrators] can demonstrate [to the public] what they are talking 
about. Taking control of your own data means taking charge of how the argument about 
tandards and accountability is conducted. (Hargreaves & Fullan, 1998, p. 99) s 

No Child Left Behind (2002) intends to change the lack of availability of bilingual 
students’ performance by requiring annual assessments and desegregation of data. The 
particular assessments, however, may not be appropriate for incipient bilinguals because they 
mostly measure proficiency in English and through English. Moreover, this legislation excludes 
teachers’ voices from the assessment process.  

The lack of a comprehensive and fair assessment system is more problematic in these 
times when bilingual education programs are under attack. Bilingual programs need to closely 
monitor their students’ performance and inform parents, school systems, and the educational 
community in general, of the quality of bilingual programs offered. 
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Abstract 
 

Given the United States’ increasingly multilingual population, it is 
important to understand clearly the nature of bilingualism. This 
paper outlines a symmetrical, integrative model of bilingualism 
that predicts that the bilingual’s two languages influence each 
other. The paper begins with a theoretical rationale for such a 
model and continues with research evidence supporting the 
influence of the bilingual’s first language (L1) on his or her 
second language (L2) and vice versa. The factors promoting L1 
perseverance in the L2 environment are also closely considered. 
The model itself is then detailed.  Following this, practical 
recommendations based on this model are offered.  Finally, 
implications of this model for the bilingual are presented. 

 

 A Balanced Relationship of Languages in a Bilingual Society 
 

Bilingualism, or knowledge of two languages, has been an important linguistic 
and sociocultural phenomenon in the U.S. for at least the last two centuries (Kloss, 
1998). The growing population of residents, whose first language is not English, 
combined with the increasingly multilingual nature of international business and 
communication, make it even more important to understand the nature of bilingualism 
and find efficient ways to integrate this phenomenon into this society and its educational 
system.  

 
A crucial aspect of bilingualism is the relationship between the bilingual’s  

two languages. This relationship has historically been believed to be unidirectional (i.e., 
one’s first language [L1] influences one’s second language [L2]) (Ellis, 1986). U.S. 
scholars and educators are also currently concerned about the effect of one’s L1 on 
one’s L2 because they are looking for ways to improve ESL learning at all levels, starting 
with elementary school and continuing into adult English as a Second Language (ESL) 
programs. Some recent works (Cook, 2003), however, support the idea that, in fact, the 
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bilingual’s two languages influence each other. In other words, L1 and L2 are found to be 
in a mutually beneficial relationship.  
 
 The goals of this paper are: 1) to examine the relationship between L1 and L2; 2) 
to argue for a symmetrical, integrative model of bilingualism that assumes that each of 
the bilingual’s languages influence the other; 3) to identify the factors that support the L1 
perseverance in the L2 environment; 4) to make some practical recommendations based 
upon this model; and, 5) to discuss some implications this model has for the bilingual in 
today’s society. 
 

These goals are addressed in the following ways.  The mutual relationship of L1 
and L2 is explored using a symmetrical, balanced, integrative model of bilingualism. This 
model assumes that the bilingual’s two languages are integrally related and that L2 
influences L1 just as L1 influences L2. Moreover, this model acknowledges the importance 
of preserving the mother tongue (L1) of L2 learners (Cummins, 2003). The paper begins 
with a discussion of the theoretical underpinnings of an integrative model of bilingualism. 
Next, evidence is presented that supports L1’s influence on L2; evidence is also 
presented that supports L2’s influence on L1. Following this, the paper moves to a 
discussion of some of the factors affecting the way in which L2 influences L1. The 
argument is made that factors such as language environment (i.e., is L1 or L2 the 
dominant language?), family and community influence, age of acquisition, and workplace 
influence (is L1 or L2 spoken in the workplace?) affect the extent to which L2 influences 
L1. By affecting these factors, we can either increase or decrease this influence; this may 
have profound social, cultural, professional, educational, and personal consequences. 
The paper continues with some practical recommendations for applying this model in the 
classroom and community and concludes with some general implications of this model 
for bilinguals. 
 

A Theoretical Rationale for a Symmetrical, Integrative Model of Bilingualism 
 

Two sets of theoretical assumptions underlie the symmetrical, integrative model 
of bilingualism. The first theory, universal grammar (UG), holds that there is a set of 
universal principles of grammar that govern all languages (Haegeman, 1994). Different 
languages instantiate, or parameterize, these principles in different ways; however, all 
languages obey them.1 As an example, contrastive linguistics gives numerous instances 
of commonalities among even dissimilar languages. If this theory is correct, then there is 
one underlying set of linguistic mechanisms that the language learner uses while 
learning a L2. Since both of the bilingual’s languages obey these principles, it is logical to 
suppose that these languages should influence each other.  

 
The second theory that supports the integrative model of bilingualism is the 

model of Common Underlying Proficiency (CUP) (Cummins, 1994). This model assumes 
that both of the bilingual’s languages are informed by the same underlying assumptions 
about the way language works. Therefore, a proficiency in one language supports the 
development of the proficiency in another language(s). These two interrelated 
hypotheses actually predict a model of bilingualism in which the two languages influence 
and support each other (Kinberg & Serdyukov, 2003). 
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Research Evidence That Supports L1 Influence on L2 

 
  The idea that L1 influences L2 is certainly not a new one and there is recent 
evidence to support this position. For instance, Juffs (1998a, 1998b) has conducted 
studies of speakers of Chinese, Japanese, Korean, and Romance languages who were 
learning English.  In one of these studies, Juffs found that speakers of Chinese, 
Japanese, and Korean took longer to parse English than did speakers of Romance 
languages. The argument structure of Chinese, Japanese and Korean differs 
significantly from that of English; whereas the structure of Romance languages is akin to 
English.  Therefore, Juffs concluded that these learners’ L1s were affecting their parsing 
of English. It is important to note that Juffs also presented these learners with a 
grammaticality judgment task and found no L1—related differences in accuracy on this 
task. That is, L1 learners did not affect their ability to judge the acceptability of English 
sentences. It would seem, then, based on Juff’s findings, that one’s L1 affects the parsing 
and processing strategies one uses to learn another language, but not one’s ultimate 
attainment of proficiency in that language.            
 

Other recent research into L1 effects on L2 acquisition has been conducted by 
Jarvis (2000), who conducted a study of Swedish and Finnish learners of English. Jarvis 
(2000) showed each group a short film and asked respondents to write a short narrative 
of what they had seen. He then asked participants to list as many nouns as possible to 
describe a series of freeze-frame clips of the film. Finally, he asked learners to choose 
from a list of English words all those that were appropriate to describe the same freeze-
frame clips of the film that were used in the second task.   

 
Jarvis (2000) found that speakers of Swedish responded in a similar way to other 

speakers of Swedish and speakers of Finnish resembled other speakers of Finnish in 
their responses, which might have been predicted. He also found differences between 
the responses of the two language groups. At first glance, this finding would support a 
case for L1 influence on L2. However, Jarvis (2000) did not find the striking differences 
between groups that would have been predicted by a model of L2 acquisition that 
assumed influence. Jarvis (2000) suggested that this result might have obtained 
because of cultural similarities between the two groups of learners which might have led 
to their making similar responses on some of the tasks.  In sum, the above research 
shows that L1 does influence L2, and, assuming that Jarvis is correct, this influence may 
vary depending upon such factors as age of acquisition and similarity of the two 
languages involved. 
 

Given that L1 does influence L2, what does this imply?  In the educational setting, 
the implication is that bilingual learners’ L1s should be supported as they acquire a L2; in 
other words, additive bilingualism (i.e., the case where L2 is added to L1, rather than 
replacing L1) is predicted by a model that includes L1 influence on L2. “…in general, 
building a sound foundation of communication skills (including literacy) in primary 
languages is the surest and often quickest route to English proficiency” (U.S. 
Department of Education, 1995, p.24). 
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Research Evidence That Supports L2 influence on L1 

 
The theoretical assumptions discussed above predict a model of bilingualism in 

which L2 influences L1 and there is evidence to support such a model.  For instance, 
Saville-Troike, Pan, and Dutovka (1995) studied the language development of groups of 
children from several different L1 backgrounds who were learning English. These 
researchers found that where elements of the children’s L1s were stable, uniform across 
the language, and not in direct conflict with English, L2 had little influence on these 
children’s L1 grammars. However, where elements of the children’s L1s were not fully 
developed, were not uniform across the language, or were in direct conflict with English, 
L1 was affected by L2.  If these researchers are correct, then these findings suggest that 
L2 may have an influence on L1.  

 
When English is learned as a foreign language, that is, in the L1 environment, we 

observe a tremendous influence of L2 on L1. Translation is the predominant method of 
semantization and, at the same time, a popular method of learning a foreign language.  
Students who are translating foreign words, phrases and whole texts need to adequately 
render their meaning into their primary language; this necessity makes them search for 
adequate linguistic forms of expression in their L1. This process expands and improves 
their L1 competency. L2 on L1 influence affects mostly such aspects of language 
proficiency as vocabulary, syntax, and style. However, when English is being developed 
as a second language in the English environment, this effect (to be discussed in more 
detail below) may be anywhere from significant to negligible depending on several major 
factors. This influence is predicted by the integrative model of bilingualism. Given such a 
model, we need to examine the factors that may influence the effect of L2 on L1.   

 
Our observation of 20 Russian immigrant families demonstrated that, with few 

exceptions, children who were brought to the U.S. at the age of 7 to 8, that is, with a fully 
developed L1 communicative competence, usually lost their native language fluency by 
the age of 16 to 18. Though they still understand most of the Russian language when 
older family members speak to them, they tend to respond to them in English. This 
asymmetric linguistic behavior cannot help restricting communication and, consequently, 
relationships between the young generation that grew up in the L2 environment in the 
U.S., and the older generation (parents and, especially, grandparents) who, having 
arrived in the U.S. at an advanced age, usually do not acquire full English proficiency. 
This breakdown in communication leads to the loss of both L1 and native culture. 
However, it is important to note that this loss can be diminished by the family’s 
consistent support of L1. Such support manifests itself not only in obligatory use of the L1 
in family communications, but in reading L1 books, watching L1 videos and TV 
broadcasts, and purposefully including children in L1 community activities. 
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Unfortunately, in the population we observed, only 4 children out of 20 were able 
to preserve their language and culture, thereby being equally fluent in English and 
Russian and having a reasonable native cultural background. This was attributed solely 
to the parents’ assiduous work and time spent on educating their children. Interestingly, 
we observed that even young adult Russians who retain L1 fluency prefer to 
communicate with each other in English. These young people explain their choice of the 
language by saying that it is more natural for them to discuss their everyday life, school, 
movies, and other social and cultural issues that interest them, in English than in 
Russian because these issues are U.S.-based; they exist in the English language 



environment only. In this example, we see the heavy impact of the L2 environment that 
imposes not only a linguistic but also a content framework on native non-English 
communicants; this framework may consequently affect the choice of the language for 
communication. 

 

Which Factors Affect the Influence of L2 on L1?  
 

There are many variables that may affect the influence of L2 on L1, among them 
are language policies, demographics, L1 communicative role, family culture, and so forth. 
In this article, only a few of the most important factors that seem to play a significant role 
in the way that L2 influences L1 will be discussed.  

 
Language Environment 

It is logical to suppose that L2’s influence on L1 would be stronger in cases where 
L2 is the dominant language; this prediction is supported by recent findings. For instance, 
Verhoeven and Boeschoten (1986) found that the L1 development of Turkish children 
living in The Netherlands lagged significantly behind that of their peers who were living in 
Turkey. In a phonological study of native speakers of English who moved to Brazil, Major 
(1992) found that his respondents’ proficiency in Portuguese corresponded directly with 
their loss of English proficiency. Presuming these findings to be accurate, we may argue 
that L2 is more likely to influence L1 if L2 is the dominant language.    

 
Family/Home/Community 

  If it is true that L2’s influence on L1 is greater if L2 is the dominant language, then 
how can we explain findings where L1 is relatively unaffected by a dominant L2? This was 
the case in Abu-Rabia’s (1999) study of Russian-speaking high school students living in 
Israel. He found that these young people maintained their Russian despite what they 
perceived as a great deal of social and pragmatic pressure to use Hebrew.   
 

It is possible that Abu-Rabia’s findings are reflective of the strength of the 
influence of the family and cultural community. These speakers of Russian socialized 
mostly with other speakers of Russian, were supported at home in their use of Russian, 
and were exposed to Russian-language newspapers and other media. It is therefore 
reasonable to suppose that in this case, the influence of family and local community may 
have superceded the influence of the larger L2 community.   

 
Support for this possibility comes from the work of Richards and Yamada-

Yamamoto (1998), who interviewed Japanese families living and working in the U.K. 
These researchers found that their respondents maintained their Japanese and 
encouraged their children to do so as well. These families socialized with other speakers 
of Japanese more often than with their English-speaking colleagues and acquaintances. 
Their children, too, were more likely to socialize with Japanese playmates than with 
English-speaking playmates. Richards and Yamada-Yamamoto concluded that this case 
of L1 maintenance was due to parental concerns about their children’s ability to compete 
successfully with their peers who had remained in Japan. If this is true, then we may 
argue that these findings show the influence that family and cultural community may 
have on degree to which L2 affects L1. There are some cases of community-based 
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activities that are conducted in both languages; for instance, in one Eastern Orthodox 
Church in San Diego, the service is alternatively delivered in English and in Russian. 

 
Age of Acquisition 

The extent to which age of acquisition affects the learner’s ultimate proficiency 
has been a matter of debate for years. There is certainly evidence (Bialystok, 1997) that 
younger L2 learners seem to acquire a new language more easily than do older learners. 
However, is the influence of L2 on L1 affected by the learner’s age? There is little 
evidence comparing the effect of L2 on L1 in children with the effect of L2 on L1 in adults. 
However, as Saville-Troike, Pan, and Dutovka (1995) found that certain aspects of 
children’s L1 were affected by their L2 where the component of L1 was not fully 
developed or consistent across the language. Therefore, it is logical to suppose that if 
these learners were older, their L1s would have been more fully developed. In this case, 
L1 might have been less influenced by L2. In analyzing the language issues particular to 
Russian immigrant families, we found out that the older adults were when they came to 
the U.S. without English proficiency, the more difficulty they experienced in mastering 
the language. There are Russian communities in New York, Philadelphia, Chicago, Los 
Angeles, and other major U.S. cities where one can meet people who, even after 10 or 
15 years of living in the U.S. are still unable to communicate in English for various 
external and internal reasons, such as opportunity, work needs, and motivation although 
they managed to acquire some everyday colloquial words and expressions. We 
observed a different pattern, however, with children arriving in the U.S. at 5 to 8 years of 
age. (See the discussion above). Certainly, more research examining the effects of age 
of acquisition on L2’s influence on L1 is needed.  At this point, though, we may argue that 
the existing evidence seems to hint that there are indeed age affects on this influence 
(i.e., the younger and less proficient the child is in his or her L1, the greater will be the 
effect of L2). 

 
Workplace Influence 

One final factor that may influence the effect of L2 on L1 is the impact of the 
workplace. If L1 is the language spoken in the workplace, even if it is not the dominant 
language of the community, this influence would lessen the effect of L2 on L1. One can 
notice this situation in, for instance, many ethnic restaurants where the personnel is 
usually composed of representatives of one culture. Commonly, they speak their 
language among themselves and with the majority of their customers belonging to the 
same ethnic group. When they are addressed in English, they may be at a loss as to 
how to respond. When asked how long they have lived in the USA, many state they had 
been in the country for many years already.   

 
On the other hand, we see a different pattern if the workplace language 

environment is English. In this case, if a non-native speaker is willing and able to 
perform his or her job adequately and get a promotion, he or she usually is able to 
improve it with or without any external support. 

 

A Symmetrical, Integrative Model of Bilinguality 
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  Thus far we have made the arguments that L2 influences L1 and that this 
influence is affected by several factors, such as school or mass media. Hence, it is 



reasonable to suppose that these factors do not operate independently. If we consider 
that one’s family, community, place of worship, and workplace are usually interrelated, 
then it seems likely that the influences of these various factors would also be integrated. 
We illustrate this interdependence below: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1  
Factors Influencing the use of L1 in the L2 Environment 
 
 
 
 
 
    
   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
As shown in Figure 1, there are six major factors influencing the use of L1 in the L2 
environment: (1) family (i.e., parents and other family members talking to children and 
involving them in various L1 activities) and friends belonging to the same language 
group; (2) community (community-based activities and learning); (3) houses of worship 
(teaching and conducting religious services either in the L1 or in both languages); (4) L1 
mass media (e.g., ethnic newspapers, TV, and radio); (5) reading (books and other 
printed material in the L1); and (6) workplace (training for and performing on the job in 
both languages, e.g., Russian stores in Brighton Beach, NY, and Mexican restaurants in 

alifornia). These six factors are closely interrelated. C 
Given this model, it is logical to argue that the amount of L2 spoken and 

encouraged in any of these environments will affect the extent to which L2 influences L1. 
Specifically, the more these environments reinforce the use of L1, the weaker will be L2’s 
influence on L1, and vice versa (see Figure 2).    

 
Figure 2  
The Use of L1 vs.  L2 
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Figure 2 depicts three possible cases of the use of L1 versus L2.  In Case One, L1 
dominates. Examples of this case may be found in closed communities such as the 
Russian community in Brooklyn and the French community in Louisiana.  In Case Two, 
L2 dominates. This is the case in the majority of U.S. communities. In Case Three, the 
use of L1 and L2 is balanced (symmetrical); this is the ideal case.  Examples of this case 
may be found in some educated bilingual families in many areas of the U.S. Thus, we 
consider such a relationship to be more of a cultural than of the geographical nature. We 
recognize the difficulty of achieving this goal, but it is certainly feasible, particularly in 
view of the growing trend towards bilingual education in the U.S. and the numerous 
cases in which L2 proficiency has not led to L1 attrition.   

 
It will be recalled, for instance, that Abu-Rabia (1999) found little effect of Hebrew 

on his respondents’ Russian. In this case, the home, cultural community and media 
environments all supported the use of L1; therefore, L2 had relatively little effect on L1. 
Conversely, Sutton-Spence (1999) found a great deal of influence of English on the 
British Sign Language (BSL) used in the U.K. In this case, the larger community uses 
the L2 (English), the cultural (BSL) community does not, overall, discourage borrowing 
from English, and most BSL users use English in the workplace. This suggests that, 
since English is the language most often used and encouraged in the BSL user’s 
environments, English has had a strong influence on BSL.   

 

Some Practical Recommendations for Educators 
 

What are the implications of the symmetrical, integrative model for the educator? 
The following practical recommendations based on this model can help engage students 
in both L1 and L2. These recommendations can be classroom-based or community-
based. 

 
Classroom-Based Recommendations 

  The research discussed above (Verhoeven & Boeschoten, 1986) suggests that 
L2’s influence on L1 is greater if L2 is the dominant language.  Evidence (Saville-Troike, 
Pan, & Dutovka, 1995) also suggests that this influence is especially strong during 
childhood, when one’s L1 is maturing.  This being the case, it is logical to suppose that 
students who are in classrooms that support their L1 are more likely to preserve that 
language than are students whose classrooms do not.  We therefore suggest the 
following activities for teachers and their bilingual students: doing research, writing 
essays, and making presentations on students’ L1, culture, history, geography, literature, 
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and music. Students might also teach their peers some of their L1 (a class period of 15 
min twice a week for a month per language) or read a favorite book in their L1 and tell 
the class about it. Such activities allow students to use their L1 regularly, as Cummins 
(1994) has promoted, thus preserving their L1. In a truly bilingual classroom, becoming 
proficient in English does not necessarily mean less use of and loss of proficiency in L1 
(Major, 1992). 
 
