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Embracing Students in Programs of English as a Second Language:  A Field Based Study of the English as a Second Language Program in Como-Pickton Independent School District (C-PISD) 

Introduction

Statement of Purpose

Research demonstrates there are programs in the United States that have failed, or have struggled to meet the needs of English language learning students, or otherwise known as English as a Second Language (ESL) students.  Guadalupe Valdés completed a two-year study, in which she assessed four Latino English-language learners, three middle schools, and four different ESL teachers.  Valdés discovered the targeted schools struggled with the four students, and “continue to struggle to meet the needs of arriving immigrant students” (7-9).  On the other hand, research also shows there are excellent programs for ESL students.  One of these examples is the Bethlehem Area School District (BASD), which serves the City of Bethlehem, Pennsylvania (Simons 98).  As stated by Simons, “the BASD is an example of a district that successfully designed a context-sensitive program that is well on its way to meeting the needs of its multilingual/multicultural student population” (110).  

The purpose of my research project will be to study the English as a Second Language (ESL) program at Como-Pickton Independent School District (C-PISD), located in East Texas.  In the Como-Pickton research project, instructors and administrators will be surveyed to obtain information on how the Como-Pickton ESL program compares to the programs studied by Valdés and Simons.

Literature Review


Historically, decade after decade, the United States has been occupied by vast numbers of immigrants; “until the 1950s, 85 percent of immigrants had come from Europe; in the 1980s, 85 percent came from the Third World, mainly from Asia and Latin America” (Crawford 14).  Along with immense crowds of immigrants from different backgrounds and cultures, many challenges arise.  Our public schools have faced and are still facing with the big challenge, which is to teach English to non-English speaking, newly arrived immigrants.  


According the law, immigrant, non-English speakers are allowed to receive an education since the Civil Rights Act, Title VI, states that nobody should be discriminated based on “race or national origin in federally sponsored programs” (Simons 53-54).  Therefore, all individuals living in the United States are entitled to a have a public education, since public schools are federally funded.  However, it was not until the 1930s, that school systems began to adopt the English as a Second Language programs to instruct English language learners.  In fact, the English as a Second Language methodology was originally developed to meet the needs of foreign diplomats and international students.  Nevertheless, school systems eventually enforced the programs to meet the needs of the great influx of language-minority children (Crawford 34).     

Over the years, English as a Second Language Programs have evolved, and some programs put an emphasis on reading, writing, and verbal skills.  Other programs focus their attention on language skills while students learn the subject matter at the same time (Flemming 9).  Even though programs may vary tremendously from school district to school district, ESL programs tend to have two basic goals: “to develop the English language skills of language minority students to the point where they have educational opportunity equal to that of their U.S.-born counterparts, and to develop the students’ knowledge of and skills in cultural patterns in the United States” (Flemming 8).  The idea is to make the best possible effort to help ESL students to be at the same level as their native speaking peers.  Otherwise, language learners have a tough time meeting the demands of the curriculum.    

One example of an ESL Programs is the Dual or Two-Immersion Model, “in the two-way immersion model, academic content learning takes place in both languages for ESOL students and native-English speakers” (Note: Simons uses “ESOL students” to refer to students who are still in the process of acquiring English as an additional language) (Simons 88,x).    In other words, native English and non-native English speakers may be going through a second language acquisition phase at the same time.  Native English speakers may be learning Spanish, French, or another foreign language.  Non-English speakers would be learning subject matter both in English and their native language. 

Another example is the Structured-Immersion Model in which, “students are placed in regular classrooms with their English-speaking peers for academic instruction” (Simons 94).  The difference is that teachers accommodate the needs of language learners.  Structured-Immersion Models vary, some of these include Structured-Immersion with traditional pull-out ESL, content-sensitive ESL, push-in ESL, and traditional ESL and content-area tutoring as needed by individual students (Simons 97).  These programs vary according to specific schools.

The Two-Immersion Model programs and Structured-Immersion Models are just two examples of these programs that are in existence in our public school systems; much depends on district needs.  Fortunately, some of these programs have proven to be successful, and been able to impact the lives of many non-English speakers.  On the other hand, there are examples of programs that have not been able to meet the demands and needs of non-English speakers.

In Learning and Not Learning English:  Latino Students in American Schools, Guadalupe Valdés gives us a perfect example of four Latino students who faced complete failure because of their ESL Programs.  In this book, Valdés describes her two-year study, which involved four Latino students, four different ESL teachers, many subject-matter teachers, and three middle schools.  In this study, she did observations of the classrooms, the teachers, and went even as far as interviewing the students and parents.  The purpose of the classroom observations was to “collect information about the ESL instructional programs in which the students were enrolled” (Valdés 7).  With these observations Valdés found out much information about how students accomplished their language acquisition and how much access they had to the English language.  

