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A large number of English language learners (ELLs) in secondary school are 

long-term ELLs who have attended public schools in the United States for at least seven 

years, having received English language support services, yet have not acquired English 

proficiency (Capps, Fix, Murray, Ost, Passel, & Herwantoro., 2005). Formal or informal 

programs and educational services to address the particular needs of long-term ELLs are 

scant to non-exist (Zehr, 2010).  

In spite of the growing presence of long-term ELLs in secondary schools, little 

research has been conducted about their academic challenges. Due to the scarcity of 

research, effective practices for long-term ELLs in secondary school are very limited 

(Ruix-de-Velasco & Fix, 2000). Research is needed to better understand risk factors 

associated with dropping out, retention, and the high incidence of disproportionate 

representation of long-term ELLs in special education programs. Equally absent from 

available literature are the voices of students themselves. This study aims to expand the 
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existing database about long-term ELLs’ academic challenges from the perspective of 

students themselves about their language and academic learning experiences.  

A qualitative, naturalistic inquiry (NI) approach was utilized to explore the 

perceptions of long-term ELLs about their learning experiences in the context of their 

school history, including program placements, special education referral, and academic 

outcomes. Thirteen long-term ELLs at a high school in metropolitan area of Texas were 

participated in this study. Data were generated from semi-structured, in-depth interviews 

and various documents, including students’ cumulative folders, language proficiency 

assessment records, and the state assessment data, and analyzed using a grounded theory 

approach.  

The findings of the study indicate that participants experienced multiple layers of 

lack of opportunity to learn as they moved through the educational process. Participants 

perceived themselves as English-proficient, motivated learners who were successful in 

spite of challenges they had experienced, which they attributed mainly to their limited 

development of academic language proficiency in English. The study also revealed a gap 

between participants’ postsecondary aspirations and the reality of their academic 

underachievement, which raises questions about the adequacy of general educational 

programs for this population and appropriate identifications of ELLs with disabilities.  

  



  vii 

Table of Contents 

List of Tables ........................................................................................................ xii 

List of Figures ...................................................................................................... xiii 

PROLOGUE ............................................................................................................1 

CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION .............................................................................5 

Misidentified and Underserved English Learners in Special Education ........9 

School Culture and Its Impact on Long-term ELLs’ Learning .....................12 

Programs and Services for Long-term ELLs ................................................15 

Conceptual Framework .................................................................................16 

Theoretical Perspectives ......................................................................17 

Statement of the Problem ..............................................................................19 

Purpose of the Study .....................................................................................20 

Anticipated Significance of Study ................................................................22 

CHAPTER II: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE ...............................................23 

Characteristics of Long-Term English Language Learners ..........................26 

Factors Which Contribute to ELLs Becoming Long-term ELLs..................30 

Scarcity of Language Development Program ......................................30 

Placement of English Language Learners in Low-track Programs .....31 

Educational Inconsistency ...................................................................32 

Recommended Practices ......................................................................34 

Special Education and Long-Term English Language Learners ..................35 

Misidentified and Under-identified in Special Education ...................36 

Language Support Programs and Services ...................................................38 

English as a Second Language Program in Secondary Schools ..........38 

Reading Intervention/Remedial Programs ...........................................39 

Placement in Mainstream Classes with No Language Support ...........40 

Transformative Multiliteracies Pedagogy ............................................41 

School Culture and ELLs’ Learning .............................................................42 

ELLs’ Perceptions about Schooling..............................................................45 



  viii 

Summary .......................................................................................................47 

CHAPTER III: RESEARCH METHOD ...............................................................48 

Research Design............................................................................................49 

Positionality .........................................................................................49 

Context of the Study .....................................................................................50 

Criteria for Limited English Proficiency .............................................52 

Selection of School ..............................................................................52 

Selection of Participants ......................................................................54 

Informed Consent........................................................................55 

Maintaining Confidentiality and Privacy. ...................................57 

Data Collection .............................................................................................57 

School and district records ...................................................................57 

Interviews .............................................................................................59 

Data Analysis ................................................................................................61 

Ensuring Trustworthiness .............................................................................63 

Recognizing Boundaries ...............................................................................65 

CHAPTER IV: FINDINGS ...................................................................................67 

Participant Profiles ........................................................................................67 

Angie ....................................................................................................69 

Appreciation of learning a new language. ..................................70 

Benito ...................................................................................................70 

Challenge in completing graduation requirements. ....................71 

Doris ………………………………………………………………….72 

Interruptions in schooling with frequent moving........................73 

Cesar ....................................................................................................75 

Challenge in learning Spanish in high school. ............................75 

Tristan ..................................................................................................76 

Learning experiences at the disciplinary school. ........................77 

Messi ....................................................................................................79 

Tough years in middle school. ....................................................79 



  ix 

Challenges in learning.................................................................80 

Norman ................................................................................................81 

Sources of learning English. .......................................................82 

Leon. ....................................................................................................83 

Receiving language support services? ........................................84 

Elisa......................................................................................................84 

Talented mathematician. .............................................................85 

Dilemma, friendship or learning. ................................................85 

Ileana ....................................................................................................86 

“High school is much easier!” ....................................................87 

Geon. ....................................................................................................87 

“I need content area support.” .....................................................88 

Hazel ....................................................................................................89 

Receiving content mastery services. ...........................................90 

Jamie ....................................................................................................91 

“Family inspires me.” .................................................................91 

Characteristics of Adolescent Long-term English Language Learners ........93 

Time of Entry to Language Services ...................................................94 

Early Entry ...........................................................................................95 

Language services received in elementary school. .....................95 

Language services received in secondary school........................98 

High rate of retention. ...............................................................102 

Special education referral and placement. ................................104 

Late Entry...........................................................................................106 

Language services received in elementary school. ...................107 

Language services received in secondary school......................110 

Inadequate Schooling: Impact on Students’ Academic Outcomes .............113 

Language Services Implemented in Elementary School ...................114 

ESL Services Implemented in Secondary School ..............................116 

Progress in Language Development ..................................................119 



  x 

Academic Outcomes ..........................................................................120 

Long-term ELLs’ Perceptions of Their Learning Experiences ...................124 

Motivated and Active Learners ..........................................................124 

“So, am I an ESL student?” ......................................................124 

“I am motivated to learn.” .........................................................125 

Active participants in learning. .................................................126 

Postsecondary aspirations. ........................................................128 

A Positive but Challenging Schooling Experience ............................128 

“I am successful and I learned a lot.” .......................................129 

“Language programs and services were beneficial. ..................129 

Learning without knowing the language of instruction. ...........131 

Drastic changes in language services. .......................................132 

Minimal or no services for ELLs in secondary school. ............132 

Less rigorous and distracting learning environment. ................134 

Need to learn “big words” and writing skills. ...........................134 

Conclusion ..................................................................................................135 

CHAPTER V: DISCUSSION ..............................................................................137 

Hopes and Confidence vs. the Reality ........................................................138 

Hopes and Confidence .......................................................................139 

The Reality .........................................................................................140 

Gaps in Learning Opportunity ....................................................................142 

Adequacy of the General Education Program ...................................143 

Bilingual education and ESL programs. ...................................143 

Inappropriate or No Language Services. ..................................145 

Curriculum Casualty: ELL’s Academic Under-preparation ..............147 

Stringent Reclassification Criteria .....................................................148 

Identification of ELLs with Disabilities .....................................................150 

Mobility as a Factor in Doris’ Performance ......................................151 

Failure to Provide Interventions.........................................................152 

Implications.................................................................................................155 



  xi 

Language Services for ELLs in Elementary Level ............................156 

Alternative Interventions for ELLs in Secondary School ..................157 

Identification of ELLs in Special Education ......................................158 

Effective Instructional Approaches for Long-term ELLs in High School

...................................................................................................159 

Limitations of the Study..............................................................................160 

Conclusion ..................................................................................................161 

EPILOGUE ..........................................................................................................164 

Appendix A ..........................................................................................................165 

Appendix B ..........................................................................................................168 

Appendix C ..........................................................................................................171 

Appendix D ..........................................................................................................174 

Appendix E ..........................................................................................................176 

Appendix F...........................................................................................................179 

Appendix G ..........................................................................................................181 

REFERENCES ....................................................................................................182 



  xii 

List of Tables 

Table 1 ...............................................................................................................................53 

Table 2 ...............................................................................................................................54 

Table 3 ...............................................................................................................................68 

Table 4 ...............................................................................................................................93 

Table 5 ...............................................................................................................................95 

Table 6 .............................................................................................................................118 

Table 7 .............................................................................................................................120 

Table 8 .............................................................................................................................123 



  xiii 

List of Figures 

Figure 1. Schooling History of Long-term ELLs in Early Entry and Late Entry ............115 

 
  



  1 

PROLOGUE 

My strong personal interest in struggling adolescent English Language learners 

(ELLs) began with my involvement in public education as a teacher. While I delved into 

research on culturally responsive teaching and learning in my doctoral program, I had an 

opportunity to work with struggling adolescent English language learners as an English 

teacher for speakers of other languages at a high school in Central Texas. I, myself as a 

non-native English speaker, had always assumed that children of speakers of other 

languages in the United States had such a great opportunity to learn English and other 

academic subjects by receiving language support services, such as English as a Second 

Language (ESL) or bilingual education programs in schools. 