Community-Based Recommendations 

Involvement in the community can also be helpful in maintaining one’s L1.  For 
example, students might interview members of their families, their friends and their 
neighbors or members of the community on some issue and report it to the class or to 
the family. They might also participate in a community activity and present their 
experience to the class, the community, or their families. Students could as well invite 
their English speaking peers to an activity in the L1 community. 

 
These and other activities can help develop and support L1 in an L2 environment.  

As Richards and Yamada-Yamamoto (1998) point out, an important reason for which an 
ethnic minority may hold itself apart from the ethnic majority is fear of language loss.  
Abu-Rabia (1999) has also noted that there is often a great deal of community pressure 
to speak the dominant language.  These factors contribute to mutual suspicion and 
misunderstanding between groups.  They also may lead to language attrition.  By 
contrast, in a community that supports L1 maintenance, there are fewer struggles for 
language dominance. There is therefore less likely to be pressure to give up one’s L1 
and less mutual intolerance. Students who are learning English can thereby maintain a 
more balanced pattern of L1 and L2 use.  At the same time, native speakers of English, 
who are learning another language in this context, can have more opportunities for 
exposure to their new language, thus increasing their communicative competence in that 
language. In this way, the integrative, symmetrical model of bilingualism described here 
can be useful in increasing intercultural awareness and decreasing mutual suspicion and 
distrust among the various language groups in the U. S.   

 

Conclusions and Implications 

What does an integrative model of bilinguality entail for the bilingual in today’s 
society? One important implication is that, since L2 and L1 influence each other, L2 
learners are aided in their language learning task by the information and, particularly, the 
linguistic and communicative skills they get from their L1 and vice versa, as has been 
argued by researchers such as Cummins (1994). This being the case, it is beneficial for 
the bilingual if both languages are supported within the bilingual’s various language 
environments. Otherwise, in the school environment “…without ongoing school support 
for bilingual communication skills, most students will lose their primary language 
proficiency, and their literacy skills in any language may stall at the early elementary 
level” (U.S. Department of Education, 1995, p. 24). In the workplace, an integrative 
model of bilingualism implies that the need to better understand, explain, and translate 
job-related matters in L2 and effectively function on the job demands a more profound 
knowledge of L1.  
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 What does a symmetrical, integrative model of bilingualism mean for the 
community in which the bilingual functions? One connotation of this model is that the 
communities in which the bilingual is equally free to use either of his or her languages 
are more likely to produce balanced bilinguals. Accepting the fact that in a contemporary 
democratic, diverse society a state of balanced bilingualism is desirable, ethnic 
communities might considerably benefit from the society’s promoting and encouraging 
bilingualism. This could be accomplished by such means as active community life, 
community events in the L1, availability of books in the L1 in local libraries, and bilingual 
community leaders who serve as role models.   

  
Much more research needs to be done to examine closely the effects of these 

various factors on the extent to which L2 influences L1. There are also other factors which 
may become apparent as the phenomenon of L2 influence on L1 continues to be studied. 
Various relationships between L1 and L2 in the L2 environment should be investigated. 
The authors hope that this symmetrical, integrative model of bilinguality provides a 
useful construct for further investigation.   
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Abstract   
 

This position paper presents a conceptual framework for preventing the 
inappropriate referral of culturally and linguistically diverse (CLD) students 
for language disability related services.  The article examines the causes 
and impact of over-referral of CLD students for language disabilities from 
sociopolitical, socio-cultural, sociolinguistic, and socioeconomic 
perspectives.  It argues that general education teachers’ misconceptions 
about CLD students comprise an enormous challenge.  Lacking 
knowledge and perspective in dealing with CLD students, these educators 
often mistake second language acquisition-associated phenomena 
(SLAAP) for language disabilities, thus initiating a referral process that 
leads to erroneous placement.  The article advocates incorporating 
dynamic and classroom-based assessment strategies to reduce the over-
referral of CLD students. It also offers specific suggestions regarding what 
should be done at the classroom, school, and state levels. Finally, it 
emphasizes the urgent need to train general education teachers so that 
they understand the challenges inherent to CLD students, learn how to 
accommodate these students appropriately, and, as a result, help them 
succeed academically. 

 
Reducing the Over-Referral of Culturally and Linguistically Diverse (CLD) Students  

for Language Disabilities  
 
The 24th Annual Report to Congress on the Implementation of the Individuals with 

Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) (U.S. Department of Education, 2003) reported that, between 
1987 and 2001, the percentage change in the general population who did not speak English at 
home increased by 2.5%.  However, the percentage of students from these homes who were 
identified for special services increased 10.9% (see Appendix A).  The Report clearly indicates 
that culturally and linguistically diverse (CLD) students are over-represented in special 
education as compared to their representation in the general population.  This over-
representation of CLD students in special education—a critical issue for some 30 years in the 
field of bilingual education—has been well documented (Baca, 1998).  As shown below, the 
literature links a number of factors to the over-representation of CLD students:  

 
!" An over-reliance on standardized assessment measures used in diagnosis (Cole & 

Mills, 1997; Desforges, 1995; Langdon, 1989).  
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!" Utilizing culturally biased instruments (Eisner, 1998).  



 

Imposing the social values and societal norms of the dominant white, English-speaking, 
middle class (Cummins, 1980, 1996). 

!"

!"

!"
!"

!"

!"

!"

Reactive, rather than proactive, interventions that lead to inappropriate referrals to 
special education (Ortiz, 1997).  
Using testing results as a gate-keeper (Corson, 1997; NCBE, 1997).  
Misunderstandings based on cultural incongruity between home and school (Barrera, 
1995). 
Perceptions by school personnel that cognitive functions and linguistic performance are 
based on a universal unitary construct (Gutierrez-Clellen & Pena, 2001; Kranzler, 
1997).  
Evaluators’ personal beliefs about what constitute disabilities (Gonzalez, Bauerle, & 
Felix-Holt, 1996). 
Environmental factors, such as socioeconomic status and family structure, as a critically 
impacting agent (Gonzalez, 2001).  

 
As the literature indicates, over-representation of CLD students in special education is a 

multi-faceted, complex phenomenon that requires in-depth understanding from multiple 
perspectives (see Appendix B for a table describing the distribution of disabilities by 
race/ethnicity).  However, educators have tended to address this issue from the micro level.  
This created inconsistent practices for identifying CLD students who truly needed special 
education services.  In 2001, Gonzalez called for a paradigm shift in the way bilingual educators 
view CLD students’ linguistic and academic achievement.  She called for an expanded view that 
considered the larger contexts and broader perspectives of cultural, linguistic, and socio-
economic factors.  Insisting that interpretations of educational phenomena involving CLD 
students should avoid over-simplification and limited perceptions about a given occurrence, she 
emphasized the need for more encompassing, “multi-dimensional” perspectives  (Gonzalez, 
2001).   

 
Rapidly increasing numbers of CLD students make it imperative for general educators to 

find ways to address the conditions that lead to the over-referral of these students for special 
education.  Thus, building on the literature and Gonzalez’ call for a paradigm shift (2001), this 
article seeks to expand conceptual framework for preventing these inappropriate referrals by 
examining the implications of sociopolitical, socio-cultural, sociolinguistic, and socioeconomic 
perspectives.   

 
General educators need to understand that second language (L2) acquisition issues must 

be differentiated from language disabilities—the first step in reducing the over-referral of CLD 
students for special education.  Further, educators need a term that both describes and 
encompasses all of the language performance of CLD students that can be masked as 
language disability.  Thus, this article suggests a new and broader term designed to accomplish 
that end.  After examining these issues from multiple viewpoints and showing why over referral 
to special education for language disabilities is, in fact, unjust, the article offers specific 
suggestions as to how each level of the school system can work in concert to remedy this 
situation. 

 

A New Definition: Second Language Acquisition-Associated Phenomena (SLAAP) 
 

A review of the literature reveals a plethora of terminologies related to special education 
services: language disorder, language deficit, language difficulties, language delay, learning 
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disability, communication difficulties, communication disorder, limited language development, 
arrested educational development, and others.  One might ask, how do language differences 
differ from language difficulties?  Do they differ entirely or to a certain degree?  Without 
consistent terms to define the phenomena, educational practitioners have great difficulty 
understanding them.  This, in turn, negatively impacts their ability to make proper identifications.  
This confusion over terms may contribute to the over-representation of CLD students in special 
education. 

 
 To make the matter even more complicated, there are no clear legal definitions available 

for CLD students who might be suspected of having language-related disabilities.  For instance, 
the IDEA Amendments of 1997 (P.L. 105-17, 1997) state that disorders that are “the result of 
environmental, cultural, or economic disadvantage” are not included in the definition of the 
disability (p. 17).  This being the case, how are practitioners expected to apply rather confusing 
terminologies to diagnose accurately the problems that their students face?   

 
One underlying problem consistently contributes to the over-referral of CLD students for 

language disabilities: The characteristics of second language acquisition—a language non-
disorder—are mistaken for language disabilities.  In other words, some language aspects 
observed in CLD students who do not keep up with their peers are not necessarily disorders, 
difficulties, or disabilities; they are simply an inherent feature of acquiring a new language.   

 
In their collective battle against over-referral and misdiagnoses of CLD students, educators 

need clear and consistent terminology.  Thus, although the rationale behind the new term is not 
new in the field of bilingual special education, I propose a new unifying term: Second Language 
Acquisition-Associated Phenomena (SLAAP).  SLAAP encompasses a wide range of low to 
extremely low language performance that is displayed by CLD students in the process of 
acquiring English as a second language (ESL), but that could be falsely identified as language 
disabilities.   

 
The major causes of SLAAP stem from myriad external factors involved in moving from 

one’s homeland to a new country.  These changes can induce cultural shock, feelings of 
isolation, downgraded socioeconomic conditions, and linguistic challenges related to immersion 
in a totally different language (Barrera, 1995; Gonzalez, 2001).  Thus, SLAAP includes all the 
linguistic manifestations of extremely below grade-level reading, writing, and expressive 
language performance by CLD students that are not related to innate conditions.  That is, 
SLAAP excludes language performance involving conditions such as dyslexia or brain injury-
related learning disabilities.  

 
The assumption behind the new terminology is that, by systematically identifying the 

masking factors that cause general education teachers and evaluators to mistake SLAAP for 
language disabilities, we can effectively prevent over-referral of CLD students for special 
education services.  The terminology would provide ways to differentiate SLAAP from true 
language disabilities.  The following sections discuss SLAAP in the context of sociopolitical, 
socio-cultural, sociolinguistic, and socioeconomic perspectives. 

 

Sociopolitical Perspectives: Dictating Perceptions 
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A review of the literature reveals that general education teachers from the dominant culture 
have pre-determined perceptions about CLD students’ language learning and academic 
achievement (Barrera, 1995; Cummins, 1980; Gonzalez, Bauerle et al., 1996; Rueda & Garcia, 
1996; Terrell & Terrell, 1983; Wood & Valdez-Menchaca, 1996). These predispositions 



 

powerfully influence how and what these educators see as problems.  For example, Baca 
(1998) asserted that many teachers operate under subtractive cognitive models which label  
CLD students who struggle with “normal” linguistic skills and knowledge as “deficient.”  The 
misperceptions of these teachers and evaluators often trigger the onset of the mal-cycle of 
inappropriate referral, misdiagnosis, and, ultimately, to misplacement in special education. Too 
many CLD students experience this injustice. 

 
These subconscious perceptions affect teachers’ expectations of their students. This matter 

is critical because teachers’ low expectations have been clearly linked to CLD students’ low 
academic success (Langdon, 2002; Nieto, 1996).  As Cummins (1996) noted, “schools view 
culturally diverse students as inherently inferior…” (p. iv).  Sadly, for CLD students, 
misconceptions about them held by their teachers and evaluators appear to be determining 
factors leading to the misidentification of SLAAP for language disorder and subsequent 
misplacement in special education programs (Gonzalez & Felix-Holt, 1995; Terrell & Terrell, 
1983; Wood & Valdez-Menchaca, 1996). 

 
In addition, evaluators’ beliefs and assumptions strongly influence their choice of 

assessment instruments and procedures (Kranzler, 1997).  Monolingual, English-speaking, 
general education teachers and evaluators are more likely to rely on standardized assessment 
instruments than on alternative assessments.  They also tend to consider psychometric testing 
as a scientific method that accurately measures the construction of language and intelligence 
(Cummins, 1980; Piper, 2003; Shapiro & Eckert, 1993).  However, research shows that 
standardized testing has an inconsistent predictability for finding language delays in CLD 
students (Klee & Carson, 2000).  For example, CLD students’ intelligence quotient (IQ) and 
language profiles vary, depending on  the assessment instrument selected (Cole & Mills, 1997).  
Contrary to beliefs held by many general education teachers and evaluators, these findings 
suggest that standardized assessment instruments cannot be relied upon as absolute scientific 
measures.   

 
 Standardized assessment tools are designed for use with native speakers of English.  

These tools offer only limited suitability for assessing CLD students.  For instance, one of the 
masking factors of SLAAP, often mistaken as a language disability, is that CLD students have 
low verbal scores with average non-verbal scores.  This typical aspect of second language 
learning also commonly occurs among monolingual students with reading disabilities—they 
display the same scoring pattern: low verbal scores with average non-verbal scores (Barrera, 
1995; Cummins, 1980; Gunderson & Siegel, 2001).  Despite the fact that CLD students’ low 
verbal scores often result from a lack of opportunity to learn, many general education teachers 
and evaluators believe that standardized test scores are true measures of CLD students’ 
language ability.  However, Whitehurst, Fishcel, Lonigan, Valdez-Menchaca, Arnold, and Smith, 
(1991) explained that many preschool-age bilingual children who demonstrate some 
characteristics of language disorder, such as expressive language disorder, do achieve normal 
speech as they grow older, especially when they have sufficient time to practice.  Most 
importantly, it should be noted that any test conducted in English becomes at least “in part” an 
English knowledge test for CLD students (American Psychological Association, 1986).  
Therefore, test scores should be considered snap shots of one particular moment of CLD 
students’ language development stages.  

 
The devastating results of erroneous beliefs and misperceptions are far-reaching.  CLD 

students are often denied critical opportunities to help them catch up with their classmates 
because erroneous placement in special education deprives them of an enriching and 
challenging curriculum.  This, in turn, tracks them into low-ability programs or vocational school, 
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diminishes their chances to go to college, and excludes them from higher-paying professional 
jobs.  CLD students who are placed in special education are more likely to drop out of high 
school, thus becoming entrapped in poverty (Langdon, 2002).  They are at risk of not only losing 
at school, but they often lose in life and become marginalized and disfranchised as a group.  
Thus, the erroneous referral of CLD students to special education has enormous sociopolitical 
consequences that affect society as a whole.  The following section illustrates how teachers 
who do not understand the effect of language and culture on CLD students’ learning can regard 
these students as having language disabilities.  

 

Sociolinguistic and Socio-cultural Perspectives 

 
According to Barrera (1995) and Gonzalez (2001), the referral of  CLD students to special 

education has more to do with cultural and linguistic diversity than with true disability.  CLD 
students’ background knowledge differs from that of their teachers from the dominant culture.  
Not only do they not share the same cultural references, but CLD students bring different sets of 
cultural knowledge that can be considered deviant when communicated in ways not prescribed 
in the mainstream culture.   

 
A CLD child’s linguistic performance cannot be evaluated as distinct from his or her culture 

because culture dictates how language is expressed and used.  Many linguistic manifestations 
have to do with one’s culture, and the interconnectedness of language and culture have been 
documented in several ethnographic studies.  Heath’s (1988) study of an Appalachian 
community showed that discourse patterns were deeply rooted in the oral tradition of the 
community, and this discourse style affected the way children responded to teachers and school 
tasks.  For example, the Caucasian teachers who were not familiar with Appalachian culture did 
not know why students from this community did not understand their directions, while the 
students did not know what their teachers expected of them.   

 
Another study illustrates how closely discourse patterns are embedded in home culture and 

how they affect school learning.  Gee (cited in Screen & Anderson, 1994) reported that, while 
Caucasian students from the middle class formed a single-topic story in a linear manner, 
African-American students from the working class told a story full of different accounts that were 
associated by the same topic.  Although the author states that the stories told by African-
American students were more lively and spontaneous, their stories were not as well received by 
the teachers, who preferred the linear narrative structure.  The study findings show how easily 
students from different communities can be erroneously identified as deficient.  In particular, an 
absence of shared knowledge on different linguistic patterns or cultural practice often results in 
the erroneous assumption by teachers that CLD students have language disabilities and, 
therefore, need special education. 

 
Further, ethnographers have linked incongruity and discontinuity between  home culture 

and  school settings to the common misperception of CLD students as misfits (Erickson & 
Mohatt, 1982; Henry & Pepper, 1990).  A study of Warm Springs Indians in Oregon by Philips 
(1972) showed that Native Americans were reluctant to speak in the class taught by the 
Caucasian teacher; consequently, they participated less.  The Caucasian teacher, who 
perceived Native American students as acting up or unresponsive, had more behavioral 
problems in the class.  On the other hand, a classroom taught by a Native American teacher 
progressed smoothly, without disruption.  The teacher and students were quietly engaged in 
instructional activities. Philips concluded that their lack of participation in the Caucasian 
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teacher’s class was not caused by the language itself, but rather by unmatched socio-linguistic 
assumptions between the teacher and the students.  

 
As illustrated above, enormous barriers can arise between CLD students and their teachers 

when they do not share the same cultural background.  Elements of classroom culture including  
teachers’ ways of showing attention or asking questions, patterns of taking turns among 
students, expectations for retelling stories, expressing different opinions, or showing 
assertiveness are all culturally bound practices (Long & Christensen, 1998).  While CLD 
students talk or behave in ways that are appropriate to their own culture, their intentions are 
often misunderstood by teachers who have little or no understanding of the students’ cultural 
backgrounds.  Likewise, CLD students who may not be familiar with the school culture can look 
disorganized, distracted, and even disabled to teachers from the dominant culture.  This is often 
the case in classrooms where the power structure and communication patterns between the 
teacher and the students are more unilateral than reciprocal.   

 
While CLD students must apply themselves to achieve the required academic skills, 

teachers must acknowledge that behavior and linguistic performances are intertwined and 
cannot be separated.  Moreover, when general educational teachers observe and psychologists 
diagnose CLD students or interpret assessment results, they must take extra measures to gain 
a better understanding of the cultural factors integrated into the language of the referred 
student.  When educators acknowledge CLD students’ linguistic and cultural backgrounds, 
taking SLAAP into proper consideration, these students’ discourse patterns will be recognized 
as culturally different, not deviant.  

 
At the same time, it must be noted that perceptions regarding disability are also culturally 

bound.  What one culture views as disability is not necessarily regarded as such in another.  
Several examples from the literature illustrate such conceptual differences regarding disabilities.  
Pacific Islanders, for example, consider children of disability as God’s gift (Cheung, 1999).  
While North Americans consider stuttering  a language disorder,  Asians and Native Americans 
take it as a sign of emotional disturbance (Screen & Anderson, 1994).  Based on my personal 
experience as a Korean native, I know that the concept of learning disability is not inherently 
recognized in the Korean culture.  Students who do not succeed in school are regarded as 
behind in learning or not trying hard, but are not labeled as learning disabled.   

 
Long (1998) reports from a study conducted on a Cherokee Indian Reservation in 

Oklahoma that toddlers’ parents did not show concern about language delays in their children.  
They believed that their children would improve once they entered the Head Start program 
under the care of teachers.  Though a delay in expressive language would be an issue for 
Caucasian parents, it was not a concern for these Native American parents.  Native Americans 
raise their children to observe, not to talk, which is quite different from the way Caucasian 
children in the U.S. are taught (Erickson & Mohatt, 1982; Marshall, 2000).  As a result, Native 
American children are much less verbal, and their parents do not perceive their children as 
having a disability because no concept of language delay exists in their culture.  

