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SUPERVISOR: Rebecca M. Callahan

 Recent research suggests that the college-going trajectories of English language 

learners (ELLs) may be improved by focusing on their academic abilities rather than their 

English limitations; that ELLs are capable of high-track, college preparatory coursework.  

Most research draws on feedback or observations of current high school students.  This 

qualitative study uses semi-structured interviews to elicit retrospective perspectives of 

three Latina college students placed in English as a second language (ESL) during high 

school.  These three former ELLs were able to navigate from ESL courses to higher-

track, advanced placement (AP) courses, which prepared them for college.  Results 

suggest that relatively short times spent in ESL may positively influence ELLs’ access to 

college preparatory coursework and integration with native English speaking (NES) peers 

who possess college-going social capital.  Results also suggest that ELLs’ perceptions of 

teachers’ high expectations and college-going assistance may provide important social 

capital facilitating ELLs’ access to higher-tracks and college.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

 College education has become increasingly vital to social, economic, and 

occupational advancement.  In 2008, 68.6% of all recent U.S. high school graduates 

enrolled in college, a number that represents a 23.5% increase in college-going since 

1960 (Planty, M., Hussar, W., Snyder, T., Kena, G., KewalRamani, A., Kemp, J., Bianco, 

K., Dinkes, R., 2009).  During that time there were numerous reforms in federal policies 

and educational funding by both federal and state governments to accommodate further 

college attendance (i.e. Pell Grants, Direct Loans, FAFSA).  Now more than ever, 

college-going is more widely accessible to students of all demographic and language 

backgrounds, namely students learning English, otherwise known as English language 

learners (ELLs).  However, despite the growing accessibility to college preparatory 

coursework and then college, research indicates less college enrollment for students 

learning English, or otherwise known as English language learners (ELLs), than for their 

native English-speaking (NES) peers (Choy, 2002).  

 To make English-medium academic content more accessible to ELLs, schools 

provide English as a Second Language (ESL) instruction that focuses on the linguistic 

challenges ELLs face.  Although ESL helps ELLs learn English, it may also restrict them 

to lower-tracks of academic coursework, which fails to prepare them for college 

(Callahan, Wilkinson, Muller, & Frisco, 2009; Olsen, 1997).  Therefore, acquiring 

sufficient English skills quickly enough to participate in more advanced content 

coursework and exiting ESL may be equally as important to college-going for ELLs 
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(Harklau, 1994c).  Learning English quickly, however, is not an easy task.  It is important 

to note that ELLs may have academic abilities comparable to that of their NES peers, and 

that the focus of ESL is merely to alleviate the linguistic challenges that they may face.  

Yet, little research addresses the abilities that students possess and how to build on them 

(Green, 2006), and still few consider student perspectives on how to build on their 

abilities (Mitra, 2004).  Eliciting students’ perspectives of the experiences that shaped 

college-going may offer a more robust understanding of what works (Nieto, 1994) and 

may uncover new gaps in the research on ELLs’ educational success.  Studies of this 

nature may also offer considerable insight for improving ELLs’ college matriculation 

rate.  Furthermore, evaluating the successful college-going trajectories of college students 

with high school ESL backgrounds may help to determine what would prepare and 

encourage future high school ESL students for college.  The present study examines how 

high school experiences shape ELLs’ college-going by eliciting responses from current 

university students who were in ESL during high school.

 Finally, high school ESL students have traditionally been termed Limited English 

Proficient (LEP), which focuses on a perceived deficit, or English Language Learners 

(ELL), which prioritizes English over the native language, yet both terms place English 

learning at the center and the student as peripheral (Garcia & Kleifgen, 2010).  

Considering this, I initially intended to use the term students learning English, which 

would place students as the focus and position English as merely the subject being 

learned.  However, a review of the research suggested this tactic might distract potential 
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readers.  Thus, in order to make the findings of this study easily accessible, I decided to 

use the terms ELL and ELLs when plural.  However, future research might consider the 

implications for the term ELL or any future terms.
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Chapter 2: Background

Review of the Literature

 Access to prestigious professional opportunities may be limited without a college 

degree (Brand & Xie, 2010).  In a 2010 report by the U.S. Census Bureau, adults with a 

bachelor’s degree made on average $25,000 more than individuals with only a high 

school diploma (Snyder & Dillow, 2010).  Despite the benefits college offers, English 

language learners, the fastest growing student populations in the US (Capps, Fix, Murray, 

Ost, Passel, Herwantoro, & The Urban Institution, 2005), rarely graduate and go on to 

college possibly due to the limited college preparation they receive.  In fact, only 11% of 

students who were ELLs while growing up (Choy, 2002), and fewer ELLs who were 

enrolled in ESL during high school (Callahan & Shifrer, 2011) enroll in college.  

 One reason may be that ELLs are typically placed in and remain in lower-track 

coursework until they attain the English proficiency believed necessary for academic 

achievement (Linquanti, 2001), and the education ELLs receive is often less rigorous 

than that of their native English speaking (NES) peers (Gándara, Rumberger, Maxwell-

Jolly, & Callahan, 2003).  English learning accommodations during participation in 

mainstream content coursework has been found to promote access to that content and 

result in more accurate assessment and grading (Reeves, 2004).  In order for ELLs to 

receive an equitable education, accommodations are made through English as a second 

language (ESL) programs that support ELLs’ academic content learning through English 

(Lau v. Nichols, 1974).  
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 The ESL classroom environment.  ESL teachers are meant to scaffold 

instruction to make it meaningful for ELLs (Chamot & O’Malley, 1996; Echevarria, 

Short, & Powers, 2008), which optimally takes place in classes that create an 

environment of English learning support among other ELL peers.  It may take adolescent 

ELLs 6-8 years to acquire English proficiency for academic purposes (Collier, 1987), and 

retaining ELLs in ESL while that proficiency is acquired may impede their academic 

development (Callahan, Wilkinson, & Muller, 2010; de Jong, 2004; Watt & Roessingh, 

1994).  Placement of ELLs based solely on linguistic rather than academic ability may 

restrict their college preparation and access (Harklau, 1999).  However, English 

proficiency alone does not seem to indicate readiness to enter into higher-level 

coursework (Dooey, 2010).  Prior academic preparation may be a more important 

predictor of academic achievement (Callahan, 2005; Padilla & Gonzalez, 2001).  

 In addition, while ESL supports academic development, remaining in ESL for too 

long may have subtractive effects on ELLs’ academic language acquisition and overall 

academic preparation (Callahan, et al., 2010; Menken & Kleyn, 2010).  It may minimize 

opportunities to fully develop academic literacy skills (Valenzuela, 1999) and ultimately 

withhold ELLs from higher-track coursework (Callahan, 2005).  However, integration 

into mainstream content classrooms can be problematic for ELLs (Derwing, DeCorby, 

Ichikawa, & Jamieson, 1999; Harklau, 1994a), and research is inconclusive as to how 

long ELLs should remain in ESL before moving to higher tracks of academic preparation 

(Watt & Roessingh, 1994).
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 Though higher-track coursework may contribute to college-going for ELLs, little 

research reflects the means through which ELLs successfully exit ESL, navigate from 

lower- to higher-track coursework, and access college (Harklau, 1994c; Michael, 

Andrade, & Bartlett, 2007; Nesselrodt, 2007).  Understanding how ELLs have been able 

to navigate to higher-track coursework may help educators facilitate academic 

development and college-going as ELLs continue to gain English proficiency.  Therefore, 

this study investigates how students enrolled at a prestigious four-year university were 

able to progress from ESL to higher-track courses and ultimately access college.

 Relationships with NES peers.  Relationships with peers provide ELLs 

emotional support (Stanton-Salazar & Spina, 2005) and may contribute to belonging 

within the greater high school context (Vaquera, 2009).  In addition, these relationships 

promote students’ academic competence and academic achievement (Witkow & Fuligni, 

2010), self-worth, and ability to resolve problematic behaviors even after graduation and 

into college (Pittman & Richmond, 2007).  Furthermore, having school-related 

friendships contributes to graduation (Ream & Rumberger, 2008).  Relationships with 

NES peers may contribute to English learning by providing ELLs with exposure to 

everyday English use (Harklau, 1994a).  While ESL provides an opportunity for peer 

networks with other ELLs who are developing their English abilities, it typically excludes 

NES peers and may isolate ELLs from the greater high school community (Olsen, 1997).  

ELLs may not form strong relationships with NES peers until exiting ESL, but they may 

find themselves in a marginal space after exiting ESL, between former ESL peers that 
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they know and current NES peers whom they have yet to know. However, feelings of 

isolation typically dissipate as friendships form due to proximity and shared qualities 

with others in similar tracks (Kubitschek & Hallinan, 1998).  Relationships with high 

achieving NES peers or those who understand college-going processes may also help 

ELLs with existing high academic abilities navigate academic pathways that lead to 

college (Speirs Neumeister & Rinker, 2006).  

 Teacher-student relationships.  The relationships that ELLs have with teachers 

play a critical role in students’ academic achievement and college-going (Reeve & Jang, 

2006).  Having completed college themselves, teachers may be able to provide ELLs with 

college guidance (Morales, 2010), and ELLs may be influenced by such factors as 

encouragement (Reeve & Jang, 2006) and, conversely, discrimination from teachers 

(Katz, 1999).  Relationships with teachers may enhance or diminish ELLs’ sense of 

autonomy as well as support their feelings of belonging within a community that cares for 

them (Johnson, 2009; Ozer, Wolf, & Kong, 2008).  