During my first year of teaching, I had 68 Freshmen ELLs on my caseload. 

Before I met my students, I expected that I would be teaching students who were 

newcomers to the United States and had difficulties in learning due to differences in 

language and culture. However, only eight of my students had come to the United States 

within the previous three years. The rest had attended public schools in the United States 

since elementary school and had been placed in English language support programs for 

their entire schooling. Many of them had even been born in the United States. In spite of 

receiving language support services since their early elementary years, they had not 

acquired enough English language proficiency to be academically successful. Some 

English language learners were also receiving special education services for students with 

specific learning disabilities (SLD); ironically, their academic performance across 

subjects was better than that of a majority of ELLs in mainstream classrooms.  
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The school in which I taught placed all ELLs in general classrooms, and two 

teachers were in charge of serving them in all content areas to meet their needs. With 68 

students scattered across different classes and only two teachers assigned to support them 

on campus, the level of support that each ELL could receive was very limited. In addition, 

although they were classified as English language learners, many teachers questioned 

their English language learning status because these students could converse freely when 

they were in informal settings and fully understand situations. However, many of them 

were not successful in multiple academic classes, including their foreign language classes 

in their home language (mostly Spanish). I could not help questioning why these students 

had not acquired academic language skills in English despite significantly long periods of 

schooling with receiving language support services in the United States. 

I began my second year of teaching ELLs at a newly established high school in 

the same school district. At that time, I had 87 English language learners across two 

grade levels —freshmen and sophomores. Of this group, 63 students had been identified 

as limited English proficient (LEP) for seven years or more in spite of having been served 

in bilingual and/or ESL programs. Among these 63 students, five students had qualified 

for special education services, four for specific learning disabilities and one for “mild 

mental retardation
1
.” During the first 6-week grading period, 68 out of 87 ELLs failed 

169 classes (each student took 8 classes and many of them failed multiple classes.) The 

members of the Language Proficiency Assessment Committee (LPAC), being composed 

of an assistant principal as the LPAC chair, an LPAC parent representative, teachers of 

                                                 
1
 The term was the language used by school officials; the most up-to-date term is “Intellectual Disabilities.” 
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ELLs who failed their classes, and I, as an ELL teacher, convened to discuss how to 

intervene to improve ELLs’ academic performance. This intervention LPAC meeting was 

routinely held every six week throughout the school year based on ELL failure reports, 

and each time I, as the ELL teacher who facilitated the LPAC meetings, received a long 

list of ELLs who had failed multiple academic classes. The intervention LPAC
2
 seemed 

not to truly address struggling ELLs’ academic underachievement; I felt as though they 

were making a token attempt to comply with state regulations rather than a meaningful 

one to meet the students’ educational needs. While working with these students, I had 

numerous questions that needed to be answered in order to genuinely serve them: (a) 

What are the causes of these students’ academic struggles? (b) What language support 

services did students receive and why did those services not work for them? (c) Why 

were some ELLs identified for special education while others were not, when they had 

similar academic performance? (d) For these long term ELLs, what types of supports or 

programs would work? And, (e) What are the students’ educational needs and how could 

schools address those needs more successfully?  

My experience working with ELLs in my third year of teaching was not much 

different from that of previous years. I had 115 ELLs across three grade levels (freshmen, 

sophomores, and juniors), of whom, 79 students had been served in ESL or bilingual 

programs since early elementary years. They were labeled as “at-risk” students for 

multiple reasons and struggled in almost all academic subjects. Three students whom I 

had known for the previous three years had already dropped out of high school. As the 

                                                 
2
 It is a special LPAC meeting convened to address instructional needs of an ELL who fails one or more 

classes.  
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LPAC coordinator, I received a long report of ELL failures for every six-week grading 

period and convened intervention LPACs to discuss them. Many teachers attributed the 

students’ low-level performance, despite their long period of schooling, to a lack of 

motivation and laziness. The number one goal of the school district in which I have 

taught is “to close the achievement gap among diverse learners.” If we truly want to 

achieve this goal, if the field of education seriously considers achieving equity in 

educational outcomes among diverse learners, I believe the field must pay heed to this 

population of learners and take actions to build a system that can genuinely serve them.  
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION 

Mia (pseudonym) came to me to take the Woodcock-Munoz Language Survey 

(WMLS) in English at the end of her 10
th

 grade. WMLS scores are required for 

schools to make the end of year Language Proficiency Assessment Committee 

(LPAC) decision for English language learners. Mia had come to the United 

States seven years earlier from Mexico and enrolled in an elementary school in 

which a bilingual education program was offered. As a newcomer, she took an 

English language test on the day she enrolled. She was immediately identified as 

Limited English Proficient (LEP), and then placed in bilingual Education 

programs. According to her, she did not have any problem following the 

instructions provided at her classroom in the elementary school because in her 

bilingual classroom, the language of instruction was mostly Spanish. In middle 

school, Mia was placed in a content-based ESL program
3
 for three years; 

however, she was not sure what language support services she had received 

throughout her middle school. In high school, she was placed in mainstream 

classes (i.e., all-English instruction) and rarely received language support 

services. Despite seven years of schooling in English language support programs, 

her cognitive academic language proficiency (CALP) level in English measured 

by WMLS was 2, which is interpreted as “very limited.” Mia remains in the ESL 

program this year; it is her 7
th

 year in the ESL program. After Mia took the 

                                                 
3
 Content-based ESL instruction is intended to integrate English as a second language instruction with 

subject matter instruction. Professionals who competently implement the content-based model in subject 

matter are critical to achieve the success of the program.   
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language survey, she asked me, “Ms. Kim, can you help me learn English? I don’t 

think I’ve truly had a chance to learn English since I came to the U.S. In my 

elementary school, my teacher taught me everything in Spanish, so I didn’t learn 

English. In middle school, I think I picked up English here and there, working 

with others but I don’t think my teachers actually taught me English...” I 

wondered why her experience in the bilingual education program in elementary 

school had not supported her development of two languages. There seemed to be 

“a research to practice gap,” a mismatch between what works and what is 

commonly done in classrooms (Garcia, Jensen, & Scribner, 2009). Although she 

was placed in content-based ESL program, the fidelity of implementation of the 

program was questionable because Mia seemed not to have an opportunity to 

develop cognitive academic language proficiency. She wants to become a medical 

professional when she grows up and she is so eager to go to college. Now, she is 

very conscious that she has not been well prepared for achieving her goals 

throughout her many years of schooling. 

A large number of English language learners (ELLs) in secondary schools are 

long-term ELLs who have attended public schools in the United States for seven years or 

more without reaching a fluent level in English until they are close to the age at which 

they should be able to graduate (Capps, Fix, Murray, Ost, Passel, & Herwantoro., 2005; 

Menken & Kleyn, 2010; Menken, Klyen, & Chae, 2007; Olsen, 2010). According to 

Menken and Kleyn (2009), long-term ELLs are invisible in schools despite their numbers, 

and they are perceived as “failures” due to their significantly low academic performance 
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even with many years of schooling. Public schools often respond to long-term ELLs’ 

academic failure by placing them in either special education programs with remedial 

services (Harry & Klingner, 2006; Olsen, 2010; Rueda, Artiles, Salazar, & Higareda, 

2002) or mainstream classrooms with no services (Olsen, 2010); these placements rarely 

provide learning opportunities for long-term ELLs who have been struggling along from 

year to year, resulting in their falling further and further behind (Callahan, 2006). 

In spite of the growing presence of long-term ELLs in secondary schools, little 

research has been conducted on this population. As a result, the knowledge base on long-

term adolescent ELLs does not provide answers to numerous critical questions, such as: 

(a) what factors contribute to long-term ELLs’ academic struggles? (b) Why do so many 

ELLs remain in LEP status despite years of schooling and receiving language support 

services? (c) What are the linguistic and academic needs of long-term ELLs? (d) Why are 

some struggling ELLs identified for special education services in the course of their 

schooling but others are not, despite very similar academic performance? And (e) How 

should schools effectively address the needs of long-term ELLs?   

In this study, long-term English language learners are defined as ELLs who have 

attended public schools in the United States for at least seven years and have received 

English language support services (i.e., bilingual education, English as a Second 

Language, ESOL), yet have not reached a fluent level of English proficiency as defined 

by the state and federal education system. A seven-year cut-off period is used to define 

long-term ELLs because second language acquisition literature indicates that learning a 

second language typically requires up to 7 years (Cummins, 2000; Thomas & Collier, 
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1997). These learners have not yet been recognized in the formal literature, and various 

labels are applied to describe them, such as “ESL Lifers,” “the 1.5 generation,” “Forever 

LEP,” and “The 6 Plusers” (Olsen, 2010). 