 
A comprehensive exploration of the issue involved in differentiating SLAAP from true 

language disabilities also requires consideration of the socioeconomic conditions of CLD 
students.  The next section discusses these socioeconomic perspectives.  
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Socioeconomic Perspectives  
 

 Socioeconomic status has been widely used for predicting students’ academic achievement 
(Fernandez & Nielsen, 1986; Lytton & Pryryt, 1998; Secada, 1992), and poverty has been 
shown to be detrimental to students’ cognitive and social learning.  Although few studies have 
been conducted to link a causal relationship between poverty and over-referral of CLD students 
for special education, Gonzalez (2001) and Barerra (1995) identified low socioeconomic 
conditions as a legitimate factor to investigate when such referral is in question.  They urged the 
educational community to recognize chronic poverty as an impacting agent for learning 
difficulties for CLD students and suggested that evaluators check whether or not the referred 
hild is from an impoverished background.  c

 
Clearly, the cause-and-effect relationship between poverty and language learning must be 

examined when CLD students who show signs of SLAAP are from socioeconomically 
disadvantaged households.  Socioeconomic conditions often limit access to the cognitive stimuli 
that facilitate school readiness and accelerate scholastic achievement, especially for children in 
early childhood.  The 24th Annual Report to Congress on the Implementation of the Individuals 
with Disabilities Education Act (U.S. Department of Education, 2003) also clearly pointed out 
strong correlations between children who receive special education services and their poverty 
status. Regrettably, some students appear to acquire disabilities from living in a disadvantaged 
environment (Gonzalez, 2001; Piper, 2003).  

 
 Vocabulary knowledge has long been correlated to reading skills (Beck, Perefetti, & 
McKewon, 1982; Senechal & Cornell, 1993).  The National Institutes of Health (cited in 
Montgomery County Public School Office of Instruction and Program Development, 2001) 
reported that vocabulary size of kindergartners from low-income families and upper-income 
families differed drastically: 5,000 words vs. 15,000 words.  Klee and Carson (2000) also stated  
that toddlers from the high socioeconomic status group had a larger vocabulary than those from 
low-income families.  Hayes and Grether’s study (cited in Corson, 1997) supports the notion of 
high correlation between language skills and socioeconomic status.  They reported finding a 
greater discrepancy in vocabulary size between high- and low-achieving students during a 
vacation period than a regular school term, indicating that what students learn at home might be 
even more important than what they are taught at school.  As the research shows, CLD 
students from impoverished families will most likely have low literacy skills, and their 
performance will be far poorer than that of students from middle-class family backgrounds.  
 

Thus, when a CLD child is considered at risk because of language disabilities, the 
educational community must address the issue of poverty, because extremely low literacy skills 
may be caused by unfavorable environmental factors rather than an inherent condition.  Most 
CLD parents have little time to help their children with school work and even less means to 
provide supplementary materials that could help improve their children’s school performance.  
These parents likely work at the bottom of the socioeconomic ladder, performing labor-intensive 
work and often holding down multiple jobs.  Therefore, an enriched curriculum that accelerates 
learning for these CLD students will do much to remedy the situation—a far different tact than 
that of mistakenly relegating these students to remedial educational services.  Especially for 
CLD students with low socioeconomic status, the school should function as a social equalizer 
that does not perpetuate economic disadvantage.   
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 The following section offers an action plan in terms of what decision-makers at all levels 
can do to help reduce inappropriate referral of CLD students whose linguistic performance 
exhibits SLAAP.  



 

 

Recommendations to Correct Over-referral of CLD Students  
 

Distinguishing second language acquisition-associated phenomena (SLAAP) from 
language disabilities is not simple.  The complexity of learning a second language encompasses 
dynamic relationships among the first language, second language, native culture, and 
mainstream culture, along with interplay between the CLD learners’ internal conditions and 
external circumstances.  What has worked for one student may or may not work for another—
each case must be evaluated individually.  

 
Preventing SLAAP from being perceived as language disabilities requires thorough 

investigation by all stakeholders.  Classroom teachers, especially, need to observe the CLD 
child closely, utilize appropriate intervention strategies, and collect data systematically.  An easy 
way out would be refer-and-wait until the testing is conducted and the results reach their desks.  
But, once CLD students are referred, they will most likely be diagnosed with language 
disabilities because their English skills are not strong enough to be successful on standardized 
tests in English, which, for them, are inherently English tests.  The results will often confirm 
teachers’ suspicions and personal perceptions. 

 
To mitigate the situation faced by CLD students, implementation of pre-referral intervention 

strategies in general education classes is essential, but this anticipates combating general 
education teachers’ and evaluators’ erroneous perceptions about CLD students’ language 
learning.  Even when SLAAP is recognized as distinct from disabilities, CLD students and their 
advocates face an uphill battle.  These students cannot be evaluated in a vacuum, disconnected 
from their culture and language because of culturally and linguistically biased measurement 
tools.  It is crucial that school personnel make sure important contextual information is 
channeled into the assessment process, and input from all stakeholders is reflected in decision-
making.  The collected data must portray CLD students with both depth and breadth regarding 
the language issue.   

 
While SLAAP should be viewed from many different perspectives, no comprehensive 

guidelines have existed to help general and special education educators to rule out SLAAP from 
true language disabilities.  Thus, I propose that, we, as professionals involved in bilingual 
education, compile and disseminate lists such as the one offered below to general and special 
education teachers, psychologists, and speech pathologists.  Such lists will help them 
understand that what they might have previously considered to be language disabilities could 
indeed be SLAAP.   

 
The rationale behind initiating this preliminary list is that these guidelines will become more 

comprehensive through collaboration among bilingual educators.  This compilation aims to 
encourage such efforts.  The most important fact to remember, however, is that, the specific 
circumstances described below do not warrant placement of CLD students in special education.  
Suspected language disabilities are likely SLAAP when CLD students exhibit the following: 

 
!" Function on grade level in their native language (L1) but struggle with second-language 

learning (Fradd, McGee, & Wilen, 1994). (Caution: When dealing with young CLD students 
whose L1 development is delayed due to inadequate opportunity, this delay should not be 
considered as a language disability (V. Gonzalez, personal communication, December 3, 
2003). 
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!" Perform comparably with other CLD students of the same linguistic and cultural background 
(Fradd et al., 1994).  



 

!" Demonstrate high Basic Interpersonal Communicative Skills (BICS) and low Cognitive 
Academic Language Proficiency (CALP) within two to three years of U.S. schooling 
(Cummins, 1984).  

!" Come from poverty-stricken families where they do not receive stimuli conducive to school 
learning (Gonzalez, 2001). 

!" Lack accommodations that allow access to curriculum experiences equal to those of their 
fully English-proficient peers (Ortiz, 1997). 

!" Have interrupted schooling experiences (Cummins, 1996). 
!" Show improved performance in response to specific intervention strategies, even though 

they score below the national norms on formal testing.  This indicates that CLD students’ 
suspected disabilities were induced by lack of appropriate instruction or opportunities to 
learn (Gutierrez-Clellen & Pena, 2001).  

!" Score higher on nonverbal IQ sections than verbal IQ sections (Cummins, 1981).  
!" Have narrative discourse patterns that differ from the school norm. 
!" Show progress that depends on the type of instruction received: bilingual education or pull-

out ESL, where they were instructed without L1 support (Collier & Thomas, 1989). 
!" Have test results that show high discrepancies between cognitive IQ tests and other 

standardized test scores by CLD students (Cummins, 1984). 
 

To reduce the number of unwarranted referrals of CLD students for language disabilities, all 
educators must work in concert at classroom, school, and state levels.  The next section 
describes what needs to happen at each of these levels.  

 
 At the Classroom Level 

Accommodations for CLD students must take place in all classrooms.  While over-referral of 
CLD students is related to many factors in assessment procedures, the process begins in the 
general education classroom.  If general educational teachers provide effective scaffolding to 
accommodate CLD students’ diverse needs, CLD students can experience academic success. 
Thus, as soon as a teacher suspects that a CLD student displays some discrepancy in 
academic performance compared to his or her peers, the teacher should contact appropriate 
school staff, such as an ESL/bilingual teacher or bilingual psychologist, to consult about 
intervention strategies.  Instead of merely waiting for testing to take place, teachers must 
carefully document the intervention strategies utilized and resultant student progress or lack 
thereof.  Fradd et al., (1994) explained that some cases take more than a year to reach a 
diagnosis.  Should the student’s case be decided for special education services, modification of 
lessons will still be required of the general education teachers.  
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Moreover, the culture of the school has to change.  The responsibility to educate CLD 
students belongs to everybody at school, not just to bilingual teachers, ESL teachers, or special 
education teachers.  CLD students spend most of their time in general education classes, so 
general education teachers must assume a greater role in accommodating their needs.  It is 
simply not good enough for teachers to claim too little time or lack of resources.  CLD students 
have the right to be fairly assessed and adequately instructed. Lau v. Nichols of 1974 and the 
equal Education Opportunity Act of 1974 specify that schools must demonstrate that they take 
extra measures to make sure CLD students get access to the same curriculum as general 
education students do.  Langdon (2002) suggested that the inadequate progress of  children 
might have more to do with not receiving appropriate instruction than their innate cognitive 
conditions. Brown (2003) observed in a third-grade classroom that learning responsibility fell 
squarely on ESL students because the teacher did not provide any accommodation.  



 

Unfortunately, student success in this hit-or-miss situation depended on their ability to learn and 
understand instructions given in a language they had not yet fully grasped.   

 
The following list can be used to help general education teachers go through in-depth self-

reflection before initiating a referral process.  By so doing, the teachers can realize that 
perceived language disabilities of their CLD students are preventable as well as correctable 
when they accommodate CLD students’ unique needs.  

 
The teachers can rate themselves on a scale of 1 to 4, with 1 being “Strongly agree” and 4 

being “Strongly disagree.”  If the teacher’s responses are more frequent with the upper two 
ratings of “1” or “2” on questions 1 through 6, and the lower two ratings of  “3” or “4,” on the 
question 7 through 25, then, referring of CLD students for special education services may not be 
justified. 

 
 
 

CLD Referral Checklist  
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Why do I think that he/she should be referred to special education? 1 2 3 4 
1. Did I refer him/her because I did not know how to help him/her?     
2. Did his/her race/ethnicity influence my decision to refer him/her?     
3. Was his/her SES a factor in deciding to refer him/her?     

a. Was I influenced by the way he/she is dressed?     
b. Was I influenced by the fact that he/she gets Free and 

Reduced Meals? 
    

c. Was I influenced by the fact that I was not able to contact 
his/her parents? 

    

4. Do I believe that IQ testing is accurate and appropriate for CLD 
students? 

    

5. Did I observe him/her inadvertently through my cultural norm?     
6. Did I inadvertently stereotype him/her?     
7. Do I regard bilingualism positively?     
8. Do I know enough about his/her culture to understand his/her 

different behavior in the class? 
    

9. Do I use sensitivity when I interact with him/her in the class?     
10. Did I contact his/her parents initially when I felt he/she needed 

special education services? 
    

11. Did I continuously reach out to his/her parents to communicate 
with them? 
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12. Do I know his/her medical history?     
13. Do I know his/her home environment?     
14. Did I contact his/her previous grade teachers to discuss him/her?     
15. Did I observe him/her in specials classes?     
16. Did I observe him/her in non-classroom environment to see how 

he/she interacted with other adults and students? 
    

17. Did I seek out help from special lists—ESL teachers, bilingual 
specialists, reading specialists, special education teachers, 
speech pathologists…? 

    

18. Did I differentiate instructions for him/her so that he/she can 
participate in the class as a full participant? 

    

19. Did I document his/her progress or lack of progress?     
20. Did I try with a variety of strategies to help him/her?     
21. Did I try specific intervention strategies to the problem that 

he/she was having? 
    

22. Do I know about second language acquisition?     
23. Did I have someone who speaks his/her language find out any 

perceived problems from him/her? 
    

24. Did I encourage him/her to express what he/she knows in his/her 
native language either orally or in a written form? 

    

25. Did I encourage him/her to read books written in his/her native 
language? 

    

26. Do I know his/her strengths as well as weaknesses?     
 
At the School Level 

Needless to say, general education teachers who deal with CLD students require support in 
the form of extra resources, instructional assistance, professional development, and 
consultation from experts, especially bilingual teachers or ESL teachers.  Brown (2003) 
concluded from her case study that general education teachers simply do not know how to 
accommodate CLD students’ diverse needs.  These teachers must be informed of research-
based practices, critical aspects of second language acquisition, and the exceptionalities of CLD 
students.  Teachers also need ongoing professional development opportunities that provide 
how-to instruction about differentiating between the signs of SLAAP and language disabilities, 
thereby providing information necessary for meeting the unique needs of the CLD students.  
Cross-cultural training that raises the level of understanding of CLD students’ culture and 
dispels stereotyping should be provided.   

 
At the school level, bilingual/ESL teachers should be allowed to lead workshops or 

discussion groups.  These experts can provide consultation to individual teachers as needs 
arise.  Clearly, CLD students’ success rests heavily on general education teachers’ success.  
School administrators also play an important role.  They need to provide a forum where all 
teachers get involved in discussing issues, generating intervention strategies, exchanging ideas, 
and sharing stories of success and failures in dealing with CLD students.  Teachers will not only 
learn from each other, but concerted efforts among teachers will keep instruction at a consistent 
level throughout the entire school.  

 
At the State Level 
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State educational agencies can regulate teacher credentialing so that teacher preparation 
programs adequately prepare pre-service teachers to teach CLD students.  This means that 
states would require all pre-service teachers of K–12 in all content areas to take courses in ESL 
methods and assessment.  These courses would prepare them to accommodate and assess 
the CLD students and bilingual students with exceptionalities effectively.   

 
Current credentialing systems demonstrate an enormous mismatch between the way pre-

service teachers are prepared in higher education and the way they actually must perform in 
real-life classrooms.  Pre-service teachers receive a foundation in general education theory and 
take course work in their chosen disciplinary areas, which gives them knowledge in the content 
area they are certified to teach.  However, they are often ill-prepared to teach learners with 
special needs.   

 
As the number of CLD students increases, in-service teachers must learn how to 

differentiate instruction for CLD students.  Therefore, it seems logical that pre-service teachers 
receive training on how to teach CLD students before they step into the classroom.  As it now 
stands, school districts must to re-train their classroom teachers because these individuals have 
not been adequately prepared at the university level.  By dealing with the problem proactively, 
rather than retroactively, teachers could concentrate their energies on intervening in situations 
before they become problems. 

 

Viable Alternative Measures 
 

The literature reveals three alternative assessment measures that could significantly reduce 
SLAAP-related over-referral of CLD students to special education: Dynamic Assessment, 
Curriculum-based Assessment, and testing-the-limits.  The theoretical framework for dynamic 
assessment is based on Vygotsky’s learning theory, which emphasizes social aspects of 
learning.  Vygotsky (1978) posits that learning can be greatly facilitated in interactions between 
students and a more knowledgeable person, usually a teacher in the classroom.  The 
uniqueness of dynamic assessment is the built-in learning component utilizing intervention 
within the assessment procedures (Jitendra, Rohenda-Diaz, & Victor, 1998).   

 
 The structure of the test-teach-retest assessment model was initially developed by 
Feuerstein (1979).  According to Feuerstein, dynamic assessment shows students’ latent ability 
to learn when given appropriate learning opportunities through scaffolding.  Dynamic 
assessment measures changes or lack thereof.  Thus, it offers valuable information regarding 
tasks in which students are competent or skill areas that need further attention.  Dynamic 
assessment, therefore, facilitates measuring the zone of proximal development (ZPD) (Geva, 
Yaghoub-Zadeh, & Schuster, 2000; Schneider & Watkins, 1996).  Vygotsky (1978) defined the 
ZPD as the distance from a point where students independently solve problems to a point where 
they are potentially capable of solving problems under a more knowledgeable person’s 
guidance.  Standardized assessment instruments measure neither referred students’ potential 
ability nor their assisted potential capability.  Dynamic assessment highlights what students are 
truly capable of, given the right support.  As a result, disabilities can be ruled out or clear 
intervention strategies can be identified to help students learn more.  Therefore, dynamic 
assessment yields valuable information to classroom teachers who otherwise might not know 
how capable their students are.  It shows the teacher that these students can achieve more 
when they receive teacher assistance and involvement in their learning.  
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Curriculum-based assessment is built on the premise that assessment data feed into 
instructional planning for the students, thus resulting in closer links between assessment and 
instruction (Fradd et al., 1994; Shapiro & Eckert, 1993).  In implementing curriculum-based 
assessment, school personnel determine the students’ levels of skills or knowledge and then 
base lesson design on the acquired information, carefully controlling the degree of difficulty of 
the material. Teachers document the students’ ongoing progress.  This assessment practice is 
specifically tailored to meet the students’ unique needs.  Therefore, curriculum-based 
assessment both shows the effects of intervention strategies in areas where students 
particularly struggle and also highlights students’ performance in terms of what they can do, 
which is not possible in standardized testing (Fradd et al., 1994). 

  
If the school requires standardized assessment, then testing-the-limits should be utilized.  

Testing-the-limits is a technique used for probing and prompting while the assessment is 
conducted.  That is, examiners can ask questions or provide clarifications or feedback when 
CLD students are not sure what to answer.  This technique is highly valuable for detecting the 
ZPD, which is fundamental to diagnosing students’ potential abilities.  It has been reported that 
students do answer correctly after changing their responses when they are prompted or 
provided with clarifications (Carlson & Wiedl, 1992; Gonzalez, Castellano, Bauerle, & Duran, 
1996; Gutierrez-Clellen & Pena, 2001).   

 
Such testing could help diagnosticians differentiate SLAAP from true disabilities because it 

allows CLD students multiple opportunities to demonstrate their cognitive flexibilities.  Testing-
the-limits also strengthens validity, especially for CLD students, because it reduces the cultural 
bias of the instrument.  It should be noted, however, that testing-the-limits might compromise 
reliability because results can vary depending on examiners (Gutierrez-Clellen & Pena, 2001).  
According to Moss (1994), in an epistemological sense, it is justified to use such an instrument 
or a testing technique, only when the validity of the test is greatly increased, in spite of reduced 
reliability, because enhanced validity assumes the reliability of the instrument.  Moss eloquently 
states that, “Ultimately, the purpose of educational assessment is to improve teaching and 
learning” (p. 10). 