The amount and type of caring that teachers show towards students has been 

found to influence their academic expectations and effort (Antrop-González & De Jesús, 

2006; Garza, 2009; Johnson, 2009), which may support academic engagement (Suarez-

Orozco, Pimentel, & Martin, 2009) and achievement (Martin, Marsh, McInerney, Green, 

& Dowson, 2007; Michael, et al., 2007).

 In fact, teacher expectations may affect academic achievement more than 

students’ own expectations (Muller, 1998).  When teacher expectations are low, student 
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self-belief may lower, resulting in lower achievement (Rubie-Davies, Peterson, Irving, 

Widdowson, & Dixon, 2010).  Teacher expectations promote academic engagement for 

recent immigrant students specifically, such as the ones in this study (Suarez-Orozco, et 

al., 2009; Cervone, DiMartino & Kerr, 2010).  Academic engagement may lead to higher-

track coursework that facilitates academic automaticity (Conchas, 2001) and is central to 

college matriculation and degree attainment (Adelman, 1999).  For example, findings 

have demonstrated that advanced coursework in math and science prepares students to 

perform well on entrance exams and attend four-year colleges (Schneider, 2003).

 Teachers serve as a resource for navigating the system of tracking within the high 

school, which is the manifestation of educators’ attempts to group students according to 

their ability for instructional purposes (Hallinan, 1994).  Being placed in higher-tracks 

results from students’ prior experiences, academic engagement (Suarez-Orozco, Bang & 

Onaga, 2010), and achievement (Carbonaro, 2005; Harklau, 1994b), which may depend 

on prior schooling in ELLs’ country of origin (Padilla & Gonzalez, 2001).  Procedures for 

advancing to higher-track courses are not entirely consistent from school to school 

(Rubin, 2008), and tracking promotes only particular student abilities while ignoring 

some ELLs’ strengths (Valenzuela, 1999), which may perpetuate a system that views 

students in light of their deficits rather than their assets.  Tracking may emerge as a 

response to ELLs’ English limitations rather than utilizing bilingualism as an asset 

(Macswan, 2000).  Conversely, in school environments where bilingualism has been 

supported, ELLs experienced greater academic success that led to graduation and college-
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going (Michael, et al., 2007; Nesselrodt, 2007).  Therefore, tracking based on linguistic 

rather than academic ability may suppress the greater potential that ELLs possess, and 

limit their exposure to academic content that would prepare them for college (Callahan, 

2005).

 Accessing higher academic tracks and Advanced Placement (AP) coursework 

facilitates greater access to college (Gamoran, 1987).  AP courses prepare students for 

college by offering college-level coursework and exams that result in college credit.  AP 

courses place students ahead of their peers upon college entry (The College Board, 2011) 

and provide a college-going environment within the high school (Contreras, 2005).  ELLs 

may benefit from AP courses and other forms of challenging academic curriculum 

whether still enrolled in, or exited from ESL (Genesee, Lindholm-Leary, Saunders, & 

Christian, 2005).  Moreover, advanced coursework has been found to improve students of 

color’s SAT scores (Schmidt & Camara, 2004), thus facilitating college acceptance and 

entry.  Completing AP coursework may also lead to higher first semester college GPAs 

(Scott, Tolson & Lee, 2010).  Teachers that encourage ELLs to enroll in AP courses as 

well as assist them with college applications and financial aid forms may contribute to 

their students’ college-going (Schneider, 2003).  However, access to AP courses remains 

low for underrepresented students (Contreras, 2005), and due to the exacting nature and 

high costs of AP courses, these classes are typically offered only to students who 

demonstrate prior superior academic ability and commitment (Contreras, 2005; Taliaferro 

& DeCuir-Gunby, 2008).
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Theoretical Framework

 This study employs a social capital framework, exploring the informational 

resources provided through relationships with others.  The notion of social capital was 

first introduced nearly a hundred years ago by Hanifan (1916) as a network, “which may 

immediately satisfy [one’s] social needs and which may bear a social potentiality 

sufficient to the substantial improvement of living conditions” (p. 130).  However, the 

concept was not given much attention until Bourdieu popularized it several years later 

(Bourdieu, 1973; Bourdieu, 1986; Bourdieu, 1999; Bourdieu & Passeron 1990). Since 

then the notion of social capital has been used generally to describe the resources one 

gains from relationships with others in order to attain one’s goals.  Specific attention in 

this study is given to school-related social capital.  

 Social capital has been found to reduce the probability of dropping out of high 

school (Coleman, 1988), and is thus associated with high school completion.  Students 

were found to benefit from trustworthy environments where information was available, 

expectations were clear, and social norms were in place.  ELLs in particular have been 

found to benefit from the informational networks available to them in high school 

environments (Stanton-Salazar & Dornbusch, 1995), and school-based relationships with 

peers (Suarez-Orozco, et al., 2009; Witkow & Fuligni, 2010) and educators (Morales, 

2010).  ELLs, then, may draw from available social capital when making decisions about 

academic enrollment that may facilitate college-going.

Research Question
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  This study explores recent immigrant Latina adolescents’ perceptions of the high 

school and ESL-related experiences that facilitated their transition from ESL to college.  

The goal of the study is to better understand the secondary education processes of ELLs 

and the ESL experiences that they perceive to have shaped their college-going 

trajectories, from high school graduation, to college application and enrollment.  This 

study was designed to focus on the experiences that participants perceived to have been 

beneficial so that those experiences might be replicated or studied further.  Ultimately, 

this study poses the question:  When high school ELLs succeed and go to college, how do 

they perceive their high school experiences to have shaped their college-going?
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Chapter 3: Methods

 A multiple-case replication approach was chosen to optimally explore any 

potential themes that might arise from the stories of multiple participants (Yin, 2009).   

Interviewing increased the potential to elicit feedback that has not previously surfaced in 

quantitative or other studies that have explore college going among ELLs (Marshall & 

Rossman, 2010).  Interviews and case studies allow for exploring the actual stories of the 

participants, humanizing their voices (Nieto, 1994), and remove the potentially 

marginalizing nature of more objective methodologies (i.e. quantitative methodologies; 

Marshall & Rossman, 2010).  Finally, a multiple-case study design provides several 

testimonies of the same phenomena, thereby helping to predict similar future results and 

strengthening the reliability of the present results (Yin, 2009).

Participant recruitment and selection

 To find participants for this study, an e-mail was generated and sent to the 

university’s student organizations (e.g., minority-based Greek letter organizations and 

McNair Fellows), to the bilingual education department, and to the professors of heritage 

language classes. Because this study seeks to explain the factors that facilitate ELLs’ 

college-going, young ELL adults who did not exit ESL, access higher-track coursework, 

or enroll in college were not targeted.  Participant recruitment sources were identified 

through a search of the university’s student organizations database and university course 

catalog on the Internet.  The e-mail included the participant consent form (see Appendix 

A) as an attachment so that potential participants would know how they would be 
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involved in the study.  Interested participants responded via e-mail, and of those (n=4) 

only three fit the criteria specified: current university students who had been in ESL 

during high school.  The other respondent had participated in a secondary language 

education program in elementary school but not in high school.  Of all the responses, 

only three participants fit the criteria, a sample small enough for comprehensive analyses 

of all feedback.  For the purpose of analysis and reporting each participant was assigned a 

pseudonym to protect their privacy.

 All three participants were native Spanish-speaking women of Latin-American 

origin (see Table 1).  Benita was raised in an indigenous tribe in Mexico and spoke both 

Spanish and Totonaco, her tribal language, but Spanish was the dominant language in her 

home.  The first participant, Ana, moved to the US from Chile and was placed in ESL at 

the age of 15 as a sophomore in high school.  The second participant, Benita, moved from 

Mexico when she was 14 and was placed in ESL as a high school freshman.  The third 

participant, Catalina, was the only exception in that she moved to the US from Mexico at 

the age of 12 and was placed in ESL in her 7th grade year of schooling.  However, they 

each exited ESL after their sophomore year in high school.  Additionally, each student 

began taking AP courses as high school juniors.  At the time of this study, both Benita 

(20) and Ana (21) were undergraduate students, and Catalina (25) was a graduate student.  

Despite her time removed from high school, Catalina was able to contribute similarly 

detailed feedback as the others.  All participants were children of parents who had not 

attended college, but Benita’s stepfather, who she had known since age 15, held a 
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master’s degree.  Each participant was fluent in English and had no trouble responding to 

the interviews conducted in English.

Table 1
Participant descriptive data
Table 1
Participant descriptive data
Table 1
Participant descriptive data
Table 1
Participant descriptive data
Table 1
Participant descriptive data
Table 1
Participant descriptive data
Table 1
Participant descriptive data

Participant Origin 1/NL Enter ESL Exit ESL Enter AP Study age

Ana Chile Spanish 15 / 10th 10th 11th 21

Benita Mexico Spanish* 14 / 9th 10th 11th 20

Catalina Mexico Spanish 12 / 7th 10th 11th 25

Note. 1/NL = first/native language.  *Understood and spoke some Totonac.Note. 1/NL = first/native language.  *Understood and spoke some Totonac.Note. 1/NL = first/native language.  *Understood and spoke some Totonac.Note. 1/NL = first/native language.  *Understood and spoke some Totonac.Note. 1/NL = first/native language.  *Understood and spoke some Totonac.Note. 1/NL = first/native language.  *Understood and spoke some Totonac.Note. 1/NL = first/native language.  *Understood and spoke some Totonac.