In general, long-term ELLs immigrated to the United States as school-age 

children, or they were born in the United States but speak a language other than English 

at home (Menken & Klyen, 2009). These students have different learning needs from 

newly immigrant ELLs who speak little English, because long-term ELLs have been 

educated and socialized in the U.S. culture and school system (Jacobs, 2008). Long-term 

ELLs typically speak English well in social situations; however, they are often lacking in 

academic language skills associated with school achievement (Harklau, 2003; Olsen, 

2010). Menken and colleagues (2007) argue that long-term ELLs often demonstrated 

fluency in oral communication while struggling in school because of their low levels of 

language and academic literacy skills in both English and their home language. In many 

cases, the difficulties long-term ELLs experience at schools lead them to disengage in 

learning, repeat a grade, and eventually drop out from school (Sheng, Sheng, & Anderson, 

2011).  

Despite the scarcity of research about this population, research conducted in the 

last decade (e.g., Callahan, 2006; Freeman, Freeman, & Mercuri, 2002; Menken et al., 

2007; Olsen, 2010) has identified some common characteristics of long-term English 

language learners. In general, long-term English language learners: (a) are bilingual in 

social settings; however, they have limited literacy skills in both their home language and 

English, (b) have significant gaps in academic background knowledge, (c) have 
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developed habits of learned passivity and non-engagement during a course of schooling, 

and (d) have experienced inconsistent schooling due to incoherent language programs 

within a school and/or across schools they have attended, or frequent moves between the 

U.S. and their country of origin. 

Misidentified and Underserved English Learners in Special Education 

When English language learners have not achieved language and academic 

fluency in English within an expected time frame, it is possible for some long-term ELLs 

to be identified as needing special education services as a means to do something for 

these learners (Sullivan, 2011). However, inappropriate services and deleterious effects 

of special education labeling result when long-term ELLs are erroneously qualified for 

special education services. According to Rueda et al. (2002), identification of ELLs for 

special education has increased notably in secondary schools. They argued that this 

increase has been related to the decrease in language support services as students move 

through the grades. The authors also found that ELLs who received fewer native 

language support services were more frequently placed in special education program, 

particularly for specific learning disabilities and speech-language impairments. This 

suggests that the longer ELLs remain in ESL programs, the fewer language services they 

receive, and the chances of their being identified for special education programs are 

likely to increase. Similarly, Samson and Lesaux (2009) found that ELLs were 

underrepresented in special education in early elementary grades but overrepresented 

beginning in upper elementary levels. The researchers speculated that this phenomenon 

might be related to teachers’ hesitation to refer struggling ELLs to special education and 
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the lack of appropriate services for ELLs with special needs. Another study recently 

published by the Department of Research and Evaluation in Austin Independent School 

District (2012) supports a strong possibility that long-term ELLs are being placed in 

special education services as a response to their academic underachievement. Findings 

indicate that approximately one-third of high school long-term ELLs in the district were 

placed in special education programs and three-fourths of long-term ELLs in special 

education were diagnosed with a specific learning disability. Given that a majority of 

long-term English language learners are struggling academically, it is implausible to 

assume that most long-term ELLs have disabilities; in fact, there is considerable potential 

for these learners to have been misidentified for special education services. The 

misidentification of ELLs in special education is a critical problem because it impedes 

the students’ academic development. When ELLs who do not have disabilities are placed 

in special education, they lose the opportunity to fully access the curriculum that actually 

meets their academic needs (Artiles & Ortiz, 2002; García & Ortiz, 1988; Klingner, 

Artiles, & Mendez-Barletta, 2006; Ortiz, 1992).   

Conversely, some ELLs may be underserved because their special needs have 

been unidentified. Educators are often reluctant to refer English language learners to 

special education services because they assume ELLs’ academic difficulties are mainly 

caused by their English fluency (Samson & Lesaux, 2009). Many educators also have 

difficulty in distinguishing between students’ academic struggles due to language 

difference from a specific learning disability because students in both ELLs and SLD 

groups tend to poorly perform on academic tasks that require higher order language skills 
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(Case & Taylor, 2005). Due to educators’ misunderstanding of ELLs’ academic needs 

and lack of training in cultural and linguistic differences, ELLs who require special 

education services may be unidentified, resulting in a denial of services to which they are 

entitled. Hui-Michael and García (2009) examined the perceptions of elementary teachers 

about struggling Asian American English language learners and found that the teachers 

tended to overlook the academic struggles of these learners, especially those who were 

well-behaved and compliant in the classroom. The authors argued that teachers’ limited 

understanding of culture, disability, and second language acquisition, and their positive 

perceptions of Asian American students may have contributed to teachers’ decisions not 

to refer. Research indicates that ELLs tend to be referred for special education services 

two to three years later than the average compared to non-ELLs (Wagner, Francis, & 

Morris, 2005). This may be because educators “wait to refer” ELLs to special education 

or due to the lack of effective programs to address the needs of ELLs with disabilities 

(Sullivan, 2011). The potential under-referral of ELLs who may have a disability is 

another critical problem because delayed intervention services may cause deferment of 

ELLs’ learning and development, leaving them further behind. 

The over- and under-representation of culturally and linguistically diverse (CLD) 

learners in special education has been a long-standing problem for the last four decades 

(Artiles & Harry, 2006; Dunn, 1968; García & Ortiz, 1988; García, Ortiz, Maldonado-

Colon, & Wheeler, 1986).  ELLs are a sub-group of CLD learners as their languages and 

cultures differ from those of the dominant group. The literature about ELLs in special 

education is very limited at this time; however, emerging research (e.g., Artiles, Rueda, 
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Salazar, & Higareda, 2005; García & Ortiz, 1988, 2008; Liu, Ortiz, Robertson, & 

Kushner, 2008; Tyler, 2006; Sullivan, 2011; Valenzuela, Copeland, Qi, & Park, 2006; 

Wilkinson & Ortiz, 1986) continually indicates that ELLs may be inappropriately 

identified and served in special education services without adequately considering their 

cultural, linguistic, and experiential factors. Sullivan (2011) argued that identification and 

placement of ELLs in special education must be included in the special education 

discourse to determine valid educational decisions for this population so that ELLs can 

benefit from services. She also addressed the need to examine the disproportionate 

representation of ELLs in special education at multiple levels (e.g., schools, districts, 

state, and nation) of the system to better understand the complexity of the patterns of 

over- and under-representation. 

School Culture and Its Impact on Long-term ELLs’ Learning 

School culture adversely impacts the academic outcomes of diverse learners 

(Marx, 2008). In this study, the definition of school culture draws on literature from 

organizational culture as defined by Schein (1992). According to Schein (1992), 

organizational culture is "a pattern of shared basic assumptions that the group learned as 

it solved its problems that has worked well enough to be considered valid and is passed 

on to new members as the correct way to perceive, think, and feel in relation to those 

problems” (p.12). Schein argued that organizational culture comprises three levels: 

artifacts, espoused values, and underlying assumptions. The first level, artifacts, 

represents visible and tangible aspect of culture. Artifacts include the group’s visible 

behaviors, notes, mission statements, and standards. The second level, values, is the 
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accepted reality of the group shared by its members. The third level, assumptions, is the 

underlying beliefs of the group that are taken for granted and not openly acknowledged. 

These assumptions are basic unconscious beliefs about the way things are. They are 

unarticulated, yet powerfully shape the culture of organization. 

Adolescent long-term ELLs’ academic struggles may result from a dissonance 

between the culture of the school and the culture of the home (García & Dominguez, 

1997; Hollins, 2008; Klinger, Artiles, & Mendez-Barletta, 2006). Throughout their years 

of schooling, long-term ELLs have experienced that their language and culture are 

different from students from the English speaking dominant culture and are often not 

recognized by schools in meaningful ways. Artifacts in schools typically do not represent 

their identities. The values that are shared by the members of schools may not match with 

what ELLs have brought to schools from their own communities; schools transmit the 

values of mainstream culture to ELLs with an assumption that those values should be 

“the way things are.” This results in long-term ELLs’ lack of success in schools because 

they fail to assimilate to the mainstream culture (Gollnick & Chinn, 2006). From this 

standpoint, culture of the school contributes to academic struggles of long-term ELLs 

when its norms and expectations are incongruent with theirs.  

Research indicates that one of the prevailing underlying beliefs that educators 

have about culturally, linguistically, and socioeconomically diverse learners is a “deficit 

view,” and it is embedded in the culture of school (Marx, 2006; Weinstein, 2002). 