 
Final Remarks 

 
Whereas previous research explored isolated aspects of the over-referral of CLD students 

in special education, this article attempts to examine a broader range of possible causes by 
considering the multiple viewpoints of sociopolitical, sociolinguistic, socio-cultural, and 
socioeconomic perspectives.  The complexity of dealing with culturally and linguistically diverse 
students in the educational arena requires educators to approach the issue in broader terms. 
Educators must gain a better understanding of why CLD students are mistakenly diagnosed 
with language disabilities before they can begin to find ways to solve the problems.   
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 I argue that, despite the complexity of the problem, general education teachers hold the key 
to its solution. Their misperceptions and personal beliefs about CLD students and their abilities 
tend to initiate the destructive cycle discussed above.  By intervening at the place where the 
initial process begins, we can dramatically reduce the inappropriate over-referral of CLD 
students to special education.  Supported by ongoing professional development and resources, 
general education teachers can implement important pre-referral interventions that can help 
CLD students adequately progress in their learning.  Moreover, by learning how to 
accommodate their CLD students, general education teachers can ensure that all their students 
have the best possible opportunities for academic success.    
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 Youth with disabilities Youth in the general population 
Individual 
characteristic
s 

1987 2001 Percentage  
change 

1987 2001 Percentage 
change 

Percentage       



 

who were 
White  64.9 62.5 -2.4 68.8 63.1 -5.7 
Black 23.5 20.7 -2.8 16.4 15.1 -0.3 
Hispanic 8.7 13.6 +4.9 10.8 15.7 +4.9 
Asian /Pacific 
Islander 

1.4 1.3 -0.1    

American 
Indian 

0.6 1.4 +0.8    

Mixed/other 0.8 0.6 -0.2 3.9 3.1 -1.2 
Percentage 
who did not 
use English 
at home 

3.3 14.2 +10.9 3.5 5.0 +2.5 

 

Appendix B 
 

Table 1 
Percentage of Students ages 6 though 21 Served under IDEA by Disability and Race/Ethnicity during the 
2000-01 School Year 
 
 
 
 
Disability  

America
n Indian/ 
Alaska 
Native  

 
Asian/ 
Pacific  
Islander 

 
Black 
(non-
Hispanic)

 
 
 
Hispanic 

 
White 
(non-
Hispanic) 

 
All 
students 
served 

Specific 
learning 
disabilities 

 
56.3 

 
43.2 

 
45.2 

 
60.3 

 
48.9 

 
50.0 

Speech or 
language 
impairments 

 
 
17.1 

 
 
25.2 

 
 
15.1 

 
 
17.3 

 
 
20.8 

 
 
18.9 

Mental 
retardation 

 
8.5 

 
10.1 

 
18.9 

 
8.6 

 
9.3 

 
10.6 

Emotional 
disturbance 

 
70.5 

 
5.3 

 
10.7 

 
4.5 

 
8.0 

 
8.2 

Multiple 
disabilities 

 
20.5 

 
2.3 

 
1.9 

 
1.8 

 
1.8 

 
2.1 

Hearing 
impairments 

 
10.1 

 
2.9 

 
1.0 

 
1.5 

 
1.2 

 
1.2 

Orthopedic 
impairments 

 
0.8 

 
2.0 

 
0.9 

 
1.4 

 
1.4 

 
1.3 

Other health 
impairments 

 
4.1 

 
3.9 

 
3.7 

 
2.8 

 
5.9 

 
5.1 

Visual 
impairments 

 
0.4 

 
0.8 

 
0.4 

 
1.5 

 
0.5 

 
0.4 

Autism 0.6 3.4 1.2 1.9 1.4 1.4 
Deaf-blindness 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 
Traumatic brain 
injury 

 
0.3 

 
0.3 

 
0.2 

 
0.2 

 
0.3 

 
0.3 
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Developmental 
delay 

 
0.7 

 
0.6 

 
0.7 

 
0.2 

 
0.6 

 
0.5 

Source: Twenty-fourth Annual Report to Congress on the Implementation of the IDEA (U.S. Department 
of Education, 2003). 
 
As the table indicates, more Hispanic and American Indians students are overrepresented in 
learning disabilities, Asians in speech or language impairments and Black students in mental 
retardation compared to the percentage of all students with disabilities.  
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Abstract 
 

The changing demographics in schools mandate that teachers 
acquire new skills to successfully negotiate with parents who have 
different cultural assumptions and expectations from schools and 
teachers. This paper describes a literacy project that evolved from a 
course requirement in an add-on English as a Second Language (ESL) 
endorsement program. It delineates the process through which this 
project, which revolved around bookmaking of personal narratives, 
forged a home-school partnership within the context of transformative 
education. It shows how a teacher education program transformed 
negative attitudes and stereotypes towards “strangers or foreigners” into 
good will towards neighbors through a successful and rewarding literacy 
partnership project.  

 

Mi Escuela es Su Escuela, 
Teachers and Parents as Invested and Equal Partners 

for the Education of Language-Minority Students 
 

Mi escuela es su escuela means my school is your school, reflective of teachers and 
parents’ partnership and shared ownership of the bookmaking project described in this paper. 
Inspired by the old Mexican adage, Mi casa es su casa, it conveys the same heartfelt offer and 
invitation for guests to feel at home; in this case, for parents to develop a sense of ownership of 
the school where they know their voices will be heard, revelando voces calladas. Through the 
suggestive power of words that go beyond the lexical meanings, participants of this bookmaking 
project hoped to evoke similar community spirit and familial values associated with the 
aphorism.  
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Parent involvement in their children’s education has been a strong indicator of students’ 
academic success (Dauber & Epstein, 1993; Epstein et al., 1999; Fashola et al., 1999; 
Rosenthal & Sawyers, 1996; Wlazlinski, 1998), yet it is sorely untapped. A review of 49 studies 
of parent involvement programs reported several benefits which include “higher grades and test 
scores, long-term academic achievement, positive attitudes and behavior, more successful 
programs, and more effective schools” (Henderson, 1988, p. 60). The special role of parents in 
the academic success of their children is recognized by the government and provisions for their 
involvement are legislated. For instance, government publications resulting from the recently 
passed No Child Left Behind legislation provide specific information about how parents can 
become involved in the education of their children and provide parent involvement resources. 
Also, important home-school connection resources are available at http://www.ncela.gwu.edu 



                                                                  

for resources and information on the education of limited English proficient (LEP) students and 
http://www.ed.gov/offices/OELA/techasst.html for technical assistance. These resources 
endorse bilingual forums where schools can inform parents of their rights and responsibilities 
and where parents can make suggestions and recommendations regarding their child’s 
education.  

 
Several studies recommended ways of increasing parental involvement (Delgado-

Gaitan, 1991; Ribas, 1998; Rosenthal & Sawyer, 1996; Smrekar & Vogle-Cohen, 2001). In the 
four-year Carpenteria study, Delgado-Gaitan (1991) found that unconventional ways of involving 
parents in the schooling of their children were more successful than conventional ways of 
asking parents to visit the school to talk about their children’s progress or bad behavior. 
Delgado-Gaitan (1991) wrote about the Preschool Program where the teacher used an 
unconventional way to bridge the home-school gap by asking parents to assist her in planning 
and selecting activities for her students. She found that the parents became more involved and 
committed to their children’s education because they had personal investment in the education 
process. Chavez (2003) wrote that involving parents in the schools must go beyond “more than 
a meeting to share information… The process must respect and welcome what families 
perceive to be valid educational and social needs. Educators  must provide the forums for 
dialogue and a genuine listening to parents and their concern” (p.1). Unfortunately, the 
partnership between teachers and parents is not, however, formed without opposition from 
either party. There is a long history of adversarial relationships between parents and teachers 
from America’s colonial period to the present. While schools declared parents as unfit to provide 
moral discipline and literacy training, parents accused teachers of being incompetent (Tyack, 
1967).  

 
Similarly underscored in home-school partnership studies is the importance of teacher 

preparation on parent involvement. In a study conducted by Tichenor (1998) on pre-service 
teachers’ attitude towards parental involvement, she found that the majority of her participants 
felt that education majors should be required to take at least one parent involvement course, 
and programs should do a better job of teaching students how to design and implement parent 
involvement programs. Lazar and Slostad (1999) argued that pre-service programs for new 
teachers do not include trainings on parental involvement. Consequently, they enter school 
without knowing how to relate to parents as education partners.  This problem becomes more 
complicated when teachers do not have training or experience with racial, ethnic, or language 
group different from their own.   

 
This paper describes a literacy project that evolved from a course requirement in an add-

on ESL endorsement program. It delineates the process through which this project, which 
revolved around bookmaking of personal narratives, forged a home-school partnership within 
the context of transformative education. It shows how a teacher education program transformed 
negative attitudes and stereotypes towards “strangers or foreigners” into good will towards 
neighbors through a successful and rewarding literacy partnership project. Finally, as this paper 
describes the process in order to inform similar initiatives, it also describes the products of such 
partnership.  

 

Rationale for the Home-School Literacy Project 
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Indisputably, there is a critical need for pre-kindergarten through to 12th grade (P-12) 
teachers to learn new skills to effectively deal with the changing school demographics. By 2060, 
it is predicted that 42% of our school children will come from language-minority groups. In fact, 

http://www.ed.gov/offices/OELA/techasst.html


 

the Bureau of the Census predicts that in 2030, one in four children will be Hispanic. 
Consequently, parent demographics change as well. This means that schools have to make 
provisions for the needs of linguistic minority parents who may have different sets of cultural 
assumptions about education as well as expectations from teachers. The "business as usual" 
attitude no longer holds. New skills from training in cross-cultural understanding, intercultural 
sensitivity, and communication in order to negotiate and mediate intercultural conflicts have to 
be acquired before teachers can become cultural bridge persons.  Cummins (1996) exhorted 
that it is not enough to learn new instructional approaches and best practices; what is 
“fundamental is the recognition that human relationships are central to effective instruction” (p. 
73).  In the research of Franquiz and de la Luz Reyes (1998), successful teachers shared a 
common quality, they “are not paralyzed by their own monolingualism” (p. 217). Lack of a 
common language between homes and the school must not prevent parents and teachers from 
communicating. The opportunity to know and understand the language-minority group by the 
general society and vice versa must be created. This is important for academic and social 
success of English language learners (ELLs). After all, schooling does not happen in a vacuum. 
It is set in a sociopolitical context, and as such, the attitude of the general community towards 
language minority groups matters (Nieto, 2000).  

 
Moll (1992) has written extensively about rich resources or funds of knowledge that 

should be used to design curriculum that values and validates the rich backgrounds children 
bring into the classrooms. Such funds of knowledge come from the children's lived experiences, 
those of their parents, and their communities. Unfortunately, these funds of knowledge remain 
untapped as many school curricula across the nation have not been multiculturalized. Delgado-
Gaitan (1991) wrote about schools implementing exclusionary activities that require specific 
cultural knowledge and behaviors, but not making them explicit to those who do not have the 
same cultural knowledge. Many teachers decry the lack of involvement of language minority 
parents; what they fail to recognize is that home and school for language minority families are 
worlds apart. Trumball et al. (2001) argued that , “Social and cultural differences between home 
and school are rarely investigated as a reason for lower involvement, unless they are invoked 
as a source of deficiency in parenting” (p.32). 

 
My interest in implementing this project grew out of my own experience as an ESL 

teacher educator and as Director of an ESL teacher training program. I have been teaching the 
three-course ESOL endorsement sequence for the last seven years in Georgia. Currently, I 
teach in the School of Education and Human Sciences (CSEHS) of Berry College, a private 
comprehensive liberal arts school with a strong community service focus, in Floyd County, 56 
miles northwest of Atlanta. The issue of poor, if not lack of, participation from language minority 
parents in the educative process is as current and critical as it was seven years ago.  

 
As it is with the rest of the nation, Georgia reported a 670.7% growth from 1992-2002 in 

LEP students in kindergarten to 12th grade. Floyd County alone has seen a steady rise in the 
Hispanic population, which increased by 500%  from 1990 to 2001. These new residents came 
from Mexico, Guatemala, California, and Texas to work in Rome City's poultry processing plants 
and carpet factories. Children who are non-English speaking or low English proficient are 
becoming increasingly visible in area schools. A school principal describes how in her school 
the need for a full time ESOL teacher rose from one to two and a half time teachers (from 1 FTE 
to 21/2 FTE) within one year.  

 
Results of a survey given to 890 Georgia teachers show that teachers are in urgent need 

of strategies to effectively communicate with parents of ELLs (Wlazlinski, 2000). Seventy eight 
percent said that they would like to learn how to communicate with ESL parents. If schools and 
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homes cannot work together, the number of disempowered teachers, parents, and students will 
rise, and schools will be less adequate to serve as agents of change. Long-term negative 
consequences can be expected such as children who are socially and academically lost in the 
classrooms, increased student attrition, morale problems, uninformed and disconnected 
parents, and high rate of teacher attrition (Cummins, 1994; Lucas et al., 1990; Moll, 1992; 
Valdes, 2001; Wong Filmore, 1991).  

 
Consequently, I raised several research questions: What is it that I can do, both 

programmatic and curricular, to assist in creating a partnership between homes and schools? 
What activities will develop in the parents a sense of belonging to the school? What will promote 
change in the attitudes of my students? If these teachers were to be prepared for the changing 
school demographics, I wanted them to question taken-for-granted assumptions and develop 
interests in learning about the culture and language of their ESL students and their parents. This 
provided the impetus for the bookmaking project in life histories. It aimed to serve various 
functions: (1) teachers would learn to work with parents; (2) teachers and parents would cease 
to be threatening strangers as they get to know each other through working and sharing their life 
histories together; (3) parents and children would participate in literacy activities in English, 
Spanish, or both; and (4) compiled life histories would provide a connection between past and 
present, more important, between generations. 

 

Context of the Home-School Literacy Project 
  

In spring 2001, I offered seven teachers who were taking my Methods of Teaching 
English in ESL and Bilingual Settings course to participate in a home-school bookmaking project 
for a grade. They were teachers in a local elementary school (with 37% Mexican and 
Guatemalan, and 4% Chinese and East Indian students), and they expressed skepticism over 
the parent involvement requirement of the course because of parents' poor participation in 
school programs. These teachers were seriously concerned about what they perceived as lack 
of interest in and support for education by parents of ESL students. Specifically, this lack of 
parent participation equated to not showing up at parent-teacher conferences, not volunteering 
in school, not responding to school notices, and not helping with homework.  

Please tell me what to do. We gave out awards to honor ESOL students who did well for 
the year, and my students and their parents didn't show up -- not even for awards. They 
are not interested. I don't understand. (personal communications with a 3rd grade 
teacher)   

“I've tried sending letters home telling parents of parent-teacher conferences or events in my 
school, but they never show up!" complained one teacher. Another, expressed disbelief with a 
hint of sarcasm,  

Parents show up one hour late with their younger children—the whole family comes, you 
know. We just don't have enough chairs! or They didn't go to school, so school is not 
important to them. To them, we are just babysitters for their children. (personal 
communications with teacher) 

One teacher complained at what she perceived as lack of concern, "They work at different 
shifts, so don't count on them to come to meetings. They won't come…. they just work!" One 
teacher offered a solution, "Serve food and they will come." 
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Such comments are disconcerting. They sound harsh and mean-spirited; however, some 
are genuine cries for help. They suggest an underlying fear of the unfamiliar and frustration over 
behavior teachers cannot comprehend. Interestingly, while teachers regard linguistic minority 



 

parents as disinterested and unsupportive of teachers, parents feel disenfranchised by teachers 
who thoughtlessly send notes home only in English.  

 
Believing that this project was a great opportunity for self and social transformation 

(Wink, 2000) to teachers and families and that it would prove to my students that home-school 
collaboration could be meaningful, I offered to become a co-participant myself. Three teachers 
agreed to be co-participants. To these teachers I boldly promised that if we worked together, we 
could successfully entice some parents to partner with us, that we could make them feel 
welcomed, and that we could make them believe in themselves as partners in education. This 
began an action research project—the process of acknowledging a need or problem, exploring 
the problem, and planning a possible course of action (Johnson, 2002). 

 
Theoretical Framework 

 
Informed by the literature on transformative education, the bookmaking project was 

designed to encourage all participants to embark on a journey of becoming and realization, and 
of transformations and growth. It prompted action in the teachers to step out of their comfort 
zones, explore possibilities, reflect on them, and learn from their experiences in order to connect 
their teaching and learning with their students’ homes and communities (Wink, 2000).  

 
The work of McCaleb (1997) which focused on helping educators build community and 

build books inspired this project. McCaleb (1997) argued that “classroom teachers can help 
foster feelings of admiration and respect in their students by promoting activities such as book 
development in which parents can share their experiences” (p. 109). My assumption was that 
with a deeper sensitivity, understanding, and appreciation of diverse cultures resulting from 
dialogues and working together, teachers would restructure the teaching and learning process 
while parents gained confidence in their important role in educating their children. Many of our 
language-minority parents and children have tragic, horrible things happen to them before and 
after they got to the U.S. Many, being dislocated, do not know how to navigate the system. They 
knock at doors that stay shut or continue to push revolving doors that do not stop to let them in; 
it is no wonder that they feel, and later believe they are social outcasts.  
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Teachers have critical roles to play in their schools and in their communities. They can 
open doors of access to community resources, to schools, and to possibilities. Teachers can 
design course work and choose materials that will allow their students to locate their 
experiences in the school curriculum. They can include their students’ language and cultural 
heritage in their lessons, so students feel validated as persons.  Being empowered, teachers 
should be able to talk to their students and their families about respect, change, and the power 
of change. Nieto (2002) recommended Freire’s perspective (1970) “that teachers need to 
become students just as students need to become teachers in order for education to become 
reciprocal and empowering for both” (p.126). Just as I recognize that teachers and students can 
learn from each other, parents are very important teachers as well. They can teach teachers 
and students about survival. In an unfamiliar surrounding, unable to communicate, suffering 
from the loss of the homeland, and a changed socioeconomic status, these parents may appear 
inadequate and less able even to their own children. McCaleb (1997) wrote, “Children need to 
know that their parents are problem solvers. They need to hear about their struggles and to find 
out what knowledge and reasoning process their parents used to solve a problem. In this way, 
they can gain greater admiration and respect for their parents, even though their parents had 
little formal schooling” (pp.108-109). Teachers can honor these parents and their families by 
providing the space for all voices to be heard. This is empowering. 



                                                                  

 
Similar studies affirmed the significance of family literacy activities and trust-building 

activities in promoting collaboration among teachers, minority parents and students, and the 
general community (Ada & Campoy, 1998; Ada & Zubizarreta, 2001).  Such collaboration 
resulted in the empowerment of teachers, parents, and students (Auerbach, 1990; Cummins, 
1989; Heath, 1983; Giroux, 1983; Freire, 1970, 1973).  

 
The project was designed to be transformative; it challenged participants to open their 

minds to the full range of possibilities (Ayers 1998). Participants had to think, analyze, and 
understand not only what they think and what they do, but also to understand why others think 
and act differently from them (Corson, 1993; Cummins, 1995; Darder, 1995). Finally, it 
emphasized the deep connection of participants’ identity to their language and culture (Nieto, 
1996; Walsh, 1995). This project encouraged participants to embrace the centrality of language 
and culture to the essence of who they are as they were all encouraged to speak, write, and 
draw in whatever language they were comfortable in. Participants encouraged each other to act 
on their beliefs and make them a reality. Consequently, this project took on some of the 
characteristics of an action research.  
 

Methodology 
 

Participants 

Seven teachers, who were enrolled in my course, Methods of Teaching in ESL and 
Bilingual Settings, participated in the initial planning stage of this home-school partnership 
literacy project. However, only three teachers committed to completing this project: a science 
6th-grade male teacher, a pre-k female teacher and a 3rd-grade female teacher. All teachers 
averaged seven years of teaching. I took a leadership role in the planning phase, but gradually 
eased into a less active role of a mentor during the implementation phase. All teachers planned 
with me, but one took a more active role. The other two chose to focus on implementing the 
plan.  

 
Not all parents who agreed to participate came and only four completed their narratives. 

Two parents were from Mexico and two from Guatemala. One parent had one child while the 
others had two or three children each. The program started with seven children. This number 
grew to 17 as friends of the children heard of the project and asked their ESL teacher, if they 
could participate. Since the project promoted literacy skills in ESL students, all the participants, 
parents, teachers, and I agreed that all the children who would like to participate should be 
allowed to join the activities. 

 
Procedures  

Agreeing about the importance of parents getting involved in the education of their 
children was easy; it was how to get them involved and how to keep them involved that posed 
challenges. Guided by action research principles, teachers and I did much pre-planning and we 
observed and noted parents’ and students’ reactions to the activities we had scheduled. After 
each session, we shared our observation, reflected, and made changes, if necessary, in the 
approaches we took that day. For instance, when children did not want to write, we 
experimented with writing materials and this change produced exciting writing samples. When a 
mother failed to attend one day, we did not leave it to chance, one teacher made a phone call 
and also sent a letter in Spanish that we missed her. If we assumed that this was typical 
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behavior, we would not know that she did not have transportation to get to the school. This led 
us to call the night before a meeting to find out if a ride was available. On another occasion, we 
found out that the father’s work shift was changed, so we encouraged him to continue his story 
at home after work.  