Data collection 

 In-depth, semi-structured interviews were conducted with each of the three 

participants and lasted approximately one hour.  The semi-structured interview format 

allowed for carefully detailed descriptions of the high school experiences that participants 

perceived to have shaped their college-going (Mackey & Gass, 2008).  A predetermined 

set of open-ended questions was selected by the researcher to ensure that the interviews 

were focused on the topic (see Appendix B), and follow-up, elaborating questions made it  

possible to elicit deep, rich responses (Marshall & Rossman, 2010).  Participants’ privacy 

was ensured by conducting individual in-person interviews in a private, reserved study 

room.  The use of pseudonyms and the masking of any identifying details that arose 

during the interview also protects participants’ confidentiality.
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 During the semi-structured interviews, the interviewer asked participants to reflect 

on experiences that shaped their trajectories from high school to college, and to share 

stories about what may have occurred to prepare and motivate them to apply to and 

attend college.  Specific attention was given to any experiences participants perceived as 

having strengthened their abilities to pursue college.  

Data analysis

 Interviews were digitally audio-recorded and professionally transcribed for 

analytic purposes.  Each transcript was analyzed three times at minimum with general 

themes coded in the earlier rounds of analysis, and more specific ones identified with 

subsequent analysis.  Field notes from the interviews also contributed to the development 

of themes and connections were made with prior research to more clearly determine 

which factors participants perceived to contribute to their college-going.

Validity

 In addition to the notes taken during interviews, audio recording allowed for 

transcription and thematic encoding, which was then corroborated with a fellow 

researcher in order to confirm consistency of interpretations.  After drawing preliminary 

themes from the interview data, member checks were done by soliciting feedback about 

data and conclusions from the participants, which allowed the researcher to verify 

interpretations of the data and minimize any miscommunication (Maxwell, 2005).  

Careful attention was given to any conflicting information in order to determine whether 

conclusions needed to be modified, or whether the seemingly discrepant information 
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required additional information to clear up.  Finally, conclusions were compared with 

findings from prior research in order to account for any deviations from the present study 

in its final analysis.
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Chapter 4: Participant Profiles

Ana

Ana grew up in a coastal city of about 300,000 residents west of Santiago, Chile.  

Although her family was lower-middle class, they were able to enroll her in a prestigious 

semi-private K-12 preparatory school.  Cohorts of 45 took the same classes together and 

students highly respected their teachers, but this meant that space was limited in each 

class.  When her father lost his job as a deliveryman and could not find work in Chile, 

they moved to the US where Ana’s grandparents lived.  

Both of Ana’s parents had completed high school and her mother earned her 

certification as a secretary.  Only one of Ana’s aunts had graduated from college, but this 

was not until she was 43, a year before the interview for this study.  Nonetheless, nearly 

all of Ana’s 30 cousins had enrolled in college as a result of their parents’ encouragement, 

and since Ana was 5, her father had urged her to study hard so that she could become a 

lawyer.  Although neither he nor Ana’s mother knew what she needed to do to prepare, 

they did their best to see that she got a good education in order to attend college.  

Ana’s parents communicated often with her teachers in Chile, but they did not feel 

able to communicate with her teachers in the US due to their limited English ability.  In 

fact, they only came to her high school once, but it was for a garage sale.  Although Ana’s 

parents expected her to attend college, they asked that she wait until they could afford it.  

Instead, Ana applied for loans and any financial aid she could find.  Waiting on her 

parents would have held her back; they still were not able to afford college by the time of 
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our interview ‒ her last semester in college.  

When Ana first attended high school in the US  at the age of 15, her friends were 

mainly the Spanish-speakers in her ESL class.  However, gang problems and teenage 

pregnancy in her ESL and lower-track courses prompted her to seek out new friends.  She 

also saw a lack of ambition within that group.  

People didn’t want to study, didn’t want to [do] a lot of things, so it made 

me want to kind of get out of that group.

Ana’s group of friends changed as she grew closer to a Vietnamese girl and a Dutch girl 

whose beliefs about education were similar to her own.  When Ana transitioned into 

normal track coursework her junior year, she had obtained an entirely new set of NES 

friends.  Having NES peers helped her to become more engaged in coursework and 

provided her with academic advice that led to higher-track coursework.  As a result, she 

took some AP courses her junior year, and was enrolled in all AP courses by her senior 

year.  She still keeps in touch with many of the NES peers from her regular and higher-

track classes.

Ana also credits her teachers for informing and encouraging her to go to higher-

track courses.  Once placed in ESL, Ana noticed that she could understand her teacher 

due to Ana’s previous English education in Chile and because the teacher spoke slowly 

enough for her to comprehend.  Comprehending what was going on relieved much of the 

anxiety she was experiencing.  Her ESL class was composed of only eight students and it 

focused on reading and comprehending English on the same level as normal-track 
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courses.  A separate English reading class she was enrolled in was full of immigrants who 

had been born in another country, regardless of their English proficiency.  One student, in 

fact, had no problems with English, but he had been born in India and moved to the US 

when he was 2 years old.  

He didn’t speak anything but English, but they put him in that class.  

While the reading class was useless for students like him, it helped Ana’s English 

learning and the teacher was helpful.  The rest of her schedule consisted of lower-track 

courses.  Throughout the year, Ana’s ESL teacher kept in touch with her mainstream 

content teachers to track Ana’s progress, and expected the students to read the same 

books as other non-ESL students so that they would develop the English skills and 

academic content necessary for mainstream content coursework.  Later, her ESL teacher 

encouraged her to sign up for an AP course.

She really liked me; I got along very well with her, and she told me that I 

should [enroll in AP coursework].

As Ana navigated to higher academic tracks, she was met with mixed support 

from other teachers.  Her AP U.S. History teacher was one of the many that were happy 

to invite her into his class.

I went to talk to him, and I said, “I want to be in your class.”  And he said, 

“Why?”  “Because I want to go to college.”  And he said, “You’re in.”

Not all teachers were so supportive of her efforts to go to college.  When she tried to get 

into an AP literature class her senior year, the teacher saw that Ana had been previously 
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enrolled in ESL and told her directly that she thought she would fail so she did not want 

her in her class.  She even told Ana that she lacked the ability to write in English before 

seeing a sample of her writing.  This only made her determined to prove the teacher 

wrong, and because the teacher could not stop her from signing up, Ana did.  Incidentally, 

Ana had previously read all of the assigned readings on her own, so within a month the 

teacher was apologizing.  Ana’s high school academic preparation went much like this 

until she graduated and enrolled in college.  She is presently in her senior year of college 

and applying for law school.

Benita

Benita grew up in a Totonac indigenous community just hours southeast of 

Mexico city.  She attended a small middle school that consisted of three grade levels of 

25-30 students each.  Her school lacked calculators, computers, science laboratories, 

handouts, and had “just paper and pens and notebooks.”  It had its own bathrooms and a 

basketball court.  Benita was involved in basketball competitions between hers and other 

schools in the region, but this was the only extracurricular activity available to her.  The 

seven classes that Benita took were taught by a small group of teachers who were barely 

qualified, and in some situations had little desire to teach.  There was one teacher that 

Benita had her entire time in middle school that liked math and Spanish, and helped 

Benita learn a great deal of math.  

Benita knew that if she wanted to go to college she would have to apply for 

scholarships, but she was determined.  Her determination came from her mother and 
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grandparents ‒ specifically her grandfather who was an inspiration to her most of her life.  

He had been to the US as a missionary and knew of the opportunities available to 

educated people.  On the other hand, Benita’s mother had not finished high school and 

had no experience with going to college in Mexico or the US.  When Benita was 15 years 

old, her mother married an American missionary friend of her grandfather’s who later 

brought the entire family to Houston during Benita’s freshman year of high school.

When Benita entered high school in the US she was immediately placed in a type 

of newcomer’s school for immigrants who did not speak English.  Her classes were 

secluded in a portable outside of the school, and she was enrolled in four periods of ESL 

per day with only Spanish and gym for mainstream content classes; she studied English 

writing and listening but had little practice speaking.  In her sophomore year Benita was 

placed at another school of about 3,000 students with regular-track courses and an ESL 

course of about 25 students.  Her teacher would only speak to them in English and 

expected them to do the same. While this environment helped Benita learn English, her 

peers did not share the same academic aspirations.

Some of them, they got stuck in ESL.  They knew English ‒ they had better 

English than me.  But they didn’t want to go to a regular English class or 

regular other, any kind of class.  Because they didn’t want to work.  They 

didn’t want to do the work.  And I don’t know why, they were just lazy.  And 

yeah, and some of them were, they got in trouble a lot.  And some of them 

got expelled from the school.
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She felt they were not a good influence on her so she began to separate from them and 

draw nearer to NES peers once she exited ESL, eventually moving on to higher-track 

courses.

Being in higher-track coursework meant being around NES peers.  At first she felt 

strange, but the desire to know what they were saying motivated her to learn English.  

She was able to make friends with many NES peers by helping them with their work in 

her Spanish classes, which grew into getting to know one another’s cultures, and cleared 

up various misconceptions she had about American culture as well as helped her 

appreciate her own culture.  She was also able to learn more of the colloquial features of 

the English language such as slang and idiomatic expressions.

Benita had many teachers who supported her navigation to higher-track courses 

and college.

Some of my teachers were really supporters of me, because I didn’t know 

what UT was.  When I applied, I just applied because my teachers told me 

to apply.  Then, when I came here, I knew how prestigious the university 

was.  But I’m really glad I got to know those teachers who helped me. It 

was important to me to encourage me to go [to college].

Benita had supportive teachers who remained committed when the others were not, 

which neutralized the effects of unsupportive teachers’ low expectations.  Benita felt 

discriminated by teachers who held low expectations of her as an ELL.  This was most 

apparent for her when she was accepted to UT and they were surprised despite her always 
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having made good grades.  Benita ultimately found a great deal of academic and 

emotional support in teachers who held high expectations of her.  Those teachers with 

high expectations positively influenced her college-going.