Educators often attribute the academic struggles of English language learners to the 

students' inability or lack of motivation to learn (Jacobs, 2008). They assume that ELLs 



  14 

come to school without knowledge and skills requisite to learn, and this is because 

parents neither value education nor support their children’s learning (García & Guerra, 

2004). This deficit view, as a rule, pervades schools’ practices of curriculum, instruction, 

and assessment. Curriculum for ELLs is commonly watered down and teachers’ 

expectations for this population are low (Delpit, 1994; Gersten & Baker, 2000). Research 

describes the learning environment of language support programs as below standard, and 

students are often taught low-level content (Callahan, 2005). Vang (2006) found that 

ELLs were graded well if they could demonstrate basic level understanding for the same 

tasks where other students were expected to demonstrate higher-level, critical thinking 

skills. Thompson (2008) reported that Hispanic ELLs left school because they felt 

teachers disrespected their culture and language and held low expectations for them. 

English language learners who dropped out of school reported that their school did not 

treat them fairly (Verdugo & Flores, 2007). If long-term ELLs feel that their cultures and 

languages are devalued by school professionals, they may not consider themselves as 

members of the school learning community, resulting in their disengagement with school.  

“Deficit thinking” should be replaced by the “funds of knowledge” that ELLs gain 

from their family and cultural backgrounds and bring to the classroom (Moll, Amanti, 

Neff, & Gonzalez, 2005). Teachers’ expectations have powerful effects on adolescent 

ELLs’ academic performance because students learn and behave in a sense that is 

expected of them (Callahan, 2006; Jacobs, 2008). Long-term adolescent ELLs with 

limited formal schooling performed well when “they are accepted, respected, made to 

feel that they belong, and given opportunities to be in charge of their own learning” 
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(Moran, Tinajero, Stobbe, & Tinajero, 1993, p.117). Jimenez (2001) studied struggling 

Spanish-speaking ELLs and found that they were motivated to learn when their specific 

backgrounds were recognized. School culture that values cultural and linguistic 

backgrounds of diverse learners creates a safe learning environment for these learners. 

Such an environment motivates them to participate in the learning community as active 

learners and to take the necessary risks to succeed in schools. 

Programs and Services for Long-term ELLs 

 Long-term English language learners have been underserved because their 

educational needs have persistently been overlooked (Menken et al., 2007; Menken & 

Klyen, 2009/2010; Olsen, 2010). Formal or informal programs to address the particular 

needs of long-term ELLs are scant to non-existent, and services available for these 

learners are extremely limited (Zehr, 2010). According to Suarez-Orozco, Roos, and 

Suarez-Orozco (2000), long-term ELLs have received limited opportunities to learn, and 

it has resulted in undesirable educational outcomes of low engagement, high retention 

and dropout rates, and inappropriate referral to special education. They go unnoticed in 

schools and have not received adequate instructional services to meet their needs. 

However, they are often blamed for their considerably low levels in academic skills 

despite attending schools in the United States for a long period of time (Jacobs, 2008; 

Reeves, 2006).  

English language support programs available for ELLs in secondary schools are 

typically designed for students who recently came to the United States with an 

assumption that they had received adequate prior schooling (Zen, 2001). The learning 
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environment of these ESL programs is below standard, and the programs are intended to 

compensate for students’ limited language skills; as a result, they do not focus on 

providing academic language support necessary for long-term ELLs (Callahan, 2005; 

Harklau, 1999). Additionally, schools often place long-term ELLs in reading intervention 

programs designed for students with special learning needs (Rueda et al., 2002). Since 

modified instructional programs have different objectives and are linguistically and 

academically less rigorous than programs available in mainstream classes, placing long-

term ELLs without disabilities in remedial course work may result in creating a further 

academic literacy gap by limiting their access to complete curriculum (Callahan, 2006).  

Cummins (2009) recommended Transformative Multiliteracies Pedagogy as a 

framework to serve struggling learners from culturally, linguistically, and 

socioeconomically diverse backgrounds including ELLs. This framework emphasizes 

classroom interactions between the teacher, as a change agent, and the student, as an 

intelligent active learner, to promote language and literacy development of learners by 

enabling them to actively construct knowledge through the practice of language. This 

framework can be utilized to design language support programs and services for long-

term ELLs as it emphasizes teachers’ role as mediator to create meaningful interactions 

situated in their own classroom and school contexts.  

Conceptual Framework 

This study is designed to provide a better understanding of long-term adolescent 

English language learners’ academic challenges while focusing on the qualitative aspects 

of school culture, programs and services, and social relations. I have been influenced by a 
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sociocultural perspective of teaching and learning; hence, I draw on a sociocultural 

framework as a tool to understanding the realities of long-term ELLs’ experience of 

schooling. From the sociocultural theory perspective, culture, language, and social 

relations play a critical role in an individual’s learning and development (Cole, 1998). 

This sociocultural framework shapes my understanding of long-term ELLs’ school 

experiences, how language and culture plays out in their schooling environments, and 

what it means for these long-term struggling English learners’ daily schooling experience 

to be racially and culturally peripheral.  

Theoretical Perspectives 
 

Sociocultural theory posits that “human activities take place in cultural contexts, 

are mediated by language and other symbol systems, and can be best understood when 

investigated in their historical development” (John-Steiner & Mahn, 1996, p. 191). 

Conceptualized by Russian psychologist Lev Vygotsky, the central idea of the 

sociocultural perspective is that learning and development occur simultaneously through 

cultural practices, so local activities are essential to learning (Nasir & Hand, 2006). 

Therefore, it is important to create learning contexts in which learners can actively 

participate in cultural activities through meaningful social interactions.  

Learning is embedded in individuals’ interactions with social others through 

activities as they negotiate their participation in cultural activities; social relations are 

important mediators in learning (Nasir & Hand, 2006). From this view, teachers and 

school professionals play critical roles as mediators in adolescent long-term ELLs’ 

learning. Teachers often have preconceptions about long-term ELLs that may lead to low 
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expectations for them, resulting in differential interactions with these learners. Long-term 

ELLs also have conceptions about themselves as learners, and as members of the long-

term ELL group. From this standpoint, adolescent long-term ELLs’ academic 

underachievement may be understood as their response to the social reality of school, 

which becomes a barrier to learning.  

Moll (1992) used sociocultural perspectives to gain insight about culturally and 

linguistically diverse learners and to provide them with effective education. He noted:  

One advantage (of a sociocultural framework) is that in studying human beings 

dynamically, within their social circumstances, in their full complexity, we gain a 

much more complete and … a much more valid understanding of them. We also 

gain, particularly in the case of minority children, a more positive view of their 

capabilities and how our pedagogy often constrains, and just as often distorts, 

what they do and what they are capable of doing. (p.239) 

Teachers as mediators establish a cultural continuity between the school and 

home by utilizing flexible practices and meaningful activities that allow for the 

appropriate convergence of the home and school. A major theme of this study is to 

recognize long-term ELLs’ academic difficulties in a broader sense as a result of 

“opportunity gaps” to participate in cultural practices throughout schooling. Exploring 

the conditions of long-term ELLs’ education through their perceptions and interpretations 

of schooling experience through a sociocultural lens will promote the understanding of 

the reality of long-term ELLs’ academic challenges and provide guidance to develop an 

educational system that would better support these learners. 
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Statement of the Problem 

The linguistic and academic needs of long-term English language learners have 

not been met by the public education system in the United States. Data indicate ELLs 

under-perform on almost every measure of academic performance (National Assessment 

of Educational Progress, 2007), and many of them do not complete high school. 

Furthermore, English language learners are disproportionately represented in special 

education, particularly in secondary schools in the areas of specific learning disabilities 

and speech-language impairments (Zehler & Fieischman, 2003). This indicates that the 

public education system has not adequately addressed the needs of this population. 

Research regarding the language and literacy development of English language 

learners mostly focuses on either adult second language learners or students in early 

elementary grades (Gass & Selinker, 2001). Very few studies have been published about 

issues relating to long-term adolescent English language learners’ academic challenges 

though they are fast growing population in public schools. Due to the scarcity of research, 

effective practices for long term ELLs in secondary schools are very limited (Ruix-de-

Velasco & Fix, 2000). The field needs research that examines the unique needs of long-

term ELLs in order to adequately address their academic challenges, educational risk for 

dropping out, and their misidentification and disproportionate representation in special 

education programs. 

Most importantly, the cultural dissonance between ELLs and the school requires 

that school professionals should understand the students’ perspectives about their 

learning and academic challenges to adequately address the students’ educational needs. 
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To date, there has been little discussion about the academic challenges of adolescent 

long-term ELLs from their own perspective as the subject of the issues whereas much 

more studies are available from the school’s perspective. Hughes, Page, and Ford (2011) 

criticized the dearth of research about ELLs in secondary levels and the need to give 

voice to adolescent ELLs’ views about their own school experiences. Students' 

perceptions of their schooling affect their engagement in learning, which, consequently, 

is linked to their academic outcomes (Huge et al., 2011). Therefore, in order to 

understand long-term ELLs’ academic struggles, it is necessary to examine the voices of 

long-term ELLs, including how they interpret their schooling, what issues concern them, 

what strategies they use when they face challenges, and what sources contribute to their 

perceptions and interpretations. This will help educators, policy makers, and researchers 

understand why so many long-term ELLs are not succeeding in classrooms of the 

nation’s secondary schools in spite of a long period of schooling.   