 
 
 

 
Paving the Way – Pre-planning 

The teachers and I adopted the theme Mi Escuela es su Escuela (My School is your 
School), reflecting partnership and shared ownership. A teacher and I crafted an invitation letter 
in English informing the parents of  Mi Escuela es su Escuela as a program for parents and 
children to improve their reading and writing. We did not specify which language. This letter was 
translated into Spanish by a Puerto Rican parent who originally agreed to participate, but 
relocated four days before mi escuela began. The letter included a statement, which specifically 
stated that the meetings would be private and no public officials would be present. This was 
important to allay fears of undocumented parents that they could be reported. We added that 
there would be fresh baked pastries and drinks for everybody, and that a bilingual interpreter 
would be present at all meetings. We stressed the importance of parents’ commitment to attend 
all the meetings. This letter described that teachers and an interpreter would help parents and 
children write stories in Spanish and English. Participating teachers then sent the letters home 
with ESL students who were instructed to bring the letters back after their parents had signed 
them. Two parents from the pre-k teacher responded positively, two from the 2nd-grade teacher 
and three from the 6th-grade teacher. In an attempt to increase parent participation, another set 
of Spanish letters was sent home. The number increased by three.  

 
Once teachers and I identified parent-participants, we polled them through a survey on 

their most conducive times and dates. The parents' choice, which was after-school hours was 
not honored because of teachers' family commitments. Four parents, the teachers, and I  
agreed to meet from 9:30 to 12:30 a.m. on Tuesdays for three months in the school's media 
center. The Principal allowed the teachers to make arrangements to have colleagues teach their 
classes while they attended the sessions.   

 
Before the first meeting with the parents, we set the parameters for our collaboration. 

We all agreed that a comfortable and respectful relationship should be established first before 
we could start with the bookmaking activity. I proposed the agenda for the first meeting and 
encouraged teachers' feedback. 

 
!" Introduce the goal of this project, Mi Escuela es su Escuela, which is to promote family 

literacy activities, through bookmaking. In our project, parents, children and teachers will 
work together in reading Spanish and English story books, sharing their stories about 
their lives in their home country, why and how they came to America, family heritage and 
tradition, their old home and community or neighborhood and writing about these. 

 
!" We will make a memory book of personal narratives. 

 
!" Parents will tell their stories and a Spanish translator and the teachers will help with 

writing the stories if the parents wish. 
 

!" The bilingual community liaison would help with translation.  
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!" Immigrant stories will be read and shared: I will start with Amy Hest’s When Jessie 
Came across the Sea to start them walking down the memory lane. 

 
!" We will give bilingual storybooks to parents and children as tokens of appreciation for 

participation in the project. 
 

Mi Escuela es su Escuela started the first Tuesday in February. On the eve of our first 
session, the teachers called up the parents to make sure they remembered our session. I have 
to mention here that a professional development grant from the provost office paid for materials 
used in the project and printing  cost of the book we made. 
 
The First Encounter 

At 8 o’clock in the morning, I was already in the Media Center to help set up the 
materials for our meeting. The teachers and I waited with great anticipation; we worried about 
parents changing their minds and choosing not to show up. Then at 9:20, a father and three 
mothers walked in at close intervals. The teachers, the bilingual liaison from Mexico, and I 
welcomed and talked with the parents. Two parents spoke fairly good English, and one did not 
speak English at all. We invited them to have some snacks with their children who were brought 
in to the media center by their teachers. After this, the teachers invited the parents to sit down.  

 
I started the session by introducing myself, then explaining the objectives, and 

describing how the project would benefit everybody. The bilingual liaison translated to Spanish. I 
reassured them that if their stories were told, the community would know why they left their 
country and what they sacrificed by coming to the U.S. I described how many immigrant parents 
bemoan the lack of communication between themselves and their adolescent children who have 
grown up in the U.S. I added that parents yearn to reach them, but their children not only do not 
understand them, but they also know little about their country of origin. The liaison picked up 
from where I left off and continued to explain to the parents in Spanish. The parents agreed 
earnestly that they would like the children to be proud of them and not forget where they came 
from. 

 
The father, who was 32 years old, worked in the dyeing department of a local carpet mill. 

One  mother, about 35 years old, did not speak English and did not work. The other mother 
spoke fairly good English, was born in California, and had to move around constantly until she 
was 15; she also worked in the carpet mill. The remaining parent said she worked in the poultry 
processing plant. As the parents got to know everybody at the table, they became more relaxed; 
gradually, our conversation became more animated. Then, one of the mothers teased that it 
was not fair to share their stories without me sharing mine. Everybody was smiling at this time, 
waiting for my reaction. I smiled. Addressing this mother, I asked, “What do you want to know?”  
Showing real interest, she asked me about my immigrant experience. “Did you face 
discrimination?” “Why did you come to the U.S.?” “How long have you been in Georgia?” The 
other parent asked, “Was it difficult to study in America?” and “How did you learn to speak 
English so well?” were some of the questions. 
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I happily answered their questions. Then, I began to elaborate on the reading 
component of the project. The bilingual liaison translated what I said, “We will send home 
bilingual books which you and your children will read. We chose these books because the 
teachers could have the English translation while they had the Spanish translation.” The books 
were Alma Flor Ada's Amigos, Friends; I don't Want to Melt, No Quiero derretirme! How Happy I 
would be, Me Gustaria Tener; El Canto del Mosquito, The Song of the Teeny-Tiny Mosquito; 
Rosa Alada, A Rose with Wings; How the Rainbow Came to Be, Como Nacio el Arco Iris; Who 



 

is Afraid of Ghosts, El Susto de los Fantasmas, and so on. The teachers handed out the books 
to the parents and  children who quickly checked them out. Then we moved on to explaining the 
writing activity. 
 
A Children’s Book about a Story of Immigration to Promote Dialogue and Writing 

One of the teachers introduced When Jessie Came across the Sea by Amy Hest and 
held it for everyone to see. Following along, she leafed through the pages as the bilingual 
liaison read her Spanish translation of the book to parents and children. Shortly after, another 
teacher read the book in English. All the parents understood that the book was about Jessie, a 
13-year old girl who experienced the pain of being uprooted.  

Jessie left her homeland and came to America on a big boat. Separated from her 
grandmother, her only family since her mother passed away, she felt fear, sadness, and 
loneliness.  Day after day, she worked hard, so she could save enough money to pay for 

er grandmother’s voyage to America. (p.#) h
 
After the story was read, we talked about the sadness of leaving home, the grief of 

disorientation in an unfamiliar country, the fear of not being able to fit in and not having friends, 
the loss of identity, the uncertainty of maintaining the old language and culture, the insecurity of 
not being able to speak the new language, and the search for happiness and security in the new 
country. We all brainstormed and talked about topics the parents could write about. I asked 
them about their concerns. All the parents expressed inadequacy because of their English. All of 
them, however, would like the best for their children. The first session ended on a high note. 
Everybody promised to be back the following week. 

 
Participants’ Past and Present Coming Together, Reviving the Spirit 

In the following sessions, more autobiographical stories evoked silenced memories in 
the participants. For example, we read in both English and Spanish Momma, Where Are You 
From? by Marie Bradby Quilted Landscape by Yale Strom, En mi Familia by Carmen Lomas 
Garza, and Honoring our Ancestors edited by Harriett Rohmer. Teachers and parents decided 
to begin to write. After 20 minutes, one of the teachers read his personal narrative. He 
digressed from the text as he read and interjected some other events in his life. His life history 
generated much interest in the parents. Feeling comfortable, the parents asked several 
questions. A lively discussion ensued. Hence, the teacher’s story not only served as a writing 
model to parents but it also served as an icebreaker. The excerpt of the teacher’s story follows: 

 
My Autobiography 

My name is Stephen Leon Price and my ancestors came from Europe. Mary Johnston 
described one of my early ancestors, the first Lord Baltimore (George Calvert, c. 1580-
1632) as being of Flemish origin, yet having been born at Yorkshire, England. He was an 
Oxford scholar and a ”man of worth and weight” who became a member of the Virginia 
Company. King Charles I gave him proprietary grants first to Newfoundland (Calvert’s 
”Avalon”) and later to what is now Maryland, Delaware, and part of Pennsylvania (1918, 
pp. 116-122). 

Dad 
After college, Dad began working as a skilled laborer and supervisor in a yarn 

mill. He then changed vocations and began work which was more consistent with his 
upbringing and his personality. At Lancaster Associates, he began making cabinets, 
installing office partitions, library furniture, exclusive drapes and custom-made cornices, 
carpet, linoleum, acoustical ceilings, as well as special computer flooring and furniture. 
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At Lancaster Associates he became the warehouse and installation manager until the 
time of his retirement in 1989. 

My Childhood 
My childhood and youth bring back fond memories. I remember playing “cowboys 

and Indians,” climbing a favorite hemlock tree, and eating delicious apples from a tree 
my Grandpa Price (an agriculture and industrial arts teacher at Piney flats and at 
Washington College, Tennessee) had grafted. Until I was in the third grade (1961), we 
lived in one of the old Price farmhouses, the one on College Heights in Johnson City, 
Tennessee, only about half a mile from what is now East Tennessee State University. 
Our long gravel driveway, bordered on either side by a honeysuckle-laden fence, turned 
down beside an old church (now an apartment house) and passed along its cemetery. 
Our driveway ended above the house at a free-standing garage from which I hauled coal 
about fifty yards to burn in our old pot-bellied stove during cold winter months. My black 
cocker spaniel, Inky, was usually close by and would often go exploring with me into the 
woods on one side of the house, into the fields below the house, into the old barn and 
the old chicken house. 

Dad was a natural born “ridge runner.” He liked to spend time in the wild of the 
mountains and woods. Although only about 5 feet, seven inches tall, he could be at the 
top of a ridge waiting, while any who dared go with him were still plodding along, 
wondering where he had gone. Many of the teenagers who dared venture with him can 
attest to his ridge running superiority and to his adventuresome tactics and antics. 

As a result, my brother and I began to go with him, sometimes on daylong treks 
across the ridges. As we got older, we ventured with him to pick wild blackberries in the 
fields or to Rattlesnake Ridge to pick huckleberries in a snake infested area full of rocks 
and danger. On one particular hike, we ran upon a  moonshine still (quite a dangerous 
predicament) and slowly eased along out of the area in hopes that the whiskey man 
would not shoot us…. 
 
As it happened, every Tuesday for three months, at the elementary school’s media 

center, adults talked, read, and wrote around a large round table while children sat around 
several round tables or lay on their stomachs on the orange mat reading books. At other times, 
children wrote at tables with one or two teachers guiding or just watching them. Still on several 
occasions, children sat with their parents conferring over a writing task: this could be a search 
for the right word or for a past event that escaped memory. The parents began to write their 
stories and took breaks whenever they wanted to. We encouraged the parents to write in the 
language they were comfortable in. For the mother who wrote in English, we were on hand to 
provide the English word she was looking for. During these meetings, parents and children 
taught each other, and the traditional roles of parents and teachers were not distinctly played 
out; statuses were ignored as parents and teachers happily talked about their life experiences 
and explored books. At last, the boundaries between school and home became blurred!  

 
Parents shared that at first they came out of respect for teacher’s request and a sense of 

obligation, but later they came for the pleasure of being able to tell their stories, so their 
children, we all agreed, would not forget where they came from. They wanted to share with their 
children their memories of home and childhood in the country they left behind. These parents 
would like their children to be proud of their resilience and determination to provide a good 
future for their family. This intergenerational connection, according to these parents, would keep 
the children grounded as they create their own memories in their new home. Teachers, on the 
other hand, experienced a similar transformation. They pushed their classroom duties to the 
side. For three hours every Tuesday, they enjoyed coaching the parents and children to write 
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their stories. With each meeting, parents, teachers, and I grew closer, united by a common 
purpose of finishing our stories and making sure the children did the same. Besides, we were 
already planning to invite several classes to watch a presentation by the children.  

 

Results 
 

Products of Collaboration – Stories to Listen to and Watch 

Partnership success between teachers and families was evident. Personal narratives 
and filmstrip stories reveal emotions and experiences that could not have surfaced and been 
shared if not for mi escuela. Teachers and parents let their past merge with their present in their 
personal narratives. Here are some excerpts. 

 
Teachers’ personal narrative 

Teachers wrote and read their life stories to provide more models to parents. The 
following excerpt describes a teacher’s near-immigrant experience, that of being uprooted and 
losing familiar surroundings and people. 
 

Growing Up in Floyd County 
By Allison Skeen 

My life began on May 14, 1965 in Rome, GA. I was born to a young married couple, 
Buddy and Trena Jones. My dad worked at a local bank and my mom worked at a 
clothing store until I was born. 

My first home was in a small house on Marshal Lane. I lived there happily with 
my parents until I was about a year and a half years old. We then moved to Meadow 
Lake Circle, which is on the north side of town. While living there, when I was almost 3, 
my sister was born. Her name is Tiffany. 

We lived on Meadow Lake Circle for about 8 years. I had a wonderful time there. 
Our neighbors had 2 boys, Todd and Eric. We would play all day. We would pretend to 
be Batman and Robin. We would ride bikes and play in the sand box. Life was really fun. 

My parents decided to build a new house. There was only one problem, it was on 
the “other side of town.” I had to change schools. 

I was in the fifth grade when I started the “new” school. I hated it. It was awful 
being the new kid. I did not know very many people. I wanted to be back where I felt 
comfortable… 

 
Parents’ life stories. Historias de la vida de los padres: aprendiendo sobre ellos y de ellos.  

Parents wrote about their lives in their home countries and coming to America during the 
succeeding meetings. Teachers were on hand to help with vocabulary if the parents asked. The 
writing served as a catharsis for the parents; relieved that they were able to get them all out 
there or pudieron sacarlo todo (as a parent told us in Spanish). Following are unedited and 
edited sections of two life histories (Algunas de las historias de la vida). 

(1) My name is Maria. I was born in Jalpan Sierra de Queretaro which is in Mexico. My 
home town is very small place but is a very beuteful place. The house are made of dirt or 
adobe. We had a very small church and the river was the best of all. 
 My mother was a single parent. We live close to the road. My house was made 
out of woven branches and covered with dirt with grass. We had 2 rooms and a kichen. 
We also had chickens, pigs and one goat. In the hot summers my mother and I went to 
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the river to wash clothes and swim. We had to carry the water home bacause we didn’t 
have water or electricity at home. We had to go to the woods to use the restroom. Every 
morning I heard the birds singing and the smell of the morning rosio. The weather was 
very nice because it was not hot or cold even during winter season. I love living in a very 
small town because we didn’t have to worry about any thing. What I mean is that we 
didn’t have car accidents or smoke. I live there for 6 years then we move to a big city. 
The life there was very different because life went very fast. I had friends and we use to 
play in the street. We play baseball, or soccer. In the city we had water and electricity. 
And that last but not least restrooms. I went to school in Mexico until fourth grade. When 
I was 12 years old we moved to Texas. 

 
The edited version of Maria’s store follows: 

My name is Maria. I was born in Jalpán Sierra de Querétaro, which is in Mexico. My 
hometown is a very small place but is a very beautiful one. The houses are made of dirt 
or adobe (sun-dried clay bricks). We had a very small church and the river was the best 
of all. 
 My mother was a single parent. We lived close to the road. My house was made 
out of woven branches and covered with adobe. We had two rooms and a kitchen. We 
also had chickens, pigs, and one goat. In the hot summers, my mother and I went to the 
river to wash clothes and swim. We had to carry the water to the house because we 
didn’t have water or electricity at home. We had to go to the woods to use the restroom. 
Every morning I heard the birds singing and caught the smell of the morning dew. The 
weather was very nice; it was not hot or cold, even during winter season.  

I loved living in a very small town because we didn’t have to worry about 
anything. What I mean is that we didn’t have car accidents or smoke. I lived there for six 
years, then we moved to a big city. The life there was very different, it went very fast. I 
had friends and we used to play in the street. We played baseball or soccer. In the city 
we had water and electricity, and, last but not least, restrooms. I went to school in 
Mexico until fourth grade. When I was twelve years old we moved to Texas. 

 
Another parent wrote:  

(2) Yo Maria soy ija de David mi papa y mi mama Guadalupe Somos de Mexico iya uno 
segrea un poco pobre cuando ya era chica fuia la escuela ia i estudie asta cuarto no 
abia mas maestros iya mas grande ayude ami mama alabar amano i asacar el agua del 
poso con un laso y cubeta somos 6 de Familia i yo le ayudaba amama a aser tortillas 
enla casina aser de comer la cuide de mi ermano el mas chico por que semiro muy mala 
i aya en Mexico la costumbre de aya cuando una muyer da aluz aya uno si se cuida 15 
o 40 dias enreposo y comiendo pollo i chocolate oabena i a los 18 anos me case 
despues tube mi primer hijo Uriel mi esposo estuvo un ano conmigo de casados i 
despues sebino para ca aber que lo socorria Dioz por que eranos pobres tenianos solo 
un cuarto i despues me izo una cosina i yo estaba en Mexico con mis papas i luego el 
regreso alos 3 anos fue cuando conocio a nuestro primer ijo des pues yo ya mebine con 
el paraca esTubimos 5 anos en California en el 89 mebine de mojada sin papeles con 
mi ijo Uriel pero gracias a Dios no sufrimos en el comino yo sentia muy duro benirme i 
de jarar ami papas yo nunca sabio salido tan lejos yo no me abia separado de mis 
papas fue muy duro para ellos i para mi mama sufrio mucho alos 15 dias le escrivi i fue 
mucho consuelo para ella saber de mi tenia mucha desesperacion i cuando yo le escribi 
fue un ganconsuelo saber de mi les cribi de Mexicali ai dure una semana con una prima 
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de mi esposo i despues como le digo con el favor de Dios nos isimos yegar aquí fue un 
poco duro para mi mesentia muy rara diferente sentia que oscuresia mas pronto yege 
en Julio o en los primeros de agosto asia mucho calor yegomos con un matrimonio 
conocido por mi esposo ai duramos como 2 semanas i despues rentamos una casa i mi 
esposo anda en la uva fui ayudarle unos dias despues sali enbarazada de mi segundo 
ijo mepuse muy mala tenia muchos ascos no podia ni aser de comer mi esposo banaba 
al nino i ledaba de comer para poder irse atrabajar dure como 4 mese mala con mucho 
frio en el 1990 tuve al segundo ijo I menacio mali to del corazon con un soplo pero yo 
lotube 2 meses conmigo en la casa pero el era un nino normal no era Jerroso lo unico 
que lenoTaba era ... Tenian enCueradito yo locobijava i eyo melo descobijaban los 
doctores llo yoraba mucho mesenTia sola muy Triste solo yo imi esposo imi primer ijo 
Sin padres Toda mi Familia en Mexico ya Cuendo Murio en el Funeral uvo muy pocos 
amigos Tenian pocos conocidos esTabanos Recien yegados yo Ubiera querido 
yevormelo para CepulTarlo en Mexico pero no pudimos no Tenionos dinero mecobraba 
200 dolares para Sacarlo solo ala Frontera ides pues los gastos paraya i no podianos 
aser esos gastos no Tenianos lo Sepultamos en Tulare ai esta mi Segunda ijo ides pues 
Tube amanuel i Semeponia muy malo Tenia problemas para Respirar iera en el Tiempo 
de calor i yo Tenia mucho miedo de que Sememuriera mi Otro ijo i despues bolbi asalio 
en barazada de manuel es de 1992 i Dalia pero yano nacio aquí meFui para Mexico en 
1995 ...  

 
In the following Spanish-edited version, only orthographical errors were corrected. 

Yo soy María, hija de David, mi papá, y de Guadalupe, mi mamá. Somos de México y 
ya, no se crea, un poco pobre. Cuando yo era chica, fui a la escuela allá  y estudié 
hasta cuarto, no había más maestros.  