Her sophomore ESL instructor was her “most influential teacher” during her high 

school career.  The teacher expected her to write papers and read at the same level as her 

NES peers, and as a result her English vocabulary knowledge expanded.  While some of 

her classmates rejected the teacher’s expectations, Benita saw her efforts to help and 

accepted the challenges she presented.  This teacher gave her advice about how to 

succeed in mainstream content courses, encouraged her to enroll in AP courses, and later 

helped her apply for college.  By her Junior year Benita was already involved in AP 

courses and is presently a Latin American studies major.  When she graduates, Benita 

wants to go back to Latin America and help others in situations like the one she came 

from.

Catalina

Catalina grew up in Guadalajara, Mexico, where she was very active in school.  

She would compete in academic competitions with other schools and enjoyed her life 

there until her father found a job in the US.  Because Catalina’s parents had little 

knowledge about English or school in the US and had less than a high school education, 

they did not offer her much academic support.  There was only one time that Catalina 

recalls her mother coming to the high school to help Catalina.  The school had placed 

Catalina in Special Education classes because she kept failing her ESL exit exams.  The 
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administration thought this indicated some sort of learning disability, but her mother 

came to the school the next day to argue for her and Catalina was placed back in ESL 

classes.  

Her parents encouraged her to study hard and go to school so that she would have 

more opportunities in her life.  Catalina’s father was strict, so she was afraid to ask him 

for help, but her mother was more helpful.  Overall, however, they were not involved 

with Catalina’s schooling.  As her education progressed and Catalina became more 

involved, her parents grew less comfortable with Catalina’s involvement in school 

activities, so communication between her and her parents gradually worsened.  They 

viewed her growth and involvement as rebellion, and by the time she graduated high 

school her father would not attend her high school graduation and her mother only went 

so that Catalina would have a ride.  Not until she went to college did her parents see the 

benefits of Catalina’s educational activities.  

When Catalina moved to the US she was in the 7th grade and did not know 

English, so she was placed in ESL and “non-regular”, lower-track classes.  She had a 

difficult time adapting to American culture.  She felt isolated and discriminated by the 

other students of Mexican descent who were raised in the US and took regular classes.  

What was confusing was that these other students appeared to have a lot in common with 

her but did not accept her.  

They would call us wetbacks, and they would be the Chicanos.  So, that 

was very hard, too.  Because they looked more Mexican than me.
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She quickly became less involved in school than she had been in Mexico, and 

discrimination affected the way she saw school, ESL, and her position as a student in the 

United States.  

They…didn’t want our group, so we would always sit together like in the 

cafeteria.  People would push us, and people would call us names.  We 

never say anything because most of the time we didn’t understand what 

they were saying… and I say, ‘we,’ because it was my classmates and I, the 

ones who were in ESL…. So, I didn’t want to learn English because I was 

afraid to become one of them.  I didn’t want to feel discriminated, so that’s 

why I liked ‒ I really liked my ESL courses, and there were times they 

would do a test, like ESL test to move you up to regular classes.  I would 

always fail the test so that I could stay in the ESL classes.

Catalina chose not to exit ESL until the end of her sophomore year of high school.

ESL served as a shelter for some time before Catalina decided that she wanted to 

do more with her opportunity for education.  Catalina remained in ESL for two main 

reasons.  

I wanted to be with my friends and I didn’t want to be discriminated, and I 

thought people were going to ‒ if I was moved to regular classes, I thought 

people were going to make fun of me, of my accent, the fact that I didn’t 

know good English, and all that kind of stuff.

Catalina held on to these beliefs until her junior year when she was no longer in ESL.  
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She began taking regular-track courses, and got involved with the school’s drill team, 

which she learned about through her physical education teacher.

It was on the drill team her sophomore year that Catalina spent time before and 

after school with other girls who were not in ESL.  These girls became her friends that 

year, and Catalina began to change the way she saw her position in the high school 

context: She began to see that she was not only a member of the ESL community, but the 

greater high school community as well.  Eventually her friends in ESL began to pull 

away saying that Catalina had changed, and some of this was true ‒ she had changed the 

way she saw education.  She began to speak mainly with NES peers and read English a 

lot, which prompted her to test out of ESL.  

I realized if I stayed in ESL courses, I wasn’t going to do anything because 

we were always kept there.  The problem that I see with ESL ‒ well, now 

the problem that I see with ESL in that time ‒ was that most of us spoke 

the same language, the same common language, so we weren’t going to 

speak English.  Why?  Because we liked to make fun of each other.  That’s 

just our culture.  So if someone would say something in English, we would 

make fun of that person, and the other person wasn’t going to speak 

English again because we would make fun of that person…Those are very 

common things in our culture, especially when you’re very rejected by the 

target culture.

She didn’t feel like she was learning anything in the non-English speaking environment 

26



that ESL created at her school and the lower-track courses she was in.  Also, the ESL 

class she was in was the only one offered, so there were roughly 50 students in the class ‒ 

many sitting on the floor.  The friends she lost touch with, however, remained in ESL and 

lower tracks throughout high school and, as far as she knows, never went on to college.

The majority of the student body at Catalina’s high school was Hispanic ‒ an 

estimated 50% were NES Hispanic students and 40% Latin-American origin immigrants.  

While many of the NES Hispanic students spoke Spanish, many were more comfortable 

speaking English.  Catalina realized this and her perspective about those students 

changed as well

I realized that it was not their fault they really [did not] know Spanish…

they grew up here. 

While she understood most of the English being spoken to her, she was unable to speak it 

well.  In the 11th grade she joined the Chess and Math Clubs, which exposed her to more 

NES peers with information about college-going, but required little speaking.

All but one of Catalina’s teachers held similar academic expectations of her to 

those of her NES peers, in spite of the fact that she was still learning English.  The 

demand placed on reading assignments was helpful because it helped her realize that if 

she wanted to get good grades she would have no other way than to push through the 

readings and complete the assignments, although English writing remained a challenge.  

In fact, in her history class the teacher would allow her to turn in papers in Spanish even 

though she did not know Spanish and could not check them.  Nevertheless, Catalina’s 
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teachers encouraged her to do the same amount of work as her other classmates, which 

prepared her for the AP courses she took her senior year.

When her math teacher saw how talented she was in mathematics, she began to 

encourage her to study math in college, join the Math Club and helped her write college 

entrance essays.  Catalina also got involved with Talent Search, which helped her with 

college applications, scholarship searches, and took her to different college conferences 

and tours.  By the time Catalina graduated she had enough financial aid to pay for college 

and buy a car.  

Because she had not been a part of the AP program in her high school until the 

last school year, her AP peers were doubtful, which challenged her to outperform them; 

Catalina graduated ranked 9 in a graduating class of 370.  She was feeling more 

comfortable in the American culture, despite the linguistic challenges, but never wanted 

to forget her Mexican roots.  When she graduated from college, she became a bilingual 

elementary instructor.
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Chapter 5: Findings

The ESL environment

“I really felt that being in ESL had a lot of different opportunities than 

being a regular student.” ‒Benita 

Since each participant’s US high school experience began with ESL, it is 

important to understand how the ESL environment shaped their academic navigation and 

college-going trajectories.  For each participant, US culture and education was a mystery 

that she initially began to understand from the perspectives and lessons of her ESL peers 

and teachers.  Their views and opinions about the requirements for college going were 

initially limited to the perspectives of their teachers and peers.  This was partly due to the 

social positions that a) they were placed in by peers and adults at the school, and b) they 

saw themselves in as a result of their cultural and educational backgrounds.

Participants perceived a stark difference between the way their ESL and NES 

peers treated and viewed them.  Due to their ELL status and initial language challenges, 

participants felt rejected by the NES population, a finding echoed in prior research 

(Richardson-Bruna & Vale, 2007).  Some of the worst critics in fact were NES Hispanic 

students; Catalina reported that these teens would make fun of her and her ESL peers, 

take advantage of them, and call them “wetbacks” and other names.  

So that was very tough for me, because they would call us that way…. I 

didn't want to learn English because I was afraid to become one of them.  

‒Catalina
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Consequently, the students enrolled in ESL tended to stay close to one another. 

In the ESL classroom, participants felt they were among peers who shared 

common experiences:  the challenge of learning English, relatively recent immigration 

history, and exclusion from the NES community.  Even despite native language 

differences among its members, the ESL classroom provided a connection among 

students to help cope with common challenges of high school life in the US.  While 

students who shared the same first language connected more quickly with one another, 

linguistic differences were not obstacles, rather these differences provided common 

ground among ESL students. They were all language minority students in the greater high 

school context.  The ESL students actively sought ways to include all members of their 

classroom into their community; to communicate they used whatever English they knew, 

which promoted proficiency.  They created an environment in which students practiced 

and understood English with one another, developing basic English skills that would 

transfer to mainstream content classes.  

It was such a small class that I felt like we were really getting something 

out of it. ‒ Ana 

Everything, however, comes with advantages and disadvantages.

Tendency to remain in ESL.  Each participant spoke about the self-censorship 

(Kanno & Varghese’s, 2010) of other ELLs that led them to remain in ESL classes rather 

than utilizing the opportunities and resources offered by the greater high school 

environment.  
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We wanted to learn English, but we didn't want to leave the class because 

you wanted to be together.  Together we have more power. ‒Catalina

While the ESL classroom provides ELLs with a positive community and English-

learning support for use with mainstream academic content, participants noted that their 

ESL peers tended to avoid exiting ESL in order to remain a part of the ELL community 

and do less work.  The result is that many of the students would forego higher-track 

courses and English learning since it meant leaving ESL.  

Most of my friends were from ESL.  But some of them, they got stuck in 

ESL.  Some of them knew English ‒ they had better English than me….  