Purpose of the Study 

This proposed research study is designed to bring to the fore the experiences and 

perceptions of long-term English language learners about their language and academic 

learning experiences through their stories and interpretations. This information is 

necessary to understand who long-term English language learners are and to explore how 

their perceptions and interpretations of schooling are related to their educational 

outcomes. Researchers have emphasized the need to build a database about long-term 

ELLs to understand their academic challenges and to develop research-guided practices 

(Menken et al, 2007; Olsen, 2010). In particular, the field needs research that investigates 
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long-term ELLs’ educational needs from the students’ perspectives, which can be a 

fundamental source to understanding this population. Therefore, this study aims to 

expand the existing knowledge base for this population by adding students’ perspectives 

and voice.  

The research questions below guided the exploration of long-term English 

language learners’ experiences and perceptions about their schooling. The fundamental 

question guiding this study was, “How do adolescent long-term ELLs perceive their 

learning experiences in school?” A second focus of the study was to develop a profile of 

adolescent long-term ELLs’ language and academic history in order to contextualize and 

anchor participants’ perceptions of schooling. The following sub-questions are 

specifically developed for data collection: 

1. What are the perceptions of adolescent long-term ELLs about their academic 

and language learning experiences in school? 

2. What are the characteristics of adolescent long-term ELLs’ history of 

schooling in terms of their language and academic characteristics? 

This exploratory research study utilized Naturalistic Inquiry (NI) of qualitative 

approaches as guiding methodology to answer the questions posited. Qualitative methods 

allowed me to explore the perceptions of long-term ELLs about their experience of 

schooling. The inductive nature of qualitative research also helped me examine the 

perceptions of ELLs and the interrelationships among dimensions that emerge from the 

data. Data were generated from individual, semi-structured, in-depth interviews and a 

variety of school documents, including participants’ cumulative folders, ESL documents, 
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and assessment data and analyzed using the constant comparative method of the 

grounded theory approach.  

Anticipated Significance of Study 

By exploring long-term adolescent English language learners’ academic 

challenges through their perceptions about schooling experience, I hope to deepen our 

understanding of the reality of the academic struggles experienced by these learners. In 

addition, the findings of this study add foundational information to the existing literature 

to establish a database about this population. The results are expected to provide teachers, 

school personnel, and educational leaders with valuable insights about the schooling 

experiences of long-term English language learners with and without disabilities. The 

findings of the study may also serve to inform teachers, educational leaders, and 

researchers of the educational needs of this population, so they can better design and 

develop curriculum and instruction to meet their needs. Furthermore, this study may 

inform the field of special education and ESL programs of the reality of inappropriately 

identified and underserved ELLs, so that school professionals can better understand and 

address the phenomenon of disproportionality. Such an understanding may provide 

insights about how to approach the academic challenges faced by this population.  
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CHAPTER II: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

 Long-term, adolescent, English language learners (ELLs) have spent many years 

in U.S. public schools without being adequately served (Menken & Klyen, 2009/2010; 

Olsen, 2010). These learners have experienced the pervasive problem of academic failure, 

inappropriate referral, disproportionate representation in special education, and high 

retention and dropout rates (Sullivan, 2011). Though long-term ELLs comprise a 

significant portion of all English language learners in secondary schools, very little 

attention has been paid to this population (Menken & Klyen, 2010; Olsen, 2010). 

National data about long-term ELLs do not exist. However, a variety of sources 

provide some details about this population. Capps, Fix, Murray, Ost, Passel and 

Herwantoro (2005) reported that approximately 56% of ELLs in secondary schools 

nationwide were born in the United States. Similarly, research conducted by Batalova, 

Fix, and Murray (2007) informed that 57 % of ELLs in secondary schools were U.S.-

born.  Yang, Urrabazo, and Murray (2001) found that 70% of English language learners 

in secondary schools in Dallas Independent School District in Texas were born in the 

United States. Menken and colleagues (2007) reported that one-third of English language 

learners in New York City secondary schools were long-term ELLs who had been 

schooled in the U.S. for seven years or more. Based on survey data collected from 40 

school districts throughout California, 59% of English language learners in California’s 

secondary schools were long-term English language learners (Zehr, 2010).  These data 

indicate that a significant number of English language learners in secondary schools, 

especially schools in large urban school districts, are long-term English language learners 



  24 

who have attended U.S. public schools for a long period of time without reaching a fluent 

level in English, and more than one-half of them were born in the United States. 

Long-term ELLs have difficulties in learning at school because of their limited 

English and academic literacy skills (Menken et al., 2007; Jacobs, 2008). Due to their 

underachievement in nearly every measure of academic content despite many years of 

schooling in the U.S., they are at risk of being referred for special education services. 

Conversely, there are substantial numbers of long-term ELLs who may require special 

education services and should have been identified and served in special education 

services in their early stage of schooling. This inappropriate identification and under-

referral of ELLs in special education is a critical problem because it limits the students’ 

learning opportunities (Artiles & Harry, 2006). The literature about long-term ELLs and 

special education is scant to non-exist; however, preliminary data provide considerable 

possibilities of inappropriate identification and under-referral of long-term ELLs in 

special education (Austin Independent School District, 2012). Further research studies are 

critically necessary to answer the questions relating to special education and long-term 

English language learners. 

The phenomenon of underachievement of long-term ELLs is not new to the field 

as researchers brought this issue to the forefront more than a decade ago. Olsen and 

Jaramillo (1999) studied adolescent ELLs and classified them into three distinct groups: 

(a) newly arrived students with adequate formal schooling, (b) newly arrived students 

with limited formal schooling, and (3) long-term ELLs. The students in the first group 

had been schooled in the U.S. for five years or fewer. These students usually acquired 



  25 

academic language in a relatively short period of time because they brought with them 

strong academic background knowledge. The students in the second group brought 

limited literacy skills in their home language due to an interrupted formal education. 

They often had difficulties learning English and other subject content because of a lack of 

prior knowledge (Freeman, Freeman, & Mercuri, 2002). The students in the third group, 

the focus of this study, had been schooled in the U.S. for at least seven years but had not 

developed academic literacy skills in either English or their home language. These 

students have often developed oral language fluency; however, they were far below grade 

level in reading and writing in both languages. As a result, they performed poorly across 

all academic subjects (Ruiz-de-Velasco & Fix, 2000). Freeman, Freeman, and Mercuri 

(2003) conducted case studies with the aforementioned three distinct types of adolescent 

ELLs and suggested four guiding practices that teachers could use when teaching 

struggling adolescent ELLs: (a) engaging students in challenging with theme-based 

curriculum to develop academic concepts; (b) drawing on students’ background: their 

experiences, cultures, and languages; (c) organizing collaborative activities and scaffold 

instruction to build students’ academic English proficiency; and (d) creating confident 

students who value school and value themselves as learners. The researchers asserted the 

critical need for research-based curriculum that is academically challenging for these 

learners without overwhelming them. 

The limited research literature about adolescent long-term ELLs does not provide 

answers to many critical questions regarding adolescent long-term ELLs. Published 

studies have described academic challenges of this population from different perspectives, 
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and falls under one or more of the following categories: (a) characteristics of long-term 

English language learners (Freeman et al., 2002; Menken et al, 2007; Menken & Klyen, 

2009; Olsen, 2010); (b) contributing factors that create long-term English language 

learners (Menken, & Klyen. 2010; Menken, Klyen, & Chae, 2007; Olsen, 2010); (c) 

special education and long-term English language learners (Keller-Allen, 2006; Rueda, 

Artiles, Salazar, & Higareda, 2002; Sullivan, 2011); (d) issues in language support 

programs and services (Callahan, 2005, 2006; Callahan, Wilkinson, & Muller, 2010; 

Menken, & Klyen, 2010; Olsen, 2010; Zen, 2001); and (e) school culture and its impact 

on ELLs’ learning (Hughes, Page, & Ford, 2011; LeClair, Doll, Osborn, & Jones). 

Characteristics of Long-Term English Language Learners 

 Several common characteristics that describe adolescent long-term ELLs have 

emerged from the research (e.g., Callahan, 2006; Freeman, Freeman, & Mercuri, 2002; 

Menken, Kleyn, & Chae, 2007; Menken & Klyen, 2009; Olsen, 2010). Long-term 

English language learners: (a) are often bilingual in social settings; however, they have 

limited literacy skills in both their home language and English; (b) have significant gaps 

in academic background knowledge; (c) have developed habits of learned-passivity and 

non-engagement during a course of schooling; and (d) have experienced inconsistent 

schooling due to incoherent language programs within a school and across schools they 

have attended or frequent moves between the U.S. and their country of origin. 

Long-term ELLs often do function well in social interactions using both their 

home language and English (Callahan, 2005). Having been schooled in the U.S. for most 

of their lives, they have learned everyday social English; however, schooling has not 
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provided them with opportunities to develop academic language skills (Jacobs, 2008). 