Valdés thoroughly explains the case of each student:  Lilian, Elisa, Manolo, and Bernardo (Note: names were given by Guadalupe Valdés to cover the kids’ identity) and about how the school systems failed to give them the opportunity to succeed.  She also concludes that, “these students had very few opportunities to interact with English speakers” (Valdés 147).  The kids did not have the opportunity to interact with English speakers; the only interaction with someone who spoke English came from their teachers who also dealt with many students in a classroom.  According to Valdés, “little went on in the classroom that could prepare them (the students) to succeed in other classes” (147).  In other words, these students were only prepared to get by in their classrooms, and were never prepared to excel academically or linguistically.  Valdés believes that if nothing is done about this problem, schools like the ones she studied, “will continue to be effective in separating the newcomers from the regular students, in keeping them out of trouble, and in helping them to accept their place in society” (159).  Overall, Guadalupe Valdés does an excellent job in providing a study of English as a Second Language Programs that have failed to embrace students and to help them succeed academically and linguistically.  

Guadalupe Valdés did a study of programs that did not do extremely well with their ESL students, however, Judith Simons and Mark Connelly did a case study of “Bethlehem Area School District (BASD), which serves the city of Bethlehem, Pennsylvania and sections of two counties in northeastern Pennsylvania (98)” and which also has an excellent ESL program.  The BASD originally had implemented a bilingual education program for their system.  However, their superintendent realized that students were not benefiting much from the program and were not succeeding academically or linguistically.  Therefore, the BASD had to go through a transition to a program that would help limited English Proficient Students to succeed academically.  As a result of their implementation of the new ESL program, they found out from surveys given to parents that “ 88% of the responding parents thought the schoolwork was appropriate for their child’s grade level; 73% reported that they felt their child’s spoken English had improved, 63% felt that their written English had improved, 41% felt that their child’s study skills had improved, and 46% of ESOL students’ parents felt that their child’s social skills had improved” (Simons 110).  Simons and Connelly conclude that BASD turned out to be a high-quality implemented ESL program as a result of  “(1) the high level of professionalism and genuine concern for ESOL students on the part of administrators, faculty, and support staff; (2) the sensitivity of the administrator of the new program … ; and (3) the encouragement of dissident faculty and staff to provide formative feedback and suggestions as the new program was implemented, which allowed for refinement” (100).  Other characteristics of this program included, “ongoing consistent collaboration between regular classroom and ESL teachers; maintenance of high expectations for ESOL students’ academic performance with instructional adaptations as needed; use of technology as an integral part of learning process for both academic content and English; and frequent opportunities for parent involvement” (Simons 100).


As stated by Simons, “the BASD is an example of a district that successfully designed a context-sensitive program that is well on its way to meeting the needs of its multilingual/multicultural student population” (110).  Simons used the new TESOL (1997) standards for Pre-K—12 to identify this program as an excellent program.  These standards identify characteristics of successful English as a Second Language programs; “(1) articulate the English-language development needs of ESOL students, (2) provide direction about how to meet ESOL students’ unique needs; and (3) emphasize the central role of language in the development of competencies in other standards” (Simons 111).  Therefore, programs that implement these three standards, in compliment with other characteristics such as the ones describing the BASD program, will likely be excellent English language acquisition programs.

Relevance of Study


From information that I have read in the Guadalupe Valdés and BASD studies, I would like to carry out a study of the English as a Second Language Program in Como-Pickton Independent School District.  According to the school demographics, the student ethnicity in Como-Pickton is 70% White, 25% Hispanic, 4% African American, <1% Asian, and <1% American Indian.  Just as well, the percentage of their Limited English Proficient Students is 12%, in comparison to the State Average, which is 14.5% (Texas Education Agency).  The high percentage of limited English proficient students is obvious, and from what I have observed while visiting, the school is doing whatever possible to involve the parents in the education of their children. I’ve visited this school twice and have been impressed by their monthly Parent-Teacher meetings; held specifically for the ESL students, parents, and teachers, in which a great number of students and parents come to participate.  These monthly meetings are the catalysts that inspired my research project.  My curiosity has given birth for a need to know what is it that this East Texan school is doing to help English language learners?  How effective are their strategies?  There must be something special about this program.  

Methodology

An estimated total number of 20 teachers and administrators will be asked to fill out a four-part questionnaire to provide information about their involvement with the targeted ESL program.  The first part will ask the participants for background, or demographic information.  The second part will request information about teachers’ qualifications to teach ESL classes.  In the third part, administrators will be asked to answer questions about the different opportunities available to ESL teachers for professional development.  In the last part, participants will be asked to answer questions based on information gathered in Learning and Not Learning English:  Latino Students in American Schools, by Guadalupe Valdés.  The survey given to each participant will take approximately 30-40 minutes.  This survey will be given once to partakers; however, the principal researcher and the research advisor may choose to use the same survey again, with the same people, but in interview style.  Interviews will be given only if further details are needed from the survey.  The questions asked will not request personal information that deals with sensitive issues such as illegal activities, drugs, or sexual orientation.  The information provided by the participants will be kept confidential.  Contribution to this project will be completely voluntary, and contributors will have the right to withdraw at any time from this research project, without any source or form of penalty.

Procedures


Each participant will be given two forms of consent, a questionnaire, and a debriefing so they may fully understand the intent of the research project.  Participants will read the consent form and decide if they would like to participate in this project.  If the individual decides to participate, they will sign, date and return one of the consent forms to the principal researcher.  The other consent form will be a copy for the participant.  Next, participants will fill out the provided questionnaire.  The process will take approximately 30-40 minutes, and will take place during a convenient time for the participants of Como-Pickton Independent School District. The questionnaire will be returned to the principal investigator, and the debriefing copy will be for participants to keep.  

Data Analysis 

Data collected from these surveys or interviews will be collected and assessed by the primary researcher with assistance from the research advisor.  The collected data will be useful to compare the English as a Second Language Program in Como-Pickton Independent School District to one of the programs that has succeeded or failed to meet the demands of English Language learners.  If this targeted ESL program does not meet the standards of what an exemplary program should be, recommendations will be provided on how to improve or modify some of the things that this school has been doing.  Otherwise, much will be learned if Como-Pickton Independent School District proves to be an excellent program.     
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Questionnaire for Teachers and Administrators Involved with the English as a Second Language Programs in Como-Pickton Independent School District

Note:  The following questions were created in part from the following sources: Virginia English as a Second Language Programs: A State-Wide Assessment Survey, ESL Teacher Attitudes of Serving ESL Students (Survey), and The Nation’s Report Card: Teacher Background Questionnaire.  

Please complete the following questions by providing the information that is most appropriate.  All information provided for this questionnaire will be kept confidential.

Part I.  Background 

Date _______________

School Where you Teach ______________

What is the size of the community where the school is located? 

_____Urban

_____Suburban

_____Small Town

What is your primary responsibility within this school?

_____Administrator:  

          Please specify (ex: Principal, Assistant Principal, etc.)__________________

_____Teacher

_____Teacher’s Aid

Ethnicity:  Choose one or more of the following that best describes you:

_____Caucasian

_____Hispanic

_____Black or African American

_____Asian or Asian American

_____Native American

_____Other: ______________

Within what percentage of your student population does your ESL student body fall in?

_____ 0-25 % 

_____ 25-50 %  

_____ 50-75 % 

_____ 75-100 % 

Part II.  Education 

Questions for Teachers

If you are currently teaching, please answer the following questions.  You may skip these questions if you are not teaching.
What kind of teaching credential do you have?  Please specify.  ___________________________________________________  

(Ex: Bachelor of Arts in Spanish with ESL Endorsement)

If not a certified teacher, are you in the process of completing your certification?  __________

Also, what kind of certification are you pursuing?  ___________________________________

If not a certified teacher, when will you finish with your certification?  ________________

Counting this year, how many years (total) have you been teaching?  ____________

How many years of experience do you have teaching ESL classes, counting this year? ________

Are you able to communicate in any language other than English?  If you answer yes, please list all languages that apply.  _____________________________________

Part III.  Further Training

Administrators

Identify whether your program provides the following opportunities to ESL teachers for professional development.  Please put a check mark to answer Yes or No.  

Yes

No

_____

_____ Workshop/training sessions for ESL teachers

_____

_____ Team-teaching program 

_____

_____ Professional organizations

_____

_____ Professional conferences

Please identify any other opportunities suitable for professional development: _______________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________

Part IV.  ESL Program Assessment

A.  The following questions were created from information gathered in Learning and Not Learning English:  Latino Students in American Schools, by Guadalupe Valdés, pages 13 – 28:

1. Do you consider educating English-language learners as a personal challenge, school-wide challenge, or community/school challenge?  Why or why not?

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

2. How familiar are you with the grammar translation method, audiolingual method, communicative method, and the natural approach?  If so, do you implement these methods?  If not, which other methods do you use? Note: Administrators may skip this question.  ___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

3. Which textbooks are available for teaching English as a Second Language?  Do you consider these textbooks adequate for teaching the subject?  _________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

4. The current ESL Standard for Pre-K-12 Students states the goals of English-language learning:  “(1) using English to communicate in social settings, (2) using English to achieve academically in all content areas, and (3) using English in socially and culturally appropriate ways” (Valdés 27).  Select some of the activities that your school does to incorporate all these goal into your program, and explain the impact on students.  _______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

5. When referring to the learning environment of your language-learning students, do you consider your students to be in a setting that allows enough contact with students who are native English speakers?  Please elaborate.    ___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

B.  The following questions were created from information gathered in Learning and Not Learning English:  Latino Students in American Schools, by Guadalupe Valdés, pages 148-154:

1. What is the primary focus or objective of your English as a Second Language Program?  ______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

2.  Other Objectives of your ESL Program?  _________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

3. Some mainstream teachers, general education teachers who might have language-learners in their classes, feel as though it is very complicated to help students with their language acquisition process, and others don’t.  What is your opinion on this?  ______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

4.  Define some of the things your program does to build on a student’s previous academic background.  ____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

5. What are characteristics of you program that allow for your students to keep up with areas of subject matter (e.g., science, mathematic)?  _________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