But they didn't want to go to a regular English class or regular…class, 

because they didn’t want to work….  And I don't know why, they were just 

lazy.  And yeah, and some of them were ‒ they got in trouble a lot.  And 

some of them got expelled from the school.  And also, because I went to 

AP classes and regular classes, I didn't have any more classes with them.  

‒Benita

Additionally, students that left ESL to pursue higher-track courses risked being ostracized 

by their ESL peers if they appeared to be making efforts to exit ESL.  Exiting ESL was 

viewed as disloyalty, so students who showed progress towards higher-track coursework 

risked being made fun of or called names.  

So, if someone would say something in English, we would make fun of that 

person, and the other person wasn't going to speak English again…. 
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That's just a cultural thing…make fun of other people when they speak 

English.  I remember…if I would speak English, they would say, “oh, mira 

la gringa” (Look at the white girl).  ‒Catalina

Participants, having actually exited ESL, were treated like deserters for having “changed” 

when they exited ESL.  

When I was in 10th grade, I changed the group who I was hanging with, 

so now the group of ESL students who I always hang around weren't my 

friends anymore.  I had more friends who spoke only English, so I kind of 

left them.  They were like ‒ they will tell me like, “Oh, you left us; oh, you 

think you're all that”. ‒ Catalina

Thus, the social pressure to remain in ESL created an environment in which many 

students were unwilling to pursue higher-track coursework for fear of being forsaken by 

their peers.  The dilemma created in this situation forced the participants to decide 

whether they would place their ESL peers or their educations first.  As a result, 

participants reported often feeling, as Benita put it, “held back because of other [ESL] 

students.”  As a result, few ELLs exited ESL by the time the participants had graduated, 

and none who remained in ESL throughout high school went immediately on to college.

The classmates I left behind, they were still there in ESL even in 12th 

grade. They were all stuck there, so I guess they needed motivation…. 

[now] they're married and have kids.  They work in fast food restaurants.  

Some work in construction. ‒Catalina
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The participants may have felt it easier to leave the others behind and jump tracks 

because they either did not have a strong bond to other ESL students due to their late 

arrivals to the US, or had experienced other academic rigor in their home countries, thus 

expected to do better academically.

 Jumping tracks: ascending.  Their perceptions that the ESL environment was 

counterproductive to their academic development prompted participants to exit ESL in 

order to pursue higher-track coursework.

I realized if I stayed in ESL courses, I wasn't going to do anything because 

we were always kept there…I didn't feel like I was learning anything. ‒ 

Catalina

All three participants exited ESL by the end of the tenth grade and their determination to 

go to college helped to project them along similar academic trajectories:  ESL and low-

track courses until the end of the tenth grade, regular-track and AP courses in the 

eleventh, and mainly AP courses in the twelfth.  Exiting ESL also provided them with a 

sense of accomplishment.

 I felt accomplished…because I could be in the same classes as other 

students.  And I knew my English wasn't perfect, but I also knew that I 

wasn't going to ignore it anymore:  [I was] understanding more, writing 

more.  So, I could defend myself in those areas.  ‒Benita

In a way I felt great.  Like, “Oh, I'm out of there”….So I felt kind of 

special. ‒ Catalina
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Although they lost contact with almost all of their ESL peers, they soon learned that the 

greater high school student body was more supportive than they had believed.

Relationships with NES Peers

[Toward the end of school] I don't think any of my friends spoke Spanish. ‒

Ana

 The peer-groups of the participants changed after exiting ESL.  This was partly a 

result of scheduling differences that occurred after exiting ESL, but ESL peers’ 

perceptions of participants for exiting played a large role as well.    

[My friends were mainly] the girls from drill team….  I would see them 

every day in the morning, and after school we had practice.  I would eat 

with them because my other friends, they didn't want to talk to me 

anymore since I was not in their classes.  ‒Catalina

Even though participants had lost one group of friends they quickly gained another; 

toward the end of their high school experiences participants' peers were mainly NES 

students.  

 College-going was also the goal of many of their NES peers and, thus, turned out 

to be the tie that bound their relationships.  These relationships helped to counterbalance 

any negative perceptions that participants may have had about the target culture, which 

resulted from culture shock, negative treatment, or ESL peers’ perceptions.  Participants 

initially avoided interacting with the target culture during their time in ESL.

If I would speak English, or if I hang around with other native speakers, I 
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thought that I was going to change.  I was going to become like a 

Chicano, and I didn't want to be like them.  ‒Catalina

However, participants’ feelings towards NES peers began to change after exiting ESL and 

entering higher-track courses.  Participants had more opportunities to get to know about 

their NES peers’ cultures and perspectives.

My perspective changed because I realized it was not their fault that they 

didn't know Spanish.  I also assumed that they knew Spanish ‒ Chicanos 

knew Spanish, but they didn't want to speak Spanish because they were 

racists.  But then my perspective changed because I realized that it was 

not their fault they really didn't know Spanish.  It was...not their fault.  

They grew up here.  I also changed the way I saw education. ‒Catalina

 Students may not have had this opportunity to learn the target culture or language 

outside of the high school environment, because they spent most of their time at home 

with family or others who spoke their first language.

I mean my relationships [with NES] were mainly in school." ‒Catalina

In our homes ‒ not really; and with our friends ‒ not really. We spoke 

Spanish all the time. ‒ Benita

Therefore, having NES peers in high school provided students with two forms of 

knowledge they may not have received elsewhere: knowledge of the target language and 

of the target culture.

 Learning English and American culture.  Learning the target culture helped 
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participants to understand the new world that they were in and feel more comfortable in 

their classes.  

When I started hanging around with people who were native speakers, I 

realized there were normal people, and that all of them weren't racist, and 

there were nice people, too, so my stereotypes ‒ see I had a lot of 

stereotypes before that.  So the stereotypes that I had just went away, and I 

realized people were nice; people were more friendly.  ‒Catalina

NES peers were also able to learn about participants' cultures, helping to alleviate some 

of their misunderstandings that existed on both sides.

Yeah, I mostly asked them about, "Do you do this in here in the U.S.?  Or 

why do you do this?  This is weird for me.  Can you explain why you do 

this?"  And they also asked me, "Why do Mexican people do this?  I don't 

understand this."  And so, I had to explain it.  And it was funny for me to 

know what other people thought about us, thought about our customs.  

And I got to know more about the culture, too, through them.  ‒Benita

NES peer relationships provided a great depth of understanding about the target culture.  

Taking classes at all levels of coursework provided a wider perspective on the American 

culture than if they had remained in any one track, which gave participants an 

opportunity, form their own opinions of American culture.

I got to learn more about the culture a little bit and slangs, maybe, in 

English, because it's weird….  And culturally, I learned more about that.  
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And I learned to appreciate more about my culture and their culture, and 

to appreciate the differences between us...I had my own perceptions about 

American or U.S. [culture] and some of them were, most of them were 

wrong and some of them ‒ [now] I know that we're different. ‒Benita

 When participants were first placed with NES peers, they had difficulties 

understanding English, so it was difficult to demonstrate their academic abilities.

Well, at the beginning, it was very weird and I didn't want to talk.  I will 

always agree to everything they were saying.  I was like, “Oh, uh huh.”  

When I was in those AP courses I would always agree, but I would 

understand.  I understood most of the things they were saying, I think like 

90%, but it was kind of hard to produce the language.  So I would agree 

with everything….  But when it comes to ‒ when I did group work I never 

participated, or I let the other people talk because I didn't want to talk. ‒

Catalina

 Difficulties expressing themselves resolved once participants spent time with 

NES peers.  Two things in particular motivated them to learn English.  First, participants 

were placed in situations where they could not understand what was being said.

It was strange.  I mean, you don't understand anything.  You feel like, 

"What are they saying?"  You want to know, you want to know what they're 

saying….  I got frustrated a lot, I struggled with that.  And I just wanted to 

understand what people were saying around me.  I don't know.  I think 
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that's one of the reasons that I wanted to learn more. ‒Benita

Second, participants were placed around students who would help them speak English 

rather than discourage it.  

Some people were helpful, and they would help you with your English. ‒

Catalina

NES peers openly shared their knowledge about English with participants, which proved 

to be a resource needed to access academic content.

They were very understanding. A lot of them were really nice to me when I 

was trying to learn English, and they were helping me and correcting my 

pronunciation.  ‒Ana

 College readiness.  Relationships with NES peers promoted academic discourse 

development and facilitated academic engagement, which led to advancement on to 

higher-track courses.  These relationships also facilitated ways of receiving advice on 

decisions pertaining to course navigation and college-going. 

If I had more friends I could talk to more people in the class, and I became 

more engaged in what I was doing in school and all of that.  And it made 

me easier to move up because I started my first year with all regular 

classes and ESL and all that.  Then I started tentatively trying out AP 

classes my junior year.  But you know having friends there to support me 

kind of helped make that transition. ‒Ana

NES peers may have known more about the nuances of the American education system, 
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and could, therefore, provide participants this resource.

Yeah, well in terms of just being able to have, I don't know, to be able to 

communicate with somebody and tell them, "Hey, I don't know if I should 

do this. What do you think?"  Just talking to people ‒ what they think 

about different things….  Although most of my friends were not in the AP 

classes in that kind of track, they were still kind of supportive of me going 

in there.  ‒Ana

Whether these peers had the same goals of going to college or taking AP courses had no 

effect on their ability to give good advice about the two.

Being in AP courses exposed participants to college-bound NES peers who 

modeled positive college-going behaviors and helped to shape participants’ overall high 

school success.