Menken and Klyen (2010) argue these limited academic skills are the result of subtractive 

schooling over the years, which is the replacement of students’ native language skills 

with English throughout their schooling. The researchers collected data from 29 

adolescent long-term ELLs in high schools in New York City through in-depth interviews, 

and found that most ELLs who received bilingual program services at any point of their 

schooling attended transitional type of language programs, or “weak” (p. 401) forms of 

bilingual programs, so the programs did not help them develop bi-literacy skills. Callahan 

(2005) reported that the placement of ELLs in low-level track programs, such as reading 

intervention programs, contributed to the students’ limited academic outcomes. The 

author analyzed the performance of adolescent ELLs who were placed in low-level track 

programs and found the positive correlation between participation in low-level track 

programs and the students’ low-level achievement. Learning environments in which 

ELLs were placed were often poorly structured (e.g., no academic standards, low 

expectations, or no clear expectations) and a minimal level of course work was required 

to meet expectations (Ruiz-de-Velasco & Fix, 2000). Placed in low-track learning 

environments over years, ELLs have been excluded from the opportunity to participate in 

rich academic discourses, resulting in their lacking in academic literacy skills in spite of 

oral language fluency (Katz, 1999).   

Long-term ELLs exhibit significant gaps in academic background knowledge 

(Callahan, 2006: Menken & Klyen, 2010). Literacy skills affect academic achievement in 

content areas; because they are far below grade level in reading and writing, they are 
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unable to fully access all content curricula that require grade level literacy. Olsen (2010) 

argued that the majority of long-term English language learners were stuck in an 

intermediate level or below of academic language fluency due to limited opportunities to 

learn. Over the course of their schooling, their gaps in literacy skills widened, which 

served to critically affect their academic attainment in all subject areas. To be able to 

participate in the academic demands of secondary school curriculum, students must 

understand complex language structures, including specialized academic vocabulary, 

complex syntax, and academic text (Jacobs, 2008). Because ELLs have not developed the 

necessary literacy skills, they are missing big chunks of curriculum that require literacy 

skills that take years to develop, resulting in significant gaps in academic background 

knowledge. 

In addition to poor academic outcomes, long-term ELLs struggle with emotional 

and personal issues as well. Long-term ELLs often exhibit the habits of non-engagement 

and learned passivity (Olsen, 2010). They have developed these habits over years of 

schooling. Olsen reported that ELLs have neither had an opportunity to develop 

behaviors associated with academic success throughout schooling, including asking 

questions, the habits of writing down important concepts and homework, and engaging in 

classroom activities, nor been explicitly taught those academic engagement behaviors. 

Teachers’ low expectations about this population also affect the students’ passive 

behaviors (Thompson, 2008): Long-term ELLs have learned what is expected of them. 

Menken and Klyen (2010) indicated that long-term English learners’ history of 

inconsistency in schooling in the U.S. is one of the key characteristics of this population. 
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Several factors are related to this inconsistency, including attending multiple schools 

from elementary to high schools, experience in changing from bilingual to ESL or vice 

versa within school or across schools, and the absence of language support programs. 

Based on the previous educational experiences of 29 long-term English language learners 

in New York City high schools, Menken and colleagues (2007) classified long-term 

English language learners into three distinct groups: (a) Vaivén students, (b) students 

with inconsistent schooling in the U.S., and (c) transitioning students. The majority of the 

students (86%) in their study belonged to the first two categories of Vaivén students and 

students with inconsistent U.S. schooling. Vaivén students are those who move back and 

forth between the U.S. and their country of origin and attend schools in both countries. 

Because of these international moves, Vaivén students have to adjust and re-adjust to 

different languages, cultures, school systems, and family living situations, and this results 

in significant gaps in schooling. The second group of long-term ELLs experience 

inconsistency in schooling because of the lack of consistency in language support 

programs within a school and across schools. This inconsistency creates challenges to 

learning for this population. As their learning take much longer due to these 

inconsistencies, they have become long-term English language learners. The smallest 

category of long-term ELLs is transitioning students who simply need additional time to 

develop their English fluency, and only four of the 29 students fell into this category. 

Research reveals “inconsistency” as a critical reason why ELLs could not adequately 

develop academic literacy skills (Menken et al., 2007; Menken & Klyen, 2010; Olsen, 

2010). This inconsistency limits ELLs’ opportunities to develop language and academic 
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literacy skills in both English and their language of origin, which results in them 

maintaining their ELL status for a long period of time.  

Factors Which Contribute to ELLs Becoming Long-term ELLs 

 Researchers (e.g., Callahan, 2005; Callahan, Wilkinson, & Muller, 2010; Freeman 

et al., 2003; Menken et al., 2007; Menken & Klyen, 2010; Olsen, 2010) have investigated 

several factors that might contribute to ELLs becoming long-term ELLs during the course 

of their schooling in the United States. 

Scarcity of Language Development Program   
 

Many long-term adolescent ELLs have not received adequate language 

development program services over years of schooling. The popular term, “sink or 

swim,” which refers to the absence of language development services, is a pervasive 

practice for ELLs in public schools (Baker, 2006). Based on the results of survey data on 

ELLs in grades 6-12
th 

(n=175,734) from 40 school districts in California, Olsen (2010) 

reported that very few students (5%) received primary language instruction and more 

than a third received either no services or were placed in mainstream classes without 

language support. The author argued that the placement of ELLs in mainstream settings 

over time without adequate language services produced the worst educational outcomes. 

Similarly, Menken et al. (2007) found that more than 50% of long-term ELLs in New 

York City high schools who participated in their study experienced a complete gap in 

language support services in the students’ schooling. ELLs needed to learn English skills 

while concurrently mastering content subject matter taught in English to succeed in 
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school. Without providing ELLs with language support services to access content while 

they are still in the progress of learning English, it seems reasonable that these learners 

would become long-term English language learners as they move through the school 

system (Menken et al., 2007; Olsen, 2010).   

Placement of English Language Learners in Low-track Programs 
 

When ELLs enroll in public schools, they are often placed in English as a Second 

Language classes or reading intervention programs, to accommodate their limited English 

proficiency (Callahan, 2005). In principle, these programs are intended to support ELLs 

by developing academic literacy skills while they are learning English, so that they can 

eventually move up to grade-appropriate curriculum. However, research has found that 

the placement of ELLs in these programs has rarely helped them develop the requisite 

academic language skills because the classes did not provide enough opportunities for 

them to learn academic content and practice academic language as they were generally  

designed for newcomers (Callahan, 2005; Forrest, 2006). In effect, they serve to track 

ELLs into courses with less academic rigor and inadequate language development.  

Tracking is defined as “the assignments of students to differentiated coursework with 

varying levels of academic content” (Callahan, 2005, p. 307). 

Callahan (2005) examined the effects of the track placement of ELLs on their 

academic achievement using performance data of 355 English language learners (60% of 

them were long-term ELLs) at a high school in California. The author analyzed the data 

using a series of a linear regression models. The findings from her study revealed that the 

track placement was a significant predictor of long-term ELLs’ academic 
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underachievement. Based on the results of her study, the author proposed two critical 

areas that instruction must address: “(a) the variety of English language being taught, and 

(b) the rigor of the academic preparation available to ELLs” (p. 323).  

Academic content taught in low-track classes are typically less rigorous than 

high-track classes and instruction does not focus on critical thinking skills (Ruiz-de-

Velasco & Fix, 2000). In addition, schools usually assign less-experienced teachers to 

these low-track classes (Vang, 2006). Thus, the learning environment of low-track classes 

in which ELLs are placed is characterized by poorly trained teachers, no aligned language 

development curriculum and instruction, and a lack of well-established assessment 

system (Zen, 2001). As a result, ELLs are not able to develop the necessary skills to learn 

secondary-level curricula and fall further behind year after year, eventually becoming 

long-term ELLs. After examining research on long-term ELLs at the college level, 

Forrest (2006) described the problems of placing these learners in low-track programs: 

The author affirmed the importance of establishing higher track classes for long-term 

ELLs as opposed to lower track classes to create learning opportunities and a balanced 

literacy approach to help them develop academic literacy skills across the content areas. 

Educational Inconsistency  
 

Inconsistencies in school and program enrollment contribute to lengthening the 

amount of time required for ELLs to be ready to enter mainstream classrooms (Menken 

& Klyen, 2010; Olsen, 2010). Long-term ELLs have experienced various types of 

inconsistencies through their years of schooling in the U.S. These inconsistencies result 

from enrolling in many schools and, attending schools that have inconsistent language 
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programs and policies. In fact, while making a normal transition from elementary to 

middle or middle to high school, ELLs rarely encounter coherence between programs. 