Y, ya más grande, ayudé a mi mamá a lavar a mano y a sacar el agua del pozo 
con un lazo y una cubeta. Somos seis de familia. Y  yo le ayudaba a mamá a hacer 
tortillas en la cocina (y) a hacer de comer. La cuidé de mi hermano el más chico porque 
se ¿miró? muy mala y allá, en México, la costumbre de allá, cuando una mujer da a luz, 
allá uno sí se cuida, 15 o 40 días en reposo y comiendo pollo y chocolate o avena.  

Y a los 18 años me casé. Después tuve a mi primer hijo, Uriel. Mi esposo estuvo 
un año conmigo de casados y después se vino para acá a ver que lo ¿socorría? Dios, 
porque éramos muy pobres. Teníamos sólo un cuarto y después me hizo una cocina. Y 
yo estaba en México con mis papás (padres). Y luego él regresó a los 3 años. Fue 
cuando conoció a nuestro primer hijo. Después yo me vine para acá. Estuvimos 5 años 
en California. En el ’89 me vine ¿de mojada? sin papeles, con mi hijo Uriel. Pero, 
gracias a Dios no sufrimos en el camino.  

Yo sentía muy duro venirme y dejar a mis papás (padres). Yo nunca había salido 
tan lejos. Yo no me había separado de mis papás (padres). Fue muy duro para ellos y 
para mi mamá sufrió mucho. A los 15 días le escribí y fue mucho consuelo para ella 
saber de mí. Tenía mucha desesperación y cuando yo le escribí fue un gran consuelo 
saber de mí. Le escribí de(sde) Mexicali. Ahí duré una semana con una prima de mi 
esposo y después, como le digo, con el favor de Dios, nos hicimos llegar aquí. Fue un 
poco duro para mí. Me sentía muy rara, diferente. Sentía que oscurecía más pronto. 
Llegué en julio o en los primeros días de agosto. Hacía mucho calor. Llegamos con un 
matrimonio conocido por mi esposo. Ahí duramos como dos semanas y después 
rentamos una casa.  
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Y mi esposo anda en la ¿uva?. Fui a ayudarle unos días. Después salí 
embarazada de mi segundo hijo. Me puse muy mala. Tenía muchos ascos, no podía ni 



                                                                  

hacer de comer. Mi esposo bañaba al niño y le daba de comer para poder irse a 
trabajar. Duré como cuatro meses mala, con mucho frío. En el 1990 tuve al segundo 
hijo. Y me nació malito del corazón, con un soplo, pero yo lo tuve dos meses conmigo 
en la casa. Pero él era un niño normal, no era ¿...? Lo único que le notaba era...Tenían 
¿en ...? Yo lo cobijaba y ellos me lo descobijaban, los doctores. Yo lloraba mucho. Me 
sentía sola, muy triste. Sola yo y mi esposo y mi primer hijo, sin padres, toda mi familia 
en México. Ya, cuando murió, en el funeral hubo muy pocos amigos. Tenían (Teníamos) 
pocos conocidos, estábamos recién llegados. Yo hubiera querido llevármelo para 
sepultarlo en México, pero no pudimos. No teníamos dinero. Me cobraban 200 dólares 
para sacarlo sólo a la frontera y después de los gastos para allá y no podíamos hacer 
esos gastos. No teníamos. Lo sepultamos en Tulare. Ahí está mi segundo hijo. 

Y después tuve a Manuel. Y se me ponía muy malo. Tenía problemas para 
respirar y era el tiempo de calor y yo tenía mucho miedo de que se me muriera mi otro 
hijo. Y después volví a salir embarazada. De Manuel es de 1992. Y Dalia, pero ella no 
nació aquí. Me fui para México en 1995... 
 

I asked one parent-participant who was a bilingual to provide the following English translation.   
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(2) My name is Maria. I’m the daughter of David and Guadalupe. I was born in Mexico. 
When I was a little girl I went to school. I only went to the fourth grade because my 
family was poor. At a very young age I had to help my mother with chores. I had to wash 
clothes by hand and get the water out of the well and the last thing was to make the 
tortillas for the family. When my mother had the last child I had to help her with the 
cooking and the cleaning because of the tradition is to stay in bed for 15 to 40 days after 
you give birth to a child. When I turn 18 years old I got married. Me and my husband 
stay together for years. After that he come to United States for a better life because we 
didn’t have any money. He stay U.S.A. for 3 years. When he come back he met his son 
for the first time. My husband and I decide to come to U.S.A. It was hard because I didn’t 
have any kind of papers. When we cross the border to U.S.A. Thanks to god we didn’t 
have any problems. It was hard to live my parent in Mexico. I wrote a letter to my mother 
about 15 days after we left. She was so happy when she read the letter. We were living 
in California with a couple that my husband knew. We live there for 2 week. After that my 
husband found a house that was for rent. The weather was very hot because it was at 
the end of July. My husband was working in the fields cutting grapes. I tried to help him 
but I was so sick because I was pregnant. For 4 months I had the chills and I didn’t cook. 
My husband did all the cooking and the cleaning. In the year 1990 my second child was 
born. He looked like a very healthy child. For 2 month that I had him at home he was 
find. When I found out that he had a heart problem was when I took him for his shots at 
the hospital. The doctor said that he had the heart problem. I took my child home and I 
was very upset. From that day my son stayed in the hospital. The name of the town was 
Fresno California. My son died 2 months later. In the year of 1992 I had Manuel. He was 
born in Mexico. In 1995, I had Dalia. Then my last child, Jennifer, was born in 1998. I 
was living in Mexico when I had my children. Five years passed and my husband was 
trying to get passport for all of us. He came to Rome GA. We went to see my parents 
and my husbands' parents last year. We don’t know when we will be able to see them 
again. My parents are 65 years old. I have 4 brothers and 2 sisters. My husband's 
parents are 80 years old. God will give us the opportunity to see them alive again. 
Mexico is a very beautiful place to live when you got money. The weather is very nice. It 
not very hot or cold. My children are learning more and living a better life here. Well 
that’s what I think. I’m the mother of Manuel and Dalia. They go to school here. 



 

    
To corroborate the parent’s, I asked a native Spanish-speaking teacher to translate the story. 

(2) My name is Maria. I’m the daughter of David and Guadalupe. I was born in Mexico. 
When I was a little girl I went to school. I only went to the fourth grade because my 
family was poor.  

At a very young age I had to help my mother with chores. I had to wash clothes 
by hand and get the water out of the well and the last thing was to make the tortillas for 
the family. When my mother had the last child, I had to help her with the cooking and the 
cleaning, because the tradition is to stay in bed for 15 to 40 days after giving birth to a 
child.  

When I turned 18, I got married.  My husband and I stayed together for one year. 
After that he came to United States for a better life because we didn’t have any money. 
He stayed in the U.S. for three years. When he came back, he met his son for the first 
time. My husband and I decided to come to U.S. It was hard because I didn’t have any 
kind of papers. When we crossed the border, thank God, we didn’t have any problems.  

It was hard to leave my parents in Mexico. I wrote a letter to my mother about 15 
days after we left. She was so happy when she read the letter. We were living in 
California with a couple that my husband knew. We lived there for two weeks. After that, 
my husband found a house that was for rent.  

The weather was very hot because it was at the end of July. My husband was 
working in the fields cutting grapes. I tried to help him but I was so sick because I was 
pregnant. For four months, I had the chills and I didn’t cook. My husband did all the 
cooking and the cleaning. In the year 1990 my second child was born. He looked like a 
very healthy child. For two months I had him at home and he was fine. When I found out 
that he had a heart problem I took him for his shots at the hospital. The doctor said that 
he had a heart problem. I took my child home and I was very upset. From that day on my 
son stayed in the hospital. The name of the town was Fresno California. My son died 2 
months later.  

In the year 1992 I had Manuel. He was born in Mexico. In 1995, I had Dalia. 
Then my last child, Jennifer, was born in 1998. I was living in Mexico when I had my 
children. Five years passed and my husband was trying to get passports for all of us. He 
came to Rome GA. We went to see my parents and my husbands' parents last year. We 
don’t know when we will be able to see them again. My parents are 65 years old. I have 
four brothers and two sisters. My husband's parents are 80 years old. God will give us 
the opportunity to see them alive again.  

Mexico is a very beautiful place to live when you have money. The weather is 
very nice. It is not very hot or cold. But my children are learning more and living a better 
life here. Well that’s what I think. I’m the mother of Manuel and Dalia. They go to school 
here. 

 
The following story was written by a parent-participant. 

(3) En el año 1995 mi hija que ya estaba aqui en Dalton me hablo para decir me que se 
iba a casar, fue duro para mi proque era un momento especial para mi hija por lo que 
decidi irme aunque no tenia ningun documento para poder ir legal/ tome la decision de 
aventurarme, para entonces mi nieto que tenia escazos 10 años tambien se queria ir 
con su papa para estar con el. Mi hija me envoi dinero el cual utilize para pagar un 
“coyote” (persona que ayuda a cruzar el rio) llegamas a la frontera y pronto comenzo la 
aventura nos llevo a la orilla del rio y cruzamos con la ayuda de ellos despues de ahi 

NABE Journal of Research and Practice, 2:1 Winter 2004 
 
 
 

258



                                                                  

teniamos que caminar por el campo abierto segun ellos decian 15 o 20 mn. Pero en 
realidad fueron horas interminables, cansada y con sed mis rodillas se doblaban por 
varias veces cai, gracias a que iba a mi nieto y me ayudaba a levantarme segui 
adelante. Era un 25 de Nov. cuando llegue a Texas y de ahi fue mi hijo mayor por 
nosotors. 
El 9 de dic. Mi hija contrajo amtrimonio y yo puder estar con ella  ….. (illegible)… de un 
obtener mi residencia porque mi hijo mayor es cuidadano. Ahora puedo ir y venir 
cuando yo quierro. Recuerdo algo muy gracioso, “cuando ibamos a pasar el rio mos 
agarró migracion, yo le dije a uno de ellos dejanas pasar que tw questa el dijo vengan 
manana, porque no estare aqui y asi fue! 

 
The following is the edited Spanish versión. 
 

(3) En 1995 mi hija estaba en Dalton. Me habló para decirme que se iba a casar. Fue 
duro para mí porque era un momento especial para mi hija, por lo que decidí venirme, 
aunque no tenía ningún documento para poder venir legalmente. Tomé la decisión de 
aventurarme.  

Para entonces, mi nieto, que tenía escasos 10 años, también se quería venir  
con su papá, para estar con él. Mi hija me envió dinero que utilicé para pagar un 
“coyote” (persona que ayuda a cruzar el río). Llegamos a la frontera y pronto comenzó 
la aventura. Nos llevó a la orilla del río y cruzamos con su ayuda. Luego teníamos que 
caminar a campo traviesa unos 15 o 20 minutos, según ellos, pero en realidad fueron 
horas interminables. Cansada y con sed, mis rodillas se doblaban y me caí varias 
veces. Gracias a que mi nieto estaba conmigo y me ayudaba a levantamer, seguí 
adelante. 

Era un 25 de noviembre cuando llegué a Texas y de ahí fue mi hijo mayor por 
nosotros. El 9 de diciembre mi hija contrajo matrimonio y yo pude estar con 
ella...(ilegible)...de un obtener la residencia, porque mi hijo mayor es ciudadano. Ahora 
puedo ir y venir cuando yo quiero. 

Recuerdo algo muy gracioso. Cuando íbamos a cruzar el río, nos agarró 
migración. Yo le dije a uno de ellos, “Déjanos pasar ¿Qué te cuesta?”. Él dijo, “Vengan 
mañana porque no estaré aquí”. ¡Y así fue! 

 
The English translation follows.  

(3) In 1995, my daughter, who was in Dalton already, called me to tell me that she was 
getting married. It was very hard for me since it was a very special moment for my 
daughter. so I decided to go even though I didn’t have any legal documents to enter the 
country. I took the decision of going to an adventure. At that time my grandson, who was 
10 years old, also wanted to go to be with his father. My daughter sent me money which 
I used to pay a “coyote” (person who helps to cross the river). We arrived to the border 
and our adventure began. We went to the bank of the river and crossed it with their help. 
Then, we had to walk on open prairie. They said it would be 10 or 20 minutes. Actually, 
they were endless hours. I was tired and thirsty.  My knees gave out;  I fell down several 
times. It was good that my grandson was with me. He helped me to get up and go on. It 
was on November 25 when I arrived in  Texas. My oldest son picked us up. On 
December 9, my daughter got married and I could be there for her. A year later, I got my 
residency because my oldest son is an American citizen. Now I can come and go 
whenever I want. I remember something funny; when we were going to cross the river 
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immigration officers stopped us. I told one of them “Let us go, you can do it.”  He said, 
“Come tomorrow. I won’t be here.”  And he was right! 

    
 
Children's Personal Narratives 

Two teachers were assigned to work with the children. In the beginning, the children 
were either given a book to read or the teachers read to them. Because our sessions were held 
in the media center, the children had access to books and they chose whatever book they cared 
to read at any given session. Bilingual books were also made available to the children.   

Then we asked the children to write. From the older children, there was a lot of 
hesitation to write; many were unsure of what to write or if they could write at all. One student 
completely refused to write. The younger children drew their stories. One pre-K boy about five 
years old did not talk to anyone but his female cousin who, I suspect, was also five years old.  In 
his drawings, I saw curved lines and asked him what they meant. That prompt was enough to 
bring a seemingly non-verbal little boy to a highly animated and very expressive expert. He was 
so excited that he dribbled, skipped sounds, dropped word endings in English, and made his 
speech more complex by adding Spanish words into the mix. His story was about a monster 
that would come to his house. He was afraid and he hid from him. 

Although the children did not produce much without prodding, three students' personal 
narratives stood out. They wrote about their parents' life stories. I reproduced them here exactly 
as they were written.  

(1)     Life in Mexico by Jose Lopez 
My mom's life was difficult in Mexico because my grandmother had to go to America to 
work and because familys problems. At the age of 8 my had to say goodbye to my 
grandmother because she was living to America to work for the family. My grandmother 
took my uncle. He was 23 years old he was the older one. They went June 12 at 2:03 
p.m. and they arrive at 6:42 of the morning at June 13 and they stay for 3 months. They 
came back on August 23 at 5:17. They have money to pay the bills and the house. At 
the age of 18 one of my other uncles died because of drugs. At the age of 21 my mom 
marry my dad. My mom went to America with my dad at the age of 22. They move to 
different places. They dint know where they live. I was born in 1990 in September 25 in 
Callifornia. At the age of 27 my sister was born and at the age of 29 my sister was born 
in 1991 and my baby brother was born in Chicago 2000 June 10. And that is my mom's 
story. 
 
(2)     My Story by Juanita Reyes 
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Well I'm writting this story to tell you about my family. First of all I want to tell you 
something about my  mom. You don't know how much she suffered in Mexico. Well let 
me tell you, when my mom was 10 years old she had to work very hard. Her job was to 
get up in the mornings and go around selling stuff. Like sweaters, food, candy and all 
sorts of stuff to sell so she could have money. Because back then my mom and her 
family didn't have a lot of money. They would do anything to survive so they would do all 
sorts of jobs. And while my mom grew bigger she had a little farm with lots of animals. 
She would have to sell the animals to other people. When she started to get money she 
started saving it so she could come to the United States. But she couldn't because when 
she was 18 years old she was getting married. So then after a couple of years she finally 
came to the U.S with my dad. It was kind of hard for her and my dad to get here because 
they did not have any papers. And it was also hard for them to come to the U.S. because 



                                                                  

they did not know English. But they survived and they made it here. Did I tell you that 
when they got here they did not had nowhere to sleep at? Because they did not have 
any family members in the U.S. But this stranger offered them to sleep at his house. My 
parents didn't know if they should accept or not but they did. Because they dint nowhere 
to else to go so they had to live with a strange man they dint even know. But after a long 
while they finally had a job, it dint pay that much. But my parents thought it was a start 
and they finally afford to by an apartment to live in. So their jobs were well my dad was a 
gardener and my mom was an employee. So these were my parents first jobs at Rome, 
Georgia. Right after two years they found better jobs. Also these jobs are well paid by 
they had to work 7 days a week. This is how my mom and my dad got here to the U.S.A. 
But I really cant write more because it makes me want to cry. Well I hope you liked this 
story I wrote with my parents good help. I hope you all enjoy reading this story. 
 
(3)  Hello my name is Rosalia Cornejo. I write this story for my mother. I will tell how 
much she went threw. It started out when she was little about 6 years old. She already 
had to help her mother do chores around the house and help in the field. Every morning 
she had to get up at 4 in the morning to help out in the field and take the cows to the 
other side of the fields. She had to do a lot walking back. After that she had to do chores 
and help her mom cook. She had older sisters they helped too. The boys my mom 
brothers had to do farming work. Of course my grandfather made the girls help too. They 
just didn't do girls work. They also did boys work too. They did go to school but not every 
day because sometimes my grandfather need help out in the fields and farming. 
Sometimes they didn't go to school in a week or two weeks or about a month. Another 
reason is because the didn't have money to buy the school books and supplies they 
need. Sometimes they even didn't have shoes to wear or clothes. My grandparents 
bought their clothes whenever they really need clothes. They bought the most important 
things if they went shopping you see then only buying went they need not then they'll be 
wasting. All the girls sewed. My grandmother made all the girls sew. Then my brothers 
sell. My grandmother helped everyone if they were in trouble.  My mother had lots of 
troubles but since the years past she got use to it. My mother was 12 years old now she 
had to quit school in third grade to help her parents work and have some food and 
money. Sometimes she had to go out and wash other people's clothes and do their 
chores just to get money.  

 
 Common to three children’s stories were the poverty, vulnerability, and struggle 
experienced by their parents. Interesting was the reference of the children to several traditional 
values: hard work, thrift, perseverance, charity, and courage. 
 
 Filmstrip Production of Children’s Stories 

 The first three sessions did not produce much writing from the children. The teachers 
and I assessed the situation, reflected, and decided that a better writing activity and prompt 
must be used. A different strategy was devised and tried the following session. To engage the 
children to write, read, and promote their creativity, I told them that they were going to produce 
movies about themselves and they were to present these to other children in the school. I 
introduced the idea of filmmaking.  Igoa (1995) in her book, The Inner World of Immigrants 
wrote about the process of drawing and illustrating as a medium of communication and self-
expression. Struck by an inspiration, she allowed Dennis, a small, serious, visibly frightened 12-
year-old boy from the Hunan Province of Mainland China, to break his silence. She wrote, “If he 
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could make a filmstrip illustrating the story and read it onto a cassette tape, then he could see 
his illustrations on a screen and we could hear his voice… I knew he was expressing more than 
just a story about a gingerbread. It revealed to me much more than his command of grammar 
and syntax. There was hope in the story, and he was opening up to the world – coming out of 
his isolation into a world perceived as friendly” (pp. 23-25). 
 

To model the filmstrip story activity that Igoa (1995) described, the teachers informed the 
children they should watch while they wrote their stories and illustrated them. The students 
agreed. Then the teachers, parents, and I distributed papers, pencils, laminating film, and 
overhead markers of varied colors. Ten frames of 8 1/2 by 11 were drawn on 4 feet of 
laminating filmstrip. This laminating film was unlike Igoa’s rolls of exposed films. 

 
I began my instructions describing what to do and the bilingual liaison translated the 

instructions: “You can write a story about yourselves and draw your stories. Pueden escribir una 
historia sobre ustedes y dibujar sus historias. You can either draw first and write next or vice 
versa. Pueden dibujar primero y escribir después o vice versa.”  I explained, the picture should 
be drawn inside the frame and they had to write a story line for each frame. Modeling the 
activity, the teachers drew and created storyboards. The completed teachers’ work samples 
were displayed on three tables, and the children were then invited to look at the samples. Some 
children rushed to the tables, while the older children hesitantly ambled to one table and then to 
another. Later, the teachers coaxed them to go back to their seats. 