I think seeing other students who were applying to college [helped] ‒ and 

I also wanted to go to college:  They started talking about college, so I 

guess having those models [helped]. ‒Catalina

Being among college-bound NES peers provided participants with support and 

knowledge for accessing college preparatory coursework.

Finally, being in courses with higher-track, college-bound NES peers positively 

influenced participants’ academic achievement in higher-track, college preparatory 

classes.  

I was in a classroom with the best and brightest of my high school.  All the 
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people that went to college, pretty much, were in that classroom, and I was 

getting good grades.  I was getting, sometimes, higher grades than they 

were getting.  And this was U.S. History ‒ the first time I took U.S. history 

‒ and it was in another language.  Some of them got kind of mad because, 

like, the valedictorian and the salutatorian were in my class, and I was 

always getting higher grades than they were. ‒Ana

Demonstrating that they were as capable of handling academic content as their NES 

colleagues was important to participants.  When they transitioned to higher-track courses, 

they worked hard on coursework that prepared them for college.  Furthermore, being at 

the same level as higher-track NES peers reinforced their beliefs that going to college 

was possible.

The fact that I was at the same level as the AP students.  So I'm like, “If 

they can do it, I can do it.”  So, I guess that inspired me to move on. ‒

Catalina

Teacher-student relationships

 Close relationships with teachers proved to be instrumental in participants’ 

college-going efforts.  Setting high, but realistic expectations for English and academic 

growth, teachers helped them progress through academic tracks and prepare for college.  

Participants also faced teachers who expected less from participants based on their ELL 

statuses.

You could see that, some of them didn't really expect me to do that ‒ to 
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come here to UT. ‒Benita

Both the positive and negative expectations of teachers emerged in various ways and 

were still fresh in participants’ memories at the time of this study, more than 3 years later.

 Expectations.

It also depended a lot on the teacher. If they have higher expectations, 

you're expected to do [the work]. ‒Benita

 The teachers who held the highest expectations of participants’ English and 

academic development shaped college-going trajectories the most.  Effective teachers 

expected English use in the classroom, which affirmed participants’ beliefs that they 

could succeed in academic coursework outside the ESL track despite linguistic 

challenges, but participants were also aware of the low expectations that some teachers 

had.  

So the adults I was most involved with were my teachers…. But all the 

teachers…some of them, their expectations for us were really low…they 

kind of pitied us. ‒Benita

Nonetheless, participants perceived teachers’ expectations through English language and 

academic support.

Teacher expectations: literacy development.  When teachers expected ELLs to 

read on the same level as native English speakers, students were more motivated to read 

in English and made greater progress.  This was especially true when students shared a 

personal connection to the material they were reading. 

41



In the reading class we just read any book that the teacher thought we 

might get interested in.  It was just to get us to read and understand 

English a little bit more.  So we read a Harry Potter book in that class.  

Yeah, pretty easy and kind of a fun read.  So then we'd have to read so 

many chapters for the class.  Actually, some books that we read really got 

some people going and interested in reading.  That girl that I told you that 

was trying to get pregnant at 13, she hated school, she did horribly in 

school. But we started reading, "The Outsiders," and she got into it.  She 

finished it in one night, she loved it.  So that was like one thing that really 

like made her want to try something different or try harder.  The class, it 

was trying to go at the same level and do the same readings as the regular 

English class. ‒Ana

Reading also provided participants with a sense of relief from the shock of living in an 

entirely new country.

I got obsessed with it and started reading fan fiction. And I would read a 

lot in like two hours, just go through it, and that really helped me learn 

English. So I would have like three hours of "CSI" plus two hours of 

reading about "CSI" a day, and that really sped up everything… I needed 

to be obsessed about something to be able to forget about how shocking 

everything was. ‒Ana

Teachers’ expectations to read rigorous texts facilitated higher level vocabulary 
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attainment.

I think I got to know more because I didn't have to read children's books 

like my first year.  It was interesting and my vocabulary went much higher.  

I remember that we had to read “The Night,” by….  What's the name of 

the author?  I don't remember who it's by, but it was about the experience 

of a World War II Jewish child…  It was kind of contemporary.  Yeah, it 

was a really good, interesting story.  I loved that book because it was one 

of my first high-level, English vocabulary books.  We also go to read 

“Antigone”, I think.  She encouraged us to discuss, and to speak and to 

speak. ‒Benita

Finally, while participants wished they had been expected to do more writing, reading 

helped 

…To see how the sentences were put together and I learned a lot of 

vocabulary. What else? Yeah, just reading… reading really helped me the 

most.” ‒Catalina 

Reading also provided participants a reference point for English learning and discussion 

as well as vocabulary words.

 In some cases, however, participants felt they had not been prepared for English 

reading in ESL, but that it happened later in mainstream content courses.  

I just thought [ESL] was a Spanish class.  I didn't think I learned that 

much, when I moved to regular classes.  In Physics, I had to [learn 
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English] because I think I ‒ well, I wasn't forced, but I had to because of 

the demand of reading and assignments.  I wanted to get good grades, so I 

had to complete those assignments. ‒Catalina

English writing assignments provided teachers with an opportunity to assess 

student progress towards proficient English use.  Teachers who helped participants the 

most also held high English writing expectations and not only offered them support to 

English writing development but monitored their progress as well.

[Our ESL teacher was] trying to get us to be able to be proficient in all 

our other classes. And I think she was in contact with the other teachers, 

and they would send her other writing samples from us. So she could 

compare and see if we were learning.

In some cases, teachers held such low English writing expectations that they allowed 

participants to write in Spanish, despite not being able to check their work in Spanish. 

The [history] teacher would say you can write your summary in Spanish. ‒

Catalina

Ultimately, teachers’ expectations of participants’ writing abilities helped to shape their 

English acquisition and academic trajectories.  These expectations influenced writing 

abilities which they took with them to college.

I wasn't forced to write in English, so that's why I had a lot of difficult time 

when I came to UT….  I remember my first year at UT I had tutor, an 

English tutor, and he told me to write an essay.  I just wrote a paragraph, 
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that's all ‒ or a page, but he said it was trash. ‒Catalina

Teacher expectations: English conversation.  Being expected to speak English 

facilitated the development of participants’ English speaking abilities. 

[The ESL teacher] expected a lot from us and she told us that.  She told us, 

“I'm not going to be like your other teachers who tell you [that] you don't 

speak English well.  It's OK for you to use this or for you not to proceed.  

You're going to do what I assign you to do.  I don't care if your English is 

not good.  I'm going to wait here and you're going to say what you have to 

say.”  At first I thought she was really strict.  I wasn't used to those kind of 

teachers in high school.  I think it was good because I got to know that 

pressure there.  ‒Benita

The ESL classroom created a healthy environment for English speaking development.

I think it is just to have the person there to help you and to just be there 

with you…that she's patient with you, and that she corrects you.  I mean, 

sometimes, when other people, other teachers that are not ESL teachers 

and they correct you…. It's just the feeling that ESL teachers are there for 

you and they can help you with anything…. And if you go there and you 

ask about culture, they're not going to be offended…. They understand 

you…. I think that's one of the little things about ESL. ‒Benita

 Similarly, mainstream content teachers encouraged their English speaking 

development by speaking only English and expecting their students to as well. 
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She always only spoke English and encouraged us to speak only English to 

her. And I liked it because she encouraged me to respond in English. So if 

I didn't know a word, I would have to get around it. ‒ Ana

This required participants to make use of English knowledge to communicate in ways 

they had not before.  By scaffolding, teachers were able to facilitate English conversation 

development.  

I would say things kind of wrong, but the teacher understood that I didn't 

speak English, so he would kind of make sense of what I'm saying and 

know that I got it right. ‒Benita

Participants perceived that English speaking expectations played a crucial role in the 

development of English-speaking skills, which later helped them perform well in higher-

track courses.

 Academic coursework.  Traditionally, schools forefront the linguistic needs of 

ELLs, as evidenced by association between teachers’ linguistic expectations and 

students’ English development evidenced in the previous section.  This focus on English, 

however, draws attention from the importance of academic development.  This section 

will address the association between teachers’ academic expectations and participants’ 

ultimate high school academic performance. 

 When ESL teachers assigned higher-level academic work, the skills transferred 

easily to the regular classroom.  

When I started learning English - when ESL became incredibly easy - I felt 
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like I was missing out on what other classes ‒ what they were learning.  It 

turns out, I wasn't. ‒Ana

Effective teachers expected participants to read at the same level and do the same 

readings as the regular English class.  Reading the same materials that were read in 

regular classes supported the participants academic vocabulary development, produced 

the same background knowledge as regular- and high-track students were receiving, and 

eased the transition into the regular classes.  The same was true of English writing 

expectations.  

 Like reading, when teachers expected participants to write in English, they felt 

prepared to perform well on regular- and higher-track coursework.  Writing prepared 

participants to demonstrate their academic knowledge through coursework.  Moreover, 

writing supported higher achievement on assessments.  Therefore, ESL teachers’ 

expectations for students’ writing promoted overall academic development amongst the 

participants.  

Once in the mainstream classroom, students were pushed to work just as hard as 

their NES peers.  Teachers’ writing expectations challenged participants to work harder in 

order to get higher grades. 

My physics teacher, she was very demanding.  She will treat everyone the 

same.  She won't say, “oh, poor thing, she doesn't know English; I'm going 

to give her easier work or easier assignments.”  She expected the same 

thing from everyone. ‒Catalina
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When teachers did not hold the same expectations for ELLs as they did for NES students, 

participants interpreted this as a lack of belief in their academic abilities due to their 

statuses as ELLs.

I got a lot of looks in the beginning.  Of like…‘What is this girl doing?’  