To some degree, the inconsistency occurs as students move from one school to 

another school within- or across districts, or move back and forth between their country 

of origin and the U.S. Menken and colleagues (2007) reported that 20% of the 

participants in their study experienced frequent changes in schools. As these students 

changed schools, the programs they participated in changed, including moving from 

types of bilingual education (e.g., English emersion, early-exit, late-exit) to English-only 

or vice versa or to their native language when they moved back and forth between 

countries. In addition, many ELLs experience inconsistencies in programs when they 

make a normal transition from school to school due to the lack of coherence in language 

support programs and services among elementary, middle, and high schools (Olsen, 

2010). Menken and colleagues found that a fourth of the participants in their study 

experienced a change in programs as they moved up the grade levels, from elementary, to 

middle, to high school. ELLs have also not received consistent language support services 

due to variances within their school’s language policy. Twenty percent of the participants 

in the study conducted by Menken and colleagues experienced inconsistency within a 

school because the school did not have a clear and coherent school-wide language policy 

in place that was implemented across the classrooms. Another striking finding from this 

study is that over half of the participants in the study had a gap in receiving language 

services from one to three years in their schooling. Inconsistencies in schooling and 
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programs create “opportunity gaps” in language and academic literacy learning, resulting 

in these ELLs falling behind. 

Recommended Practices 
 

While educational reforms, such as the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, have 

emphasized closing the achievement gap between diverse learners and their mostly White, 

middle class peers, the educational needs of adolescent long-term ELLs have remained 

unaddressed (Olsen, 2010). The educational system has not adequately responded to the 

existence of these students and this silence results in many ELLs spending too many 

years in schools without being adequately served.  

Callahan (2006) recommended an aligned curriculum to meet long-term ELLs’ 

linguistic and academic needs. The author compared the effectiveness of reading 

intervention program to that of a comprehensive English Language Development (ELD) 

program on ELLs’ academic achievement at a high school in California. By analyzing the 

demographic and academic performance data of ELLs using descriptive statistics, 

Callahan found that students placed in ELD program performed significantly higher than 

the students in reading intervention program. Based on the results of her study, Callahan 

argued for language development programs that are grade and age appropriate and 

include all four domains (e.g., reading, writing, speaking, and listening) of language 

skills. Menken and colleagues (2007) provided a list of recommendations for policy 

makers and educators to improve the educational outcomes of long-term English 

language learners: 
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 High school programs need to teach academic literacy skills explicitly in 

both English and the students’ native languages. 

 All secondary teachers working with ELLs, and content area teachers in 

particular should receive professional development on how to integrate 

explicit literacy instruction aimed at long-term ELLs into their classes. 

 Long-term ELLs need to experience greater consistency in program 

enrollment, and movement in and out of bilingual education programs, 

ESL programs, and mainstream classrooms should be discouraged. 

 Schools must be required to adopt and adhere to clear, coherent school 

wide language policies, so they are able to provide their ELLs with 

consistent and constant programming. 

 Schools need more accurate data about their long-term ELLs so that they 

can do better job both placing and serving them. (p. 28) 

Special Education and Long-Term English Language Learners 

Long-term ELLs typically perform far below grade level on nearly every measure 

of academic performance (National Center for Education Statistics, 2007). Due to their 

academic underperformance despite many years of schooling, teachers and school 

personnel tend to refer them for special education services. By analyzing the data from 11 

California school districts, Rueda, Artiles, Salazar, and Higareda (2002) found that 

special education identification of English language learners significantly increased after 

5
th

 grade. The researchers concluded that this was the result of a decrease in language 
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support services as English language learners moved through upper elementary grades. 

Keller-Allen (2006) also reported that the over-representation of English language 

learners in special education was associated with a decrease in language support services 

as the students moved up the grades. Other available data reported by Austin Independent 

School District (2012) revealed that one-third of long-term English language learners in 

high schools were served in special education, being diagnosed with Specific Learning 

Disabilities. After examining the disproportionality of ELLs in the identification and 

placement for special education, Sullivan (2011) argues that “special education may be 

inappropriately used to remedy the decreased support created by the lack of language 

program (p.330).” Due to little data available about long-term English language learners 

in special education, it is difficult to argue whether the identification of long-term ELLs 

in special education is a commonly occurring phenomenon across 50 states or not.  

However, an emerging trend from the available research indicates that there may be a 

relationship between long-term English learning and special education identification. 

Further research is critically necessary to build a knowledge base concerning the 

identification patterns of long-term English language learners in special education. 

Misidentified and Under-identified in Special Education 
 

The misidentification of ELLs in special education is a critical problem because 

the learning environment may not be relevant to what they need, so they cannot learn. 

When ELLs are erroneously placed in special education, they cannot access the full 

academic curriculum. This will deny the students’ opportunities to learn and make them 

fall behind. Conversely, many ELLs who require special education services cannot 
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receive necessary supports because they have yet been identified. When English language 

learners struggle academically, educators and school personnel may have difficulty in 

determining whether students’ low academic performance is caused by language 

differences or by learning disabilities (García & Ortiz, 1988; Klingner, Artiles, & 

Mendez-Barletta, 2006). This challenge occurs because many characteristics that ELLs 

have relating to second language acquisition are similar to the characteristics that students 

with learning disabilities have, such as reading below grade level, limited vocabulary and 

comprehension, anxiety and shyness, low engagement, making pronunciation and 

articulation errors, having a short attention span, and so forth (Keller-Allen, 2006). 

According to Lesaux (2006), the academic struggles of ELLs is not likely due to a 

cognitive disability but more likely caused by ineffective instruction by unprepared 

teachers. Many times, schools inappropriately place ELLs into special education as a way 

to do something without adequately addressing their needs; special education should not 

be used as an alternative when appropriate language programs and instruction are not 

available because such improper use of services can be deleterious to the students 

(Sullivan, 2011).  

To address misidentification and under-referral of ELLs in special education, 

there is a need to examine the patterns between identification/placement and various 

other factors (e.g., language programs and support services, pre-service and in-service 

teacher training) within multiple contexts (Artiles et al., 2005; Sullivan, 2011). Research 

also suggests pre-referral interventions (García & Ortiz, 2008: Ortiz, 2002), family 

involvement (Artiles & Harry, 2006), professional development (García & Guerra, 2004), 
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and effective instructional practices in general classrooms to improve ELLs’ educational 

outcomes while preventing misidentification and under-referral of these learners for 

special education services. 

Language Support Programs and Services  

 Research-driven instruction that meets the needs of long-term ELLs’ academic 

literacy development is critically necessary to support this population. A study conducted 

by the Council of Great City Schools (2009) investigated English learner programs in 

four school districts-San Francisco, St. Paul, New York City, and Dallas, and found that 

although districts had concerns about long-term English language learners, they had 

neither designated programs to support these students nor formal approaches designed for 

them. Long-term ELLs in secondary schools are typically served in one of the following 

three placements: (a) an English language support program (e.g., ESL, ESOL) designed 

for new comers; (b) reading remedial programs designed for low performing students or 

students with specific learning disabilities; or (c) placement in mainstream classrooms 

with no support.  

English as a Second Language Program in Secondary Schools 
 

The English as a Second Language (ESL) program in secondary schools is 

typically designed for students who have recently arrived in the United States with an 

assumption that their academic challenges are due to insufficient English language skills 

(Callahan, 2005). Therefore, the program typically does not address long-term ELLs’ 

unique linguistic needs and academic literacy gaps (Olsen, 2010; Zen, 2001). In addition, 
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the learning environment of an ESL program is less rigorous because the programs are 

intended to compensate for students’ limited language skills (Harklau, 1999; Callahan, 

2005). Valdez (2001) points out the problems in English as a second language (ESL) 

classes. She notes that ELLs in secondary schools are often trapped in a cycle of ESL 

classes, “ESL ghetto,” in which they do not learn academic English or content area 

academic skills. Callahan (2010) studied the effects of ESL placement on adolescent 

ELLs’ college preparation and academic achievement. The study analyzed data from the 

Educational Longitudinal Study conducted by the U.S. National Center for Educational 

Statistics (NCES) and concluded that ESL placement might benefit students who recently 

immigrated to the U.S. with limited English fluency. Callahan specifically notes that 

long-term English language learners would not benefit from ESL placement due to their 

different linguistic and academic needs. The author also suggests that schools must be 

cautious to retain English language learners in ESL programs because students could 

remain in lower levels of language development as the program is not academically 

challenging (Callahan, 2010).   

Reading Intervention/Remedial Programs 
 

Schools often place long-term ELLs in modified instructional programs designed 

for native English speaking students with special learning needs. The focus of these 

intervention programs is primarily on reading, not developing all domains of language 

skills, including listening, speaking, and writing; thus, these programs do not adequately 

support long-term English language learners’ linguistic and academic needs (Callahan, 

2006). In addition, a modified instructional program is linguistically and academically 
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less rigorous instruction than the curriculum provided in mainstream instruction. As a 

result, placing long-term ELLs without disabilities in remedial courses results in leaving 

them further behind in the curriculum and adds another layer to their academic gap. 