  
After everyone got quiet at their tables, I announced that we were going to watch a 

movie about their teacher. I chose Mr. Price’s storyboard. I lay the film on the glass plate of an 
old overhead projector; then, I started with the first frame, straightened it perfectly to fit the plate, 
and quickly, I flicked the switch on. Carefully, I advanced the filmstrip one frame at a time. Voila! 
Lights, camera, action—a movie with a teacher they knew as the star! (See Appendix A) 

 
The filmstrip show generated heightened interest and the children got very excited. As I 

got closer to the last frame of the filmstrip, they jostled each other closer to the materials at the 
center of the tables. With great anticipation, they waited for the teacher’s signal to get started in 
making their own movie.  

 
One teacher firmly reminded the children that they had to practice on paper before they 

wrote and drew on the laminating film. Then she said the magic word, start! And, everybody got 
busy! The children appeared really focused, like something clicked into place and they knew the 
path they were taking. With their little bodies crouched on their tables and little hands gripped 
around the markers, the children made one stroke and then another, then another and then 
more. Their inner voices surfaced.  

 
The children pretended they were filmmakers. In each frame they drew and then wrote a 

script under their drawing. The children who were very tentative at first and who repeatedly 
claimed they couldn not write their stories, excitedly looked at the film and with glee started to 
draw continuously frame after frame. Much conversation ensued as children walked from table 
to table to see what the other children were drawing. Spanish was spoken by many. Three of 
the youngest children spoke English. It was interesting to note that the children's approach to 
the task varied. Many drew first then wrote the text. One wrote the text in each frame and then 
drew to match the text. Children interrupted their parents to ask help in spelling. They also 
asked parents and teachers for help with vocabulary. It was fascinating to watch parents, who 
were not very conversant in English, help their children with their English stories. Themes that 
the children developed were life in Mexico, their families, first day of school, and so on.  
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The filmstrip stories showed how language and images flowed out of children’s 
invention. While some wrote in English, showing pride in their ability to write in it, others wrote in 
English and Spanish, possibly exploring the complementary roles of the two languages in their 
present lives. (See Appendix B.)  

 
The next step was for the children to read their stories on an audiocassette recorder and 

choose the background music. Teachers brought CD music and so did the children. After all the 
equipment was set up and the music chosen, each child stepped into a small room in the media 
center to read his or her story on a tape recorder that Miss Skeen operated. Evidently, this was 
fun because every child who emerged out of the room had a big smile on his or her face.  

 
Four meetings later, the children were ready for their big day. The tables and chairs in 

the media center were rearranged. In the middle of the room was an overhead projector. Three 
feet in front of the projector was a large screen. To one side, was a table of cinnamon rolls, 
soda pop bottles, five tall towers of plastic cups, and stacks of napkins. Then, the room got filled 
with three classes of 1st, 3rd, 5th graders, and their teachers. Some sat on the chairs while 
others sat on the mat. Then, the start cue was given. Everybody became quiet. A name was 
called. With his head bowed, a 10-year-old boy slowly walked towards the overhead projector. 
Then, Miss Minshew assisted the boy in advancing the frame on the projector. She made sure 
that the picture in the frame matched the sentence(s) on the audiocassette. It was over and 
everybody clapped. The filmmaker beamed and rushed back to his chair. Then another child 
was called. The teacher assisted him in the same way.  Every filmmaker had his or her proud 
moment. Indeed, it was a day of celebration; it was the day we validated the students and their 
stories. It was the day of proud storytellers and filmmakers. It was also the day the parents were 
proud participants of a school celebration. 

 

Reflections 
 
Teacher-Participants’ Reflections 

All the teachers who participated were particularly happy with the results. The following 
quotes were gleaned from teachers' reflections on the project. 

This was a very rewarding project. I was glad to be a participant. It was very 
interesting to hear the stories of the Hispanic people. As a native of this city, I have 
always wanted to know how they made it here to Rome, GA. I have always thought of 
Rome as a small little town that many people did not know was here. Hearing their 
stories has given me a little insight about their situations. I hope hearing my story will 
give them an insight on what it was like for me growing up here in Floyd County. I hope 
by hearing their stories, the people here in Floyd County, will welcome these families 
into our community. (3-19-02) 
 

Everyone was quiet and filled with excitement as each story was read. The 
students felt pride as they read and wrote their stories. They wanted their drawings just 
right. One child wrote her story in both English and Spanish. When the students were 
asked to reflect and tell what they enjoyed most about the project they were silent, no 
response. If asked, “Did you like working on this project?” heads shook yes and a big 
smile spread across each child’s face. (4-1-02) 
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 As a teacher I enjoyed doing this project for it enabled me to see a little bit of 
each child’s personality I had never seen before. It was exciting to see them turned on to 
writing, a subject they normally would sit and not produce. (4-13-02) 

 
Teacher Educator's Observation and Reflections: Lessons Learned 

 Having worked with all the participants in this project, I offer insider’s insights. 
Additionally, I offer unbiased observations, as I had also intentionally distanced myself from the 
project on several occasions.  
 

1
 

. Teachers and parents must be equally committed to the success of the project. 

2. Classroom teachers must take the lead role in projects like this because the children 
know them and their parents respect them. 

 
3.  Working out a schedule that was convenient to both parents and teachers was the 

most difficult hurdle. A common time when both parents and teachers could attend was 
the most challenging to establish. For instance, after school hours were not convenient 
for teachers who had family responsibilities and during school hours was not feasible to 
many parents who worked several shifts. Teachers must be more willing to 
accommodate parents’ schedules because parents work for wages under heavy 
exploitative conditions. 

 
4. Schools must solicit companies, which employ their parents, to adopt their school. In 

this way, these companies become education partners; consequently, they will be more 
inclined to allow parents to attend school meetings without penalizing them.  

 
5. Attendance from one week to the next was unreliable because parents changed work 

shifts. 
 

6. Be flexible to allow parents to continue their projects at home, particularly when they will 
miss the school sessions. 

 
7. Literacy activities can result in meaningful interaction and productive work if they are 

fun, creative, and purposeful (with an audience in mind).  
 

8. Cooperative initiatives of teachers must be encouraged through tangible rewards. 
Delgado-Gaitan (1999) argued that “Neither schools nor the school districts as a whole 
view parent involvement as a priority because they have no real incentives to involve 
parents… School personnel must view the effort as cost effective and fund parent 
education as well as teacher-parent activities” (p.32). 

 
9. The support of the principal was critical because he allowed the teachers to get 

substitutes to teach their classes while they participated, and for the entire duration of 
each session, we had the exclusive use of the Media Center. 

 
10. Schools should be more proactive in their establishing connections with their students’ 

homes. Different ways of bringing parents to schools or bringing schools to the homes 
must be explored. Innovative and creative initiatives must be tried. Schools must 
acknowledge that there can no longer be one standard to judge parent participation in 
schools against. From my conversations with language minority parents, I gathered that 
parents help teachers when they make sure their children attend school, make sure 
they do not join gangs, make sure they do their assignments, make sure older children 
help their younger siblings in their assignments because they, themselves, cannot.  
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Conclusion and Implications 

 
 The Mi Escuela es Su Escuela  project built a bridge between two worlds: the world of 

the school and society and the world of the language-minority homes.  
 
Parents and children, whose voices would have otherwise remained silenced and 

ignored, took the opportunity to educate others of their worlds and of their humanity. Through 
the power of narrative, specifically through their life histories and filmstrip stories, they hope to 
bring an awareness of their presence to the local community: who they are, why they left their 
country, and what they gave up in order  to get into the U.S. Their stories will hopefully change 
prevailing cultural narratives and attitudes. 

 
Similarly, teachers who would have otherwise remained skeptical of parents’ interest in 

their children’s education, agreed to put aside their biases, related to parents as equal partners 
in education, engaged parents and children in bilingual reading and writing activities, and 
modeled writing life histories. Obviously, they became informed and critically aware of personal, 
socio-political, cultural, and economic implications of teaching and learning from culturally and 
linguistic diverse students and their families as they reflected and responded to developments in 
each session. Satisfaction in what they accomplished generated great interest among the 
teacher-participants that they started conversation about expanding this project to involve 
Rome’s non-minority parents and their children. Being able to work together in a friendly setting 
and learn from each other's life stories may possibly bring the local residents and the language 
minority groups closer. 

 
This bookmaking of personal narratives project shows much promise as a catalyst for 

parents and teachers to know each other and be comfortable around each other. The 
delineation of the processes involved in setting up and implementing the project invites others to 
replicate it. Mi Escuela es Su Escuela resulted in many benefits for all participants as evidenced 
in the number of literacy artifacts produced and in the relationships that were formed. They 
serve as a testimony to the value of transformative education: teachers, students, and parents 
as invested and equal partners. The project shows that home and school partnerships do not 
happen by chance; they require cross-cultural awareness, sensitivity, determination, ingenuity, 
and creativity. Therefore, opportunities to participate in these collaborations must be formalized 
in teacher education programs. Several pedagogical implications and practical ideas may be 
derived from the experiences of conducting Mi Escuela or similar home-school literacy 
partnership initiatives: 

 
1. Teachers will have a tool to empower themselves, and it will help parents and children in 

their English language development. 
 
2. It is a means of validating the value of the first language in facilitating literacy 

development in English. 
 

3. Parents may be assured of their important role in their child’s education regardless of 
their lack of proficiency in English. 

 
4. Isolation and marginalization of parents and children from diverse backgrounds may be 

alleviated. 
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5. A booklet on successful strategies on how to work with parents from diverse 
backgrounds may be published for distribution to schools. 



 

 
6. A productive relationship among teachers, minority parents and students helps develop 

positive community relations. 
 

7. Teacher, student, and parent-created books may be made available to the public (with 
authors’ permission in local school libraries, area library, etc.); these books may be 
professionally published by a Web-based company which offers low rates to novice 
writers. 
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Abstract 
 

Latino community-based organizations (CBOs) represent a natural, yet 
largely untapped, source of leadership and opportunities to encourage 
and strengthen Latino parental involvement in American schools. The 
authors challenge the assumption that Latino parents' lower levels of 
formal parental involvement indicate a lack of interest in their children's 
education and argue that traditional methods of involving parents in their 
children's education are not always effective. Their preliminary findings 
indicate that parental policy changes and practices are needed to 
promote genuine collaboration between Latino parents and the schools 
that their children attend rather than imposing agendas for an 
"appropriate" one-size-fits-all involvement.  

 
Strengthening Latino Parental Involvement: 

Forming Community-Based Organizations/ School Partnerships 
 

Research shows that Latinos in the U.S. face significant challenges. Not only are Latinos 
the fastest growing segment of the U.S. population, but they also have the distinction of being 
the most undereducated ethnic group with the highest dropout rate. In the past three decades, 
approximately 30 % of the Latino population ages 16 to 24 have dropped out of school. As of 
2000, the dropout rate was 28% (cf. Carger, 1997; Chavkin, 1993; Gibson, 2002; Inger, 1992; 
McKissack, 1999; National Center for Education Statistics, 2003; Scribner, 1999). While it is true 
that the educational attainment and academic achievement of Latino students has improved 
during the past decades, it has not been enough, given America's commitment to reduce and 
eventually eliminate the persistent gap in academic achievement between minority and 
disadvantaged students and their white counterparts.  

While recognizing that there is no issue of greater importance to the Latino community of 
the U.S. than the successful education of its children (cf. Gonzalez, 2002), we argue in this 
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paper that an innovative way to strengthen Latino parental involvement in American schools is 
to develop community-based organizations (CBOs)/ school partnerships. Perceiving the Latino 
community as an invigorating force rather than a problem, we discuss the urgent need for 
American educational institutions to develop new outreach strategies.  

The CBO/school partnership model builds upon the growing body of research about 
parental involvement, which has found that when parents are involved in the education of their 
children, they do better in school (cf. Ascher, 1988; Baker & Soden, 1998; Chavkin, 1993; 
Chavkin & Gonzalez, 1995; Epstein, 1996; Floyd, 1998; Hein, 2003; Petersen, 1989; Ramirez, 
2003; & Sampson, 2003).  

Since expanded parental choices is one of the four pillars of the No Child Left Behind 
Act of 2001 (NCLB), the CBO/school partnership model provides school districts with alternative 
options to develop, strengthen, and sustain partnerships among parents, schools, and 
communities.   

In this paper we suggest that, given the CBOs' grassroots membership and 
neighborhood focus, they are in a pivotal position to serve as cultural brokers between Latino 
families and the schools. Drawing on their familiarity with the communities they serve, their 
knowledge of the factors that may promote or prevent the high academic achievement of Latino 
students and on their links to community resources, these CBOs provide local families with 
basic supports that often affect a student's ability to learn and succeed (e.g., nutrition, health 
care, housing, after school activities, language instruction, and transportation). We contend that 
the development of effective partnerships between Latino CBOs and local schools, or the 
strengthening of existing ones, in the long run, can promote academic achievement. 

 
Community Based Organizations 

 

CBOs are private, non-profit grassroots organizations located in and representative of a 
significant segment of a community. This umbrella term includes a wide range of organizations 
of various sizes addressing the social, cultural, health, or humanitarian needs of a particular 
community by providing their clients with an array of specialized or general services.   

Public schools that establish partnerships with Latino CBOs can share the vitality of a 
community and tap into an existing structure that allows free exchange of ideas. Forming Latino 
CBO/school partnerships is not a new idea. During the past decade, several authors including 
de la Rosa and Maw (1990), Delgado-Gaitán (1990, 1991), Adger (2000), and Henderson and 
Mapp (2002) have shown that existing partnerships between CBOs and schools serving 
culturally and linguistically diverse students play a critical role in supplementing, not replacing, 
the work done by Parent Teacher Associations (PTAs). CBOs can assist parents —particularly 
recent immigrants or families with different cultural backgrounds from those traditionally served 
by U.S. schools—to learn how the American school system works and what are the similarities 
and differences between the U.S. school system and those from their countries of origins. For 
example in the U.S., the school year averages 180 days, while in other nations the school year 
can last up to 240 days. Students are also often in school more hours per day than American 
students.  
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Analyzing data on school/community partnerships collected by the Center for Research 
on Education, Diversity & Excellence (CREDE), Adger (2000) concludes that three types of 
CBOs often partner with schools to support language minority students. These are: (1) ethnic 
organizations, (2) CBOs whose only function is a school partnership, and (3) multi-purpose 



service organizations. The CBOs examined in this paper fall into the first and third categories 
described by Adger (2000).   

Latino CBOs are the life-blood of Latino communities whose members value family 
loyalty and share a sense of community. Usually located in the heart of a barrio, these CBOs 
represent Latinos in many of the same ways that national church-affiliated organizations, 
historic college fraternities/sororities, or national service associations, such as Kiwanis and Elks, 
represent members of other ethnic groups. Latino CBOs vary by size, budgets, and structure. 
The majority are formally incorporated and have been granted a tax-exempt status by the 
Internal Revenue Service. Although many CBOs operate on a shoestring budget, they provide 
educational, legal, and/or social services to populations in need.   

As an example of such Latino CBOs currently engaged in strengthening Latino parental 
involvement in American schools, we present four multipurpose organizations founded and 
developed by Latinos for Latinos. They are Chicago's Latino Youth Incorporated, Washington, 
D.C.'s Calvary Bilingual Multicultural Learning Center (CBMLC), Dallas' Dallas Concilio of Latino 
Service Organizations, and Denver's Padres Unidos. These four CBOs will be analyzed and 
discussed below (see pp. 11). 

 

Involving Latino Parents 
 

Parental involvement in the school system is defined, both by the federal government 
and by private organizations, as the participation of parents in a regular, two-way, and 
meaningful communication with school officials about academic learning and other school 
activities. Inspired by Epstein's et al. (2001, 2002) research on parental involvement the 
National Council of La Raza's Armandina Garza has identified six different types of Latino 
parent engagement opportunities that CBOs and schools can foster (see Figure 1). The quest 
for effective Latino parental involvement is not easily accomplished without first understanding 
the complexity of that involvement, as well as by identifying barriers to it. In this connection, we 
draw attention to the work of the National Council of La Raza in strengthening Latino education 
in the U.S. 
 
Figure 1 
Types of (Latino) Parent-involvement Roles 

Parent as Leader 
(Shows Leadership and Advocacy Skills) 

Shared power between school and 
parent 

Parent as Collaborator  
(Participates in school-wide decision-making) 

School sets parent engagement policy and agenda 

Parent as Teacher 
(Academic Partner, Supports Learning) 
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Parent as Volunteer 

(Serves school as needed) 

 
 
 
 

 
 
8 Armandina Garza, National Council of La Raza (NCLR, 2002) 
 
 

Since research has identified a strong link between parent involvement and academic 
achievement, it is important that schools look for non-traditional ways to engage Latino parents 
who may appear reluctant to get formally involved. This is not an easy task. As Gibson (2002) 
has pointed out:  

… educators frequently identify Latino students and their families as “the 
problem,” unaware that their own lack of preparedness in working with culturally 
and linguistically diverse populations is itself a major obstacle and one that needs 
urgent and sustained attention (p. 244).  

However, as Tinker (2002) points out 
The reality is that parent involvement must be a collaborative effort. Teachers 
and administrators need to view parents as integral partners in the academic 
achievement and well being of their students and seek to create an environment 

here parent participation is welcomed and utilized (p. ).   w 
As researchers from the Intercultural Center for Research in Education (INCRE) (1988) 

have indicated, most efforts over the past 15 years by the school system to involve Spanish-
speaking parents have been unsuccessful. According to INCRE researchers (1998), activities to 
promote parental involvement usually do not address the needs of Latino parents and even 
sometimes alienate them, especially those low-income parents and immigrant parents who have 
not yet mastered English skills. The CBOs mentioned in this paper are endeavoring to close this 
void.   

The lack of formal Latino parent involvement in their children's schools, as Salinas Sosa 
(1997) notes, may be due to a number of sociocultural and economic factors all of which are not 
necessarily present at any given moment. For example, this lack of parental involvement may 
be due either to a dissonance between the beliefs and expectations of Latino parents and those 
of the school administrators and PTA authorities, to the parents' fear of intimidation of schools 
where their culture and language are imperfectly understood, or to family illiteracy. Logistical 
problems (e.g., childcare concerns, financial resources, safety, time, and transportation) and 
attitudinal difficulties (e.g., communication problems, and anxiety about the ways in which they 
are being perceived by teachers and administrators) may also deter their visits to school.  

Contrary to the expectations of the American educational authorities, in some Latin 
American countries parental advocacy, as practiced in the U.S., is not only discouraged but also 
considered disrespectful. As a result, it is not surprising to find that Latino parents who were not 
educated in the U.S. often continue to believe that it is the school's job to educate children with 

 

Parent as Supporter 
(Attends cultural and athletic events) 

Parent as Parent 
(Parenting skills/Social-emotional support) 



minimal family interference, while the family's job is to nurture students with minimal school 
interference. Teachers need to develop a greater understanding of these cultural expectations 
in order to develop effective strategies encouraging both sides to connect and engage. For 
example, an understanding of the Latino emphasis on personal styles of interaction and of 
parents' expectations could reduce Latino discomfort with the sort of classroom competition 
customary in American classrooms as well as the task-oriented style characteristic of many of 
its mainstream teachers.  