Like, from teachers sometimes.  Like, ‘She's not going to do well.’  So 

those kind of things kind of helped me and challenged me and made me 

[think], ‘You know what, I'm going to succeed just to spite you.’  You 

know?  Just to prove people wrong.  And in this process, I discovered I 

was kind of smart. ‒Ana

I'll find my way, so I guess there's just my personality, that I'm very 

competitive. How all of my teachers give up very easily, I try. ‒Catalina

When participants sensed that their teachers expected them to do more rigorous 

coursework, they worked to meet those expectations and learned higher-level academic 

knowledge, which prepared them to advance to higher-track coursework.

 Active engagement in student academic navigation.  College-going support 

from teachers emerged through encouragement to “jump”, or advance to higher-track 

coursework (consistent with findings from Harklau, 1994b), and through college-going 

guidance and assistance.

I had a really good ESL [teacher].  It was her last year of teaching, so she 

was about 60‑something [years old].  But she was really energetic and she 

was, I think, the most influential teacher that I had in my high school 
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career.  She really encouraged me to go to AP classes and do the 

challenge so I could prepare to go to a university.  She helped me apply.  

She encouraged me.  She talked to me and most of my classmates. ‒Benita

 Jumping tracks: advocacy and guidance.  Relationships with teachers helped 

students to jump tracks from ESL to AP coursework.  Each participant ultimately 

transitioned into the higher, AP track due to the influence of their teachers, who served as 

resources for providing knowledge about the academic rigor needed to prepare for 

college.

Then I took AP courses, and that helped me get into college as well. So 

from way down, and whoompf! to AP courses. ‒Catalina

At times, teachers’ encouragement led participants to go directly from ESL to AP courses.

They made me go to another room at the end of the year to do a test 

because they thought I might get into more advanced math.  And they 

bumped me up from regular classes. ‒Ana

More specifically, each participant perceived that ESL teachers played an 

important role in jumping tracks to more rigorous coursework.

[The ESL teacher] was the one responsible for me signing up for my first 

AP class. She really liked me; I got along very well with her. And she told 

me that I should ‒ I wanted to apply to get ‒ you had to take a test to get 

into the AP classes, and I wanted to take it, but it was a written test, and I 

didn't think I had the capabilities to do it. But she said, "No, you should 
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really just talk to him, talk to the teacher, he will do something for you, 

he'll let you do it." And she tried to help me. And that's how I got into AP 

U.S. History. ‒Ana

 Once in AP courses, participants gained access to teachers with more updated 

knowledge about accessing college.  Because teachers of AP courses tend to see and 

assist more of the students that go to college, they are typically more up-to-date on 

college-going processes and resources than other mainstream content teachers.  There 

were, however, challenges that came with being an ELL in an AP course.  Participants, 

however, saw these types of challenge as reasons to overcome the stigma placed on them 

as ELLs, which led to greater academic engagement.

My senior year when I tried to get into an AP Literature class, the teacher 

saw that I had been an ESL student, and she basically came out and told 

me, “I don't want you in my class”…. She said, “You're going to fail.  

You're not going to do well.  You don't have the ability to write in English." 

And she doesn't know anything about me.  And, “You're not going to be 

able to keep up with the readings.  And if you start failing, you can't go 

back to your regular class until the semester is over.  So this could really 

screw up your high school career.”  And that was a challenge, so I took it. 

‒Ana

Ana passed that class with an A.

 College-going encouragement and assistance.  
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I think, sometimes, that people just don't want to [go to college]. They feel 

that they can do it. And so, mostly, because they don't know what 

resources are available to them, or they don't have the support to actually 

go and study. ‒Benita

Encouragement from teachers helped participants college-going dreams a reality.  

In each story, teachers believed that each of the participants had the potential to go to 

college.  However, some beliefs were positive while some were negative.  When students 

perceived positive teacher beliefs, they responded and performed positively.  Teachers’ 

positive beliefs, or expectations, set a precedent for students to believe in themselves.  

[Some teachers] saw that I had some sort of potential.  So, I think I kind of 

expected that I would go to college.  ‒Ana

Participants typically perceived positive teacher beliefs about college-going 

through the encouragement they received from teachers, and teachers’ verbal 

encouragement communicated beliefs that participants could go to college.

I loved math… I was having a hard time understanding English, but I 

could do the work.  So she's like, ‘Why don't you go to college and study 

math?’  She inspired me to go to college.  She told me to join the Math 

Club, and I did.  I was in the Math Honor Society, so I guess she really 

inspired me to go to college.  ‒Catalina

On the other hand, when teachers expressed negative beliefs about their students’ 

ability to attend college, it affected the way students saw themselves as college-goers.
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Some of them, their expectations for us were really low and we felt it.  We 

felt it, because they kind of pitied us.  I mean, you could see it, the 

difference that they treated us from American students from native 

American students… and I don't know, we somehow got used to it.  Still, 

sometimes we were offended because of that.  Also, we had some really 

good teachers who encouraged us to go farther than high school.  I really 

appreciate those teachers because sometimes were really down. ‒Benita

The way students viewed themselves as college-goers was affected, positively or 

negatively, by their teachers’ beliefs in them.  These self-perceptions had some influence 

on their efforts to go to college.  

Effective teachers got involved in participants’ college application process.  

She edited and she kind of gave me an idea of what to write. ‒Catalina  

Teachers also wrote letters of recommendation to advocate on students’ behalf.

I actually, one day, came up to [my AP History teacher] in the morning 

and said, “I need a letter of recommendation.”  He goes, “Okay.  When do 

you need it by?”  “Today.”  So, after class I came back and he had typed 

up a really nice letter of recommendation, sealed and everything.  So, I 

could send it and apply to schools. ‒Ana

In addition to providing letters of recommendation, teachers helped participants to 

understand that they could go to college in the US and find sources of financial 

assistance, even if they were undocumented immigrants.
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She helped me find scholarships…and then she helped me find schools and 

said that if I go to a public university here in Texas, since I…had been 

exactly three years in the United States and Texas. And…I was going to 

graduate from a high school in Texas ‒ I qualified for in-state tuition… 

She also gave me a letter of recommendation. ‒Ana

 Overall, having access to teachers provided encouragement and assistance in 

participants’ efforts to attend college.  Encouragement created an environment in which 

students felt free to ask teachers for assistance searching for and applying to universities. 

The teachers provided valuable resources such as letters of recommendation, and clear 

answers to questions about college going for immigrant populations. These supports 

made the respondents’ applications stronger and more competitive.

53



Chapter 6: Discussion

 Because this is a qualitative study with relatively few participants, empirical 

reliability may not be assumed.  It should be noted, however, that in spite of the 

participants’ disparate educational and national backgrounds, and their high school 

enrollment in different cities, certain themes emerged across all participants’ perceptions.  

The present findings may have practical implications for the education of Latina females 

who immigrate during adolescence.  Furthermore, the findings of this study provide 

unique insight because few studies consider the college-going trajectories of high school 

ELLs (Callahan & Shifrer, 2011).

 A driving purpose of this study is to better understand the transition of ELLs from 

ESL to higher-track, college preparatory coursework to improve the likelihood of college-

going.  Because the participants were female, recent immigrants, native Spanish speakers 

of Latin-American origin, the implications may be particularly relevant for this 

population.  Furthermore, while all participants held aspirations for college before 

coming to the US, these aspirations were bolstered by support from their parents and 

teachers.  The following section explores several themes in the findings of the present 

study that may be relevant for teachers of high school ELLs who may wish to facilitate 

college-going among their students. 

Recent immigrant status 

 Findings from the present study suggest that for these young women, recent 

immigrant status served an advantage rather than a disadvantage, with respect to their 
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college going potential.  These high school recent immigrants were neither socially nor 

academically attached to the ESL community. Rather, these young women held a very 

pragmatic view, and ESL placement appeared to serve it merely as a means to learn 

English in order to transition to higher-track coursework. Other recent immigrants in high 

school may also see the value of pursuing educational opportunities in spite of the 

opinions of their peers.

Exiting ESL

 While ESL coursework is designed to provide linguistic support, findings in this 

study echo those of prior research which suggests little benefit to remaining in ESL 

longer than necessary; in fact, prior research suggests that prolonged ESL placement may 

have subtractive effects on ELLs’ learning (Callahan, et al., 2010; Menken & Kleyn, 

2010; Valenzuela, 1999).  The young women in this study all reported their experiences 

in contrast to those of their peers who remained in the ESL track, rather than advancing to 

regular- or higher-track coursework. High school ESL teachers may wish to prioritize the 

movement of their students into mainstream coursework as soon as academically 

possible. 

Integration with NES peers

 Each of the study’s participants commented on the importance of developing 

friendships with NES peers who were able to help them develop their understanding of 

the target language and culture, coursework, and support decisions pertaining to college-

going.  Teachers may wish to orchestrate social interaction, provide group work or 
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recommend extracurricular activities based on student interests in order to encourage 

relationships with NES peers for their current ELLs.

Teacher-student relationships

Among the study participants, teachers’ expectations for their success were central in 

shaping their aspirations for college, and their college-going trajectories.  The findings 

suggest that teachers can demonstrate their expectations by: a) encouraging the transition 

from ESL to higher-track courses that lead to college preparation, and b) supporting 

efforts to access college by providing guidance for finding colleges and help in applying.

Recommendations for future research

 Due to the scarcity of research related to the growing high school ELL population, 

the findings of this study call for more generalizable empirical work.  Future research 

could provide a clearer picture of the factors associated with college-going success and 

failure among adolescent ELLs, both male and female and from a variety of demographic 

backgrounds.  This is particularly important for schools receiving high numbers of 

immigrants, since educational policy on ELL education is constantly evolving.