Callahan (2006) argued that reading intervention programs do not meet the needs of 

ELLs, especially long-term ELLs, because the focus of the programs was not on 

developing language and academic literacy skills in a holistic manner. She compared the 

effect of a reading intervention program to that of English Language Development (ELD) 

program on adolescent ELLs’ academic outcomes and found that students who received 

ELD instruction earned significantly higher language scores than those who were placed 

in reading intervention program. The researcher attributed this result to the fact that ELD 

programs address holistic language development of speaking, listening, reading, and 

writing and make content connections using themes while reading intervention programs 

exclusively focus on reading. Based on her findings, Callahan (2006) emphasized the 

need of English language development (ELD) programs for ELLs.  

Placement in Mainstream Classes with No Language Support 
 

Long-term English language learners are commonly placed in mainstream 

classrooms with no language support. In mainstream classrooms, long-term ELLs are 

learning alongside their English proficient peers, and teachers often are unaware that they 

even have ELLs in their classrooms. In general, instruction, curricula, and materials in 

mainstream classrooms do not address long-term ELLs’ learning needs (Olsen, 2010). 

Because long-term ELLs have a significant academic literacy gap, if instruction and 

materials do not address the gap, they cannot access the content taught. According to 
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Lindholm-Leary and Genesee (2010), English language learners who received special 

language support outperformed those who were placed in mainstream classes with no 

support. After examining the problems in English learner services and instructional 

settings in California, Olsen (2010) emphasized the critical need for dedicated instruction 

based on an English-language-development curriculum to improve long-term English 

language learners’ academic outcomes. 

Transformative Multiliteracies Pedagogy 
 

Because existing programs and instructional approaches fail to adequately support 

long-term ELLs’ linguistic and academic needs, the field requires instructional methods 

grounded in pedagogical principles that address the causes of long-term ELLs’ academic 

underachievement. Transformative Multiliteracies Pedagogy discussed by Cummins 

(2009) acknowledges the factors of academic underachievement of English language 

learners and emphasizes the importance of creating learning contexts that promote ELLs’ 

literacy engagement. 

 Transformative Multiliteracies Pedagogy is a framework that addresses learners’ 

literacy engagement; teachers need to create maximum opportunities for learners to 

become actively engaged in literacy activities. From this framework, adolescent long-

term ELLs’ literacy engagement will be enhanced when: “(a) students’ prior knowledge 

is activated; (b) their ability to understand and use academic language is supported 

through specific instructional strategies (scaffolding meaning); (c) their identities are 

affirmed; and (d) their knowledge of, and control over language is extended across the 

curriculum” (Cummins, 2009, p.48).  



  42 

Teachers play a central role as change agents who connect the curriculum to the 

experiences of these diverse learners. The interaction between teacher and student is an 

essential means of creating contexts of empowerment in this pedagogical framework. 

Individual teachers have the power to make choices to create classroom interactions that 

maximize the literacy engagement of diverse learners. According to Cummins (2009), 

Transformative Multiliteracies Pedagogy:  

(a) constructs an image of the students as intelligent, imaginative, and 

linguistically talented; individual differences in these traits do not diminish the 

potential of each student to shine in specific ways; (b) acknowledges and builds 

on the cultural and linguistic capital (prior knowledge) of students and 

communities; (c) aims explicitly to promote cognitive engagement and identity 

investment on the part of students; (d) enables students to construct knowledge, 

create literature and art, and act on social realities through dialogue and critical 

inquiry; and (e) employs a variety of technological tools to support students’ 

construction of knowledge, literature, and art and their presentation of this 

intellectual work to multiple audiences through the creation of identity texts. (pp. 

50-51) 

School Culture and ELLs’ Learning 

 The culture of school may adversely impact the educational outcomes of 

adolescent long-term ELLs (Hughes, Page, & Ford, 2011). It also affects students’ 

perceptions about schooling (LeClair, Doll, Osborn & Jones, 2009). School as an 

organization has a culture that comprises three levels: artifacts, espoused values, and 
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underlying assumptions (Schein, 1992). Artifacts are surface level of culture such as 

space organization, ceremonies, and published materials. Espoused values are generally 

held expressions of what a school cares about. The underlying assumptions are at the 

deepest level of culture. To make changes in the way the school functions, the change 

must occur in the underlying beliefs of assumptions, which are deeply ingrained in and 

shared by members of the group. 

Vang (2006) asserted that ELLs receive “a second class education” (p. 20) 

because of assumptions that exist in the current educational system. He argues that 

schools have instructional norms and values that are not articulated but embedded in the 

schools’ operation. These assumptions are implicitly present in the education of ELLs in 

several ways, including watered-down curriculum, poor quality instructions, hiring less-

qualified teachers, and understaffing ESL and bilingual teachers.  

The curriculum for ELLs in public schools is often watered down (Callahan et al., 

2010; Freeman, Freeman, & Mercuri, 2002; Harklau, 1999). Research indicates that 

teachers of ELLs typically take a reductive approach such as simplifying content or 

focusing on isolated basic skills because they have low expectations for ELLs and often 

do not know how to engage the students (Ruiz-de-Velasco & Fix, 2001; Valdez, 2001). 

Thus, the instruction that ELLs receive is often insufficient for them to develop the 

necessary skills to succeed in school. Batt (2008) conducted research about teachers’ 

perceptions about teaching ELLs and found that teachers viewed their limited knowledge 

and skills in working with ELLs as one of the greatest challenges. Understaffing of ESL 

and bilingual education programs and hiring less-qualified teachers are other phenomena 
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that reflect schools’ underlying values about educating ELLs (Vang, 2006). Batt (2008) 

surveyed 105 educators who participated in annual conference at the Idaho Association 

for Bilingual Education and found that understaffing of ESL and bilingual educators was 

a pervasive problem in nearly all schools in which the respondents were employed. Vang 

(2006) found that schools with high numbers of ELLs tended to use temporary grants to 

hire teachers of ELLs because those schools expected ELLs to simply meet the minimum 

requirement for graduation, not pursue to higher education. To promote long-term ELLs’ 

academic outcomes and prevent them from dropping out, schools must be conscious 

about their unspoken but prevailing practices that may discourage these students’ 

academic achievement and need to work on improving the culture of school in which 

these learners are equally valued and included. 

Reeves (2006) conducted a study about secondary teachers’ attitudes toward 

including English language learners in mainstream classrooms and found two 

misconceptions of teachers about second language acquisition. Teachers thought ELLs 

should be able to acquire English within two years. They also believed that ELLs must 

avoid using their native language as they acquire English. Research has addressed the 

importance of the first language in developing second language literacy skills (Cummins, 

2000; Thomas & Collier, 1997). This misconception may affect teachers’ attitude 

towards teaching ELLs, leading them to misdiagnose students’ struggling to lack of 

intelligence or effort (Reeves, 2006).  

English language learners are more likely to engage in learning when schools help 

foster an atmosphere that accepts their cultural and linguistic backgrounds (Thompson, 
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2008). In a supportive schooling environment, the following three traits are emphasized: 

(a) the linguistic and cultural backgrounds of ELLs are valued, (b) there are high 

expectations for achievement, and (c) students are involved in the overall school 

operation (Verdugo, Greenberg, Henderson, Uribe, & Schneider, 1997). 

 Culturally responsive practice aims to create conducive learning environment for 

learners from diverse backgrounds by responding to their different cultural and linguistic 

backgrounds (Gay, 2000). It recognizes the importance of including students’ cultural 

references in all aspects of learning (Ladson-Billings, 1994). To improve the academic 

achievement of adolescent long-term ELLs, schools need to create culturally responsive 

school cultures in which students’ backgrounds, existing knowledge, and their unique 

experiences are valued, and teachers build learning activities on all that the students bring 

to classroom (Moll et al., 2005).  

ELLs’ Perceptions about Schooling 

 Research about the voices of learners from diverse cultural and linguistic 

backgrounds, including ELLs, on schooling is scant (Howard, 2002; Hughes et al., 2011). 

Most research related to ELLs’ school performance has focused on various school-based 

instructional interventions (e.g., Graves, Gersten, & Haager, 2004; Linan-Thompson, 

Vaughn, Hickman-Davis, & Kouzekanani, 2003) or teachers’ views about diverse 

learners (e.g., Batt, 2008, Reeves, 2006) but has rarely addressed the learners’ 

perspectives on schooling and their academic progress.  

 To date, the study conducted by Hughes and colleagues (2011) is the only formal 

study published about adolescent ELLs’ perceptions about their school culture. The 
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researchers examined the perceptions of 16 ELLs in special education from low income, 

ethnically diverse backgrounds in a middle school located in a large urban school district 

about their school culture and the occurrence of culturally responsive practices in their 

school. The authors investigated students’ views toward their cultural backgrounds and 

own acculturation as well as the perceptions of the cultural dynamics of their school. The 

data were collected using a questionnaire drawn from the literature on the models of 

acculturation and culturally responsive practices, and analyzed using descriptive statistics. 

The researchers found that a majority of students perceived that their culture and ethnic 

backgrounds were not acknowledged by their teachers, and that they rarely learned about 

other cultures or races from their teachers. Hughes and colleagues (2011) addressed the 

need of teachers’ cultural competence to effectively