The development of a solid partnership between America's public schools and Latino 
CBOs will help to produce deep changes in the relationships between educators and Latino 
parents. Encouraging Latino parents to get involved in school activities and to become accepted 
educational leaders and partners in the transformation of American schools will necessitate an 
investment in time, energy, and resources. It also requires an understanding of the complexities 
both of the school systems and of the various Latino subcultures (e.g., Cubans, Mexicans, 
Puerto Ricans, and Central or South Americans) by all participants. Restructuring schools to 
ensure that no child is left behind would mean more than mandating standardized testing and 
would necessitate new facilities and improved technology. It would challenge the educational 
stakeholders to address the human dimensions of school culture. This human dimension 
includes not only the school's own unwritten rules, traditions, norms, and expectations, but also 
the assumptions and cultural backgrounds of the students and parents, especially since a 
majority of the students will be born of parents from other than European backgrounds, 
especially Latino.   

It is important to point out that the barriers to parental involvement will vary according to 
the community setting (i.e., rural, urban, or suburban), the length of residency in the U.S. (i.e., 
U.S. -born, first generation, or immigrant), and the degree of demographic compatibility between 
families and schools (i.e., socioeconomic status and ethnicity). A sharp distinction needs to be 
made between U.S.-born Latinos and immigrant Latinos as well as between those Latinos living 
in different parts of the U.S., such as California, Texas, Miami, Chicago, and New York, in urban 
or rural areas, and migrant and settled workers. Involving U.S.-born Latino parents may turn out 
to be an even greater challenge when it involves parents who feel that the U.S. educational 
system has failed them or has discriminated against them. In contrast to the disenfranchised 
Latino parents who have lost faith in the American educational system, many recently 
immigrated Latinos who have come to the U.S. in search of greater educational opportunities for 
their children often have a naive faith in the U.S. school system. They may believe that the 
opportunities that exist within the system are not only a certainty for their children, but also that 
they promise early financial and social success. In contrast, middle-class, white families who 
have already experienced success in the American educational system are at an advantage 
since they are more familiar with U.S. cultural assumptions and often possess social and 
cultural capital that allows them to build easier relationships with teachers who, in turn, 
represent their own culture to them with more ease and trust (Henderson, 2001; Henderson & 
Raimondo, 2001).  

One strategy to improve the overall educational achievement of Latino children is by 
promoting the more active involvement of their parents or guardians in the American public 
school system. Currently, many of these children do not benefit from their parents' formal 
engagement. At the same time, over the past decades, many Latino CBOs have successfully 
built bridges between the U.S. school system and the Latino community and have provided 
these families with a web of formal and informal connections and supports essential for the 
improvement of instructional practices (Adger, 2000). Our study is part of an extensive research 
program designed to learn the effectiveness of these alternative ways to strengthen Latino 
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parental involvement in U.S. schools by forming CBO/school partnerships.  
 

Research Questions 
 

O ur research questions about the mediating role that CBOs can play are: 

1. What role can Latino CBOs play in strengthening Latino parental involvement in American 
schools? 

2.  How can Latino CBOs enable disenfranchised Latino parents to increase their involvement 
in mainstream educational systems?  

We are particularly interested in learning how Latino children and families react to the 
American educational system specifically with respect to individual and family aspirations, self-
confidence, family involvement in the educational process, and in the various methods of 
information sharing as well as other procedures that facilitate the development of partnerships 
between schools, families, and communities. 

 
Methodology 

 
Research Design 

In this study we analyzed case studies of Latino community-based organizations that 
have successfully worked with American public schools to involve families.  

We collected descriptive data on four CBOs located in different geographical regions 
that promote and foster family, school, and community partnerships and which we believe, 
based on an examination of an extensive number of CBO profiles with similar goals and 
purposes, constitute a representative sample. Each one of these CBOs was analyzed in six 
areas that we felt increased the probability of involving Latino families in their children’s 
education as a key element for increasing academic achievement. These areas were: (1) strong 
family involvement, (2) multiple levels of family involvement, (3) needs-based assessment of 
students, (4) cultural representation, bicultural/bilingual staff, and community experts, (5) 
community-based multiservice organizations, and (6) established relationship or partnership 
with local schools. 

 

Participant Case Study Profiles 
 

Latino Youth Incorporated; Chicago, IL  

Located in the heart of one of Chicago’s poorest communities, Latino Youth, Inc. is a 
comprehensive youth-service organization which has provided quality educational, child welfare, 
and social services for more than two decades to approximately 2,000 children and their 
families living in the Pilsen, Little Village, and South Lawndale barrios of Chicago's south west 
side. Concerned leaders and residents in search of solutions to the increasing problems of high 
school dropouts, drug abuse, and delinquency established Latino Youth, Inc. in 1974. In its 
strategic plan, Latino Youth identifies its mission as:  

... To create opportunities for youth that will enable them to become active-
reflective participants who will work toward improving the general condition of 
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their community. … to create  a climate characterized by high expectations, 
academic excellence, mutual respect for residents of Pilsen/ Little Village and 
South Lawndale, and opportunities for youth, ages 6-24, that will enable them to 
become productive individuals who work towards achieving positive goals to 

prove their lives, future and community. (Latino Youth, n.d.). im 
Today Latino Youth offers numerous community programs and wrap-around services 

designed to help address the many problems which exist in the area. The wrap-around 
approach (also called holistic, strengths based or individualized), is a model of service that 
develops plans focusing on the individual strengths and needs of all family members. 
Wraparound services are community-based, family-focused, and culturally competent. For 
example, Latino Youth's most long-lived innovative program is an Alternative High School that 
offers youth who have dropped out of Chicago schools a second chance to obtain a high school 
diploma. Other community programs include an on-site child care center, a Latino 
youth/parent/child center, family and group counseling, mentoring services, youth leadership 
development, an independent study program with the option to obtain a GED, a 24-hour crisis 
intervention center, emergency housing for runaway youth, drug/alcohol/gang prevention, a 
college and career development department, job development, and internship opportunities.   

Its family involvement efforts and programs target both adult and teenage parents. 
Through leadership and support of other teenage parents, young mothers learn about child 
development and parenting strategies, along with the importance of leading a healthy lifestyle 
as a means to ensure the emotional and physical well-being of themselves and their children.   

Through its Family Integration program at six elementary schools, Latino Youth's staff 
conduct a 29 week program aimed at teaching parental skills, helping parents of school-age 
children build and strengthen their relationships with school staff, and providing them with 
opportunities to address a wide range of educational issues. The success and popularity of this 
program is exemplified by its continued demand both by area schools and parents.  

 
Calvary Bilingual Multicultural Learning Center; Washington, DC 

Established in 1986, Washington, DC's Calvary Bilingual Multicultural Learning Center 
(CBMLC) currently serves more than 600 low-income Latino, African-American, and multiethnic 
children, youth, and families who reside in the Columbia Heights, Shaw, Mt. Pleasant, Petworth 
and Adams Morgan neighborhoods of the nation's capital. CBMLC’s mission is to create a 
community of learning for children, youth, families, and staff. Over the years of existence, 
CBMLC’s salary has grown both programmatically and physically from a childcare center for 15 
children in 1986, to a nationally accredited full-service education and family support entity that 
meets the needs of its program participants, their families, and community members through its 
various programs and activities.   
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Serving families of different races, cultures, and languages, CBMLC offers a wide variety 
of programs and services that families of different backgrounds bring to their learning center. 
These include infant/toddler care (i.e., ages three months to two years); a full-day, year-round 
bilingual pre-school (i.e., ages two to five); school-age/youth development enrichment activities 
(e.g., after school and academic support);  a network of support for first-time parents; family 
literacy programs which trains volunteer tutors to partner with elementary and middle school 
students and their parents for one-on-one reading and mathematics; multidisciplinary arts (e.g., 
visual, performing, literary, and media arts); a networked learning center, which provides 
communitywide technology access; and the community and a Community and Family 
Development Institute (CFDI) (CBMLC, n.d.).  

Created in 1999, CFDI provides and coordinates delivery of supportive social services to 
approximately 600 families with family counseling opportunities, social service referrals, and 
health screening opportunities. By working along with and supporting the traditional programs 
within CBMLC that serve children and youth, the Family Institute closed CBMLC’s circle by 
providing a wide array of services and support to all family members.   

CBMLC is highly committed to increasing parental involvement in education. On 
average, every year it offers 24 parent workshops aimed at helping parents and youth to 
understand and navigate their way through the educational systems in the District of Columbia 
and increase communication with the DC Public School system. CFDI also sponsors monthly 
parents' association meetings and provides mentoring and tutorial services to approximately  
100 school-age children.   

Currently, the CBMLC wraparound services include, but are not limited to, home 
visitations for young mothers; an infant-toddler center; a bilingual early childhood program; a 
before/after school and summer school-age program that offers tutoring; homework help; 
leadership training and college prep work, art activities including poetry, drama, music, dance, 
chess, fine arts, photography, videography, computer-generated art, and technology instruction; 
and through their Professional Development Institute, the organization also offers a Child 
Development Associate credential. 

 
Dallas Concilio of Latino Service Organization, TX 

The Dallas Concilio is a nonprofit organization that serves as an umbrella organization 
for groups addressing the various needs of the Latino community in the greater Dallas 
community. In its 22nd year, the Dallas Concilio’s efforts and programs directly and indirectly 
serve over 10,000 individuals who are predominately Latinos (cf. Dallas Concilio, n.d.).   

Dallas Concilio's Parent Institute for Quality Education (PIQE) was created to promote 
family involvement in a child’s educational process by developing and strengthening working 
partnerships between families, schools, and the local community. Modeled after the Parent 
Institute for Quality Education in California, the Dallas Concilio's parental involvement program 
gives parents the tools and knowledge needed to take a participatory role in assisting in their 
child’s educational success. For example, in 2002 PIQE offered a nine-week parent-involvement 
program to over 124 parents with children enrolled in Dallas's James Bowie Elementary School.  
 
Padres Unidos; Denver, CO 

Padres Unidos (Parents United) came together about 11 years ago as a group of 
concerned and disenfranchised Denver parents who were ready for an institutional change in 
their children’s education. They developed an organization focused on educational equity and 
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justice for all students. Its main goal is to decrease student drop-out/push-out rates, achieve 
educational reforms, and track Latino and Black students on their way to college.   

Padres Unidos' guiding principle is that “education is a right, not a privilege.” Its mission 
is to promote quality education for all children through institutional reform and community control 
of the schools.  

Through its various programs, Padres Unidos assists families and minority students to 
analyze conditions, create solutions, and develop strategies that result in implementing 
institutional change and reform. For example, through its Parent Leadership Program, guardians 
and parents develop the skills to challenge the educational system and organize community-
advocacy groups for all children. Its Parent Advocacy Assistance Program, another one of its 
family-support programs, provides mediation and translation services, parent 
training/workshops, and information and referral services. Padres Unidos has also opened the 
nation’s first dual-language/Montessori elementary school in Denver for low-income, inner city, 
Spanish-speaking children. Its leadership works closely with a number of organizations and 
initiatives including the Advancement Project, National Council of La Raza (NCLA), National 
Association of Bilingual Education (NABE), Tenants and Workers Support Committee, and 
Parent Immigrant Committee to close the academic achievement gap and decrease the dropout 
rate.  

 

Results/Discussion 

 
Latino CBOs are in a key position to act as a bridge between the American public school 

system and the growing Latino community given their expertise in building partnerships among 
grassroots organizations, community groups, and hard-to-reach, high-risk groups. Located in 
the barrios in which they provide services, the bilingual/bicultural leadership and staff of these 
CBOs often share knowledge of the clients' culture. Such sharing allows Latino families to take 
advantage of various wraparound services that aim to meet their diverse needs while at the 
same time developing the required knowledge, attitudes, skills, and behaviors to participate 
actively in the American educational system. These services are usually delivered in a familiar 
language and cultural context, and provide Latino families with the information and skills needed 
to support their children’s academic and social development.  

Latino CBOs often serve as a safe haven for those parents who feel unwelcome when 
they step into what they often describe as the foreign world of their children’s schools. These 
CBOs have helped to demystify the workings of the American public school system, informing 
minority parents of their rights and responsibilities, and building skills that increase their sense 
of efficacy. When analyzed, the four Latino CBOs had at least half or more of the following 
elements in common:  

Strong Family Involvement Focus. All four CBOs had established a mission, goals, 
and/or objectives that they sought to accomplish when engaging families. Family 
involvement was either the central focus or a strong focal point within the 
organization’s mission or goals. In accordance with the parental involvement definition 
of the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, their program(s) and approach(es) sought to 
engage parents on a regular, on-going, and long-term basis. 

!"

!"
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Multiple Levels of Family Involvement. These CBOs often seek to engage families at 
different levels, such as involving parents as social-emotional and academic 
supporters who attend cultural and athletic events, recruiting parents as volunteers 
who serve their schools as needed, enlisting parents as academic partners who help 



 

their children learn at home, and training parents to become educational advocates 
and community leaders. It is important to point out that parental leadership skills are 
developed both directly through real-world experience such as organizing and 
negotiating with stakeholders for education reform, and indirectly through the 
opportunities offered to parents for personal and professional growth (i.e. computer 
classes, GED, early care and childhood certification, etc.). 
Needs-based Program. All four of these CBOs conduct a needs assessment with 
parents on which to base their programs, parental workshops, and services. Staff did 
not assume that they knew what information, skills or tools Latino parents would 
benefit from nor did they try to implement a one-size-fits-all program. In many cases, 
they surveyed other key individuals (i.e., school principals, teachers, counselors, and 
community members) to include their perspectives as part of their needs 
assessments. 

!"

!"

!"

!"

Cultural Representation, Bilingual Staff, and Community Experts. A significant number 
of the CBOs’ staff members are bilingual/bicultural persons fluent in Spanish and 
English who reside in the community they serve. They are considered by the local 
residents as community experts who bring a more in-depth insider's understanding of 
the issues and needs faced by families and their representative organizations.  
Community-Based Multi-Service Organization. Latino families tend to gravitate 
towards CBOs for their accessibility, flexible hours, and additional services that lie 
beyond school’s traditional methods and capacity. These four CBOs are rooted in the 
center of their communities and each offers a wide range of social, educational, 
health, employment, and referral services that are not only appealing but essential to 
Latinos.  
Established Relationship or Partnership with Local Schools. The four CBOs have 
successfully established some form of relationship, whether through an informal or 
formal partnership with the K-12 schools attended by their clients’ children. Services 
include after-school programs, tutoring, mentoring, leadership development, and other 
educational and age-appropriate social programs (e.g., gangs and pregnancy 
prevention for secondary school students). 

 
Overcoming Commonly Cited Obstacles 

Most Latino families would like to be more involved in their children's education. 
However, they face a number of obstacles and barriers to parental involvement many of which 
are beyond their immediate control. At the top of the list of obstacles to Latino family 
involvement is a cultural mismatch between the private sphere of the home and the public 
sphere of the schools. Staffed with individuals that not only live in the community, but share the 
same cultural and linguistic background of the families they serve, CBOs are better equipped 
than schools to overcome commonly cited barriers. CBOs are more successful in involving 
parents because they provide flexible hours, bilingual personnel, culturally-relevant, wraparound 
services, courses and programs for all family members (e.g., ESL, computer training, and GED 
classes), and have the ability to work with all educational stakeholders.  
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CBOs need also to work with school personnel. At a minimum, they need to introduce 
their parent-involvement goals, program, or parent session/training needs at an all-staff 
meeting. Optimally, CBO staff would work with the school principal on setting family involvement 
goals jointly with the teaching staff. Together, schools and CBOs should explore what works 
and what challenges they are faced with to create a plan that will strengthen their parent-
involvement practices and programs. CBO staff can also provide professional development 
focused on the students’ culture and history to help promote a greater sense of acceptance and 



respect between families and teachers. As teachers gain a greater understanding of families 
and students culture, they should be encouraged to incorporate it into the curriculum as a 
means of supporting the cultural values (respect for elders, the role grandparents play, respect 
for other people’s property, hard work, etc) that Latino parents instill in their children.   

The strategies, approaches, and programs to recruit and engage families in their 
children’s education used by the CBOs in these four case studies are highly effective. 
Depending on their programs' goals, and to some extent the state of education in the 
neighborhood schools, CBOs engage families at different levels, ranging from parenting skills to 
leadership and advocacy. These CBOs are in a pivotal position to bring school personnel and 
Latino parents together. They offer on-going sessions on a variety of non-academic and 
educational topics that seek to inform parents about their rights in the school system and build 
the necessary skills to best support and guide their children at home and at school. For 
example, the staff of District of Columbia's CBMLC works collaboratively on family involvement 
issues with the staff of 12 area schools and also makes a concerted effort to align their after 
school programs to the schools' curricula. Dallas' Concilio nine-week parent-involvement 
seminars are the result of collaborative work between Latino leaders and school personnel. 
These seminars take place at local schools with the school principal welcoming the parents and, 
towards the end, engaging in a dialogue with participating parents about school-related 
concerns identified by the parents.  

The ultimate objective of the CBOs is to organize the barrio to reform poorly performing 
schools that fail to meet the needs of certain student populations (i.e. children of color, 
immigrants, and disabled children). Although developing leadership and gaining advocacy skills 
may have proven to be an indirect influence as a result of the information and training these 
CBOs offered, Padres Unidos’ (Denver) mission and framework are  aimed at mobilizing 
students and parents to demand school-based and institutional changes. The overarching goal 
is to ensure the students' right to quality education and not the lip service that is often offered. 
All CBOs promote a sense of collaboration to help foster a productive relationship between 
parents, schools, and community. In the case of Padres Unidos, when parents were faced with 
resistance from those in power they legitimately resorted to opposition. That organized 
opposition was considered a necessary precursor to the dismantling of the unfair treatment of 
minority students and the rejection of the impoverished education they receive. 

 
Final Thoughts 

 
Over the past decades, research has systematically demonstrated that family and 

community involvement in education of their children is a powerful influence on student 
achievement. The NCLB Act of 2001 acknowledges the vital role that parents play in the 
education of their children and options for parents is one of the four pillars of this legislation. 
Section 1118 of the NCLB Act requires all school districts in the U.S. receiving Title I, Part A 
funds to provide equal involvement opportunities for all parents, including those who speak 
limited English, are disabled, or parents of migratory children, to execute programs, activities, 
and events that enable parents to get involved; and, to make a strong effort to communicate 
with and get feedback from parents who want to be involved in the programs, activities, and 
events directed towards parent involvement (NCLB, 2002).  

Similarly, we also realize that jumping on the bandwagon of enhanced options for 
parental involvement will not solve all poor academic performance. Where students do need 
help, often they come from families and a home life that are not supportive of education. Some 
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may also need to work from an early age to add to the family income, such as English language 
learners or developmentally challenged. Increased access to the education process will mean 
little if parents are not interested in the school system, other than, it's the teacher’s job to 
educate my kid, and not mine. This attitude is not so uncommon as you would like to think. 
Every school district is required to develop a parent-involvement program and to distribute the 
plan to the parents (NCLB, 2002).  

Strengthening Latino parental involvement, particularly of non-native English-speaking, 
low-income parents, who often face a wide range of cultural, language, and transportation 
constraints, requires the American educational system not only to understand and address 
these barriers, but also to develop and effectively use non-traditional outreach mechanisms that 
already exist in the local communities. Furthermore, in the specific case of low-income Latino 
families, parental involvement, as Castillo-Kickbusch (2003) highlights, means family 
involvement, given the growing numbers of grandparents, aunts, uncles, and friends who have 
taken over the parenting role of others' children. Therefore, increased access to the education 
process as mandated by NCLB will mean little if Latino parents and their families are unaware of 
how American school systems operate, the expectations that school authorities have, or the 
flexible and diverse opportunities that schools are not offering the families interested in 
participating.   

This study challenges us to bring together the usually separate worlds of schools and 
Latino community-based organizations. Future research should include process and outcome 
measures with more precise indicators of the performance and impact that Latino CBOs can 
have in the education of Latino children. If society is really committed to closing the minority 
achievement gap and ensuring that Latino children are academically successful, then schools 
must be open to working with CBOs as a means of facilitating Latino parental involvement. 
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