 Further research might target more efficient transitions from ESL to higher-track 

coursework and increased college-going among high school ELLs.  More specifically, 

comparing early with late arrival to the US may further explain efficient or successful 

college-going trajectories for high school ELLs.  In addition, studies which explore how 

teachers might promote college-going expectations for ELLs, and work which facilitate 

the transition from ESL to higher-tracks to improve college-going rates may help to build 
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ESL communities that celebrate the college-going trajectories of their members.  Future 

research will benefit from the use of a variety of methods across a range of populations.  

Findings from such work may be useful for high schools, teachers, and ESL programs 

that hope to improve the college-going rates of their ESL students.

Limitations of the present study

 There are limitations to the present study.  First, the sample is limited to the 

individual experiences of four first-generation, female, Latina students in relatively high 

immigrant receiving communities, and as such the results are limited in generalizability.  

In addition, the findings from this study were presented from the perspectives of students, 

and therefore can only be taken as such.  While this method does not offer what would 

traditionally be considered a more empirical means of measuring, it gives a voice to the 

participants and empowers them to assist in the college-going efforts of students in like 

positions.  Second, perspectives of ELLs who did not graduate or make it to college were 

not presented, but could have offered valuable insight into the dilemmas that they feel 

prevented them from accessing higher-tracks and college.  These perspectives would 

have included those students who remained in ESL and did not access higher-track 

coursework.  Finally, it may have improved the reliability of the results if the participants 

were students who had just recently graduated high school so that their memories would 

still be fresh in their minds.  However, there was a high level of overlap in participants’ 

feedback contributing to the reliability of the findings.
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Chapter 7: Conclusion

 This study sought to understand the association between high school experiences 

and college-going trajectories by exploring the reflections and perceptions of former high 

school ESL students currently enrolled in a prestigious four year university.  Although 

ESL may offer a social haven for ELLs, it may also isolate them from the greater high 

school population.  As a result, ELLs may not have exposure to either higher-track 

courses or NES peers, both of which participants reported as critical in their college 

going decisions. Prior research suggests that remaining in ESL restricts ELLs from 

accessing higher-track coursework.  Upon exiting ESL, however, students may find that 

the greater high school community offers social, academic and English language support 

leading to college-going.  In addition, positive relationships or teacher expectations with 

both ESL and mainstream teachers may result in college-going.  

 Relationships with NES peers may promote an understanding of the target culture 

that might help to ease the transition from ESL to higher-track courses.  These 

relationships may also promote opportunities for English use, which support discourse 

development and academic engagement and can transfer to higher-track courses.  

Similarly, teachers holding firm expectations for English use and academic coursework 

may communicate affirmative beliefs in ELLs’ abilities, therefore validating their 

college-going aspirations.  Furthermore, teachers’ encouragement to advance to higher-

track courses and assistance with the college application process can support the 

academic navigation of ELLs.  
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 This thesis contributes to an understanding of college-going for ELLs, a topic of 

concern in current research (Garnett, 2010).  By reporting the processes and practices that 

former ELLs perceive to have aided their college-going trajectories, the study advocates 

more effective means of student track progression and college-going, ultimately 

contributing to their futures and human capital.  Furthermore, by reporting the 

perspectives of ELLs through qualitative inquiry this study explores individuals’ 

perceptions of their own college-going and suggests further studies that could contribute 

to the field. 

 College-going rates among high school ESL students lag significantly behind 

those of NES peers (Choy, 2002).  This study provides evidence, however, that a college-

going trajectory may be created and supported by involved, academically supportive 

teachers.  Future studies may wish to investigate the means by which high school ELLs 

are able to navigate academic tracks and access college, and how teachers can continue to 

aid in this endeavor.
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Appendix A: Participant Consent Form

IRB APPROVED ON: 10/25/2010         EXPIRES ON: 10/24/2011 
IRB Protocol #2010-10-0028 

Interview Consent Form  
 
I am invited to participate in a research study titled "From high school ELL to first generation college student" conducted by 
Daniel Moon from the Department of Foreign Language Education at the University of Texas at Austin (512-704-2046, e-mail 
danielmoon@mail.utexas.edu) under the supervision of Dr. Rebecca M. Callahan, Assistant Professor in the Department of 
Curriculum and Instruction at the University of Texas at Austin (512-471-8347, e-mail callahan@prc.utexas.edu. I understand 
that my participation is voluntary.  I can refuse to participate or stop taking part without giving any reason, and without penalty 
or loss of benefits to which I am otherwise entitled.  I can ask to have all of the information about me returned to me, removed 
from the research records, or destroyed.  In addition, I understand that I must be 18 years of age or older in order to participate; 
by signing this consent form I confirm that I am in fact 18 years of age or older. 
 
This study will investigate the factors that encouraged high school graduation and college-going of four former high school ESL 
students who are now first generation college students. If I volunteer to take part in this study, I will be asked to do the following 
things: 
 
1.  Participate in an individual interview with questions and discussions about my high school ESL experience, my perceptions 

of the role of high school ESL curriculum and ESL teacher-student relationships in my decision to pursue higher education. 
The interview will take between 1-1.5 hours.  

2.  Someone from the study may call me to clarify my information 
3.  My information will be confidential, with all individual identifiers kept in a locked file cabinet. Any discussion or analysis of 

the interview data will use a pseudonym and will not contain any individually identifiable information. 
4.  The interview will be audio recorded; upon transcription and assignment of a pseudonym to my records, the audio file will be 

destroyed. 
 
The benefits for me are that the discussion of the factors that contributed to my going to college may heighten my motivation in 
school by helping me to regain focus on why I am pursuing higher education. The researcher also hopes to learn more about the 
factors that improve the high school ESL environment for first generation college-going students. While I may not experience an 
immediate effect, the results of the study might contribute to improved ESL programs, curriculum and educational policy for 
other students like me in the future.  
 
Risks that I may experience while participating in this study are expected to be minimal and no greater than every day life.  
 
I will receive $20 following my initial participation in the interview process.    
 
No individually identifiable information about me, or provided by me during the research, will be shared with others without my 
written permission, except if it is necessary to protect my welfare (for example, if I were injured during the interview and needed 
physician care) or if required by law.  I will be assigned an identifying number and this number will be used on my interview 
audio file and subsequent written transcript.   
 
The investigator will answer any further questions about the research, now or during the course of the project.  If you have any 
questions about your rights as a study participant, or are dissatisfied at any time with any aspect of this study, you may contact – 
anonymously, if you wish – the Institutional Review Board at the University of Texas at Austin by phone at (512) 471-8871 or 
by e-mail at orsc@uts.cc.utexas.edu.  
 
I understand that I am agreeing by my signature on this form to take part in this research project and understand that I will 
receive a signed copy of this consent form for my records. 
 
Daniel L. Moon     __________________________  __________ 
Name of Researcher     Signature   Date 
Telephone: (512) 704-2046 
Email:  danielmoon@mail.utexas.edu  
 
_________________________     __________________________  __________ 
Printed Name of Participant    Signature   Date 
 

Please sign both copies, keep one and return one to the researcher. 
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Appendix B: Interview protocol

Background questions

Tell me about growing up in your native country.

How did you feel about school before moving to the US?

Tell me about when you moved to the US.

What were the reasons your family moved to the US?

What were your pre-high school experiences like?

How much education did your parents complete? Where did they receive their education?

As you were growing up, how did your parents let you know their expectations for your 

education?

How involved were your parents with the teachers, coaches, or other adults at your high 

school?

What role do you feel your parents played in you graduating and going to college?

High school experience

Tell me about your first day of school in the US.

Tell me about any impressions your first day may have had on the rest of your high 

school experience?

Describe any typical day at your school.

Describe the student body at your high school. Were there any other immigrant students? 

What was it like in general to be around students that spoke a language other than yours?

What kinds of relationships did you have with the native English speakers at your school?
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Who were your friends? How were they like/unlike the larger student body?

How do you think all of these different relationships affected your high school 

experience? 

ESL experience

How did you feel when you were introduced to the ESL program at your high school?

When did you begin to participate in an ESL program? 

Tell me about a typical day in your ESL program.

What kind of attention did the ESL instructor give you and the rest of the students?

How did you feel in general about being in ESL?

How might those feelings have affected the way you viewed school?

How did you feel about learning English?

Do you remember when you first began comprehending English? (yes/no)  How did you 

feel when you first began comprehending the English spoken in your non-ESL classes?

What types of activities you feel helped you to comprehend English better, if any?

Describe any ESL classroom activities that you feel helped you grow academically.

What opportunities did being in the ESL program create that may have helped your 

academic development?

Were there any aspects of the ESL program that you think may have hindered your 

academic development? 

Describe your classmates in the ESL program.

About how many total ESL students do you remember being in the school?  How do you 
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think this amount of students may have affected your perceptions of school?

When did you exit from the ESL program?

How did you feel about no longer being an ESL student once you exited?

What, if any, changes did you perceive after you were exited from the ESL program?

Academic support

Tell me what any of your teachers may have done that helped you develop academically.

Describe any encounters with other adults who may have helped you succeed in high 

school. 

What types of academic resources were available to you in the high school?

What kind of support were you offered in preparation for graduation?

What involvement did you have with extracurricular programs at your school?

Tell me about anything that may have made it hard for you to graduate high school.

What helped you overcome that? 

What do you feel helped shape your high school success?

College-going

How did you initially feel about going to college?

What were some things that teachers may have done to prepare you for college-level 

work?

Tell me about anything that may have made you doubt being able to go to college.

What helped you to realize that you were capable of going to college?

What goals did you feel college would help you to accomplish?
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What are your future educational and/or professional plans?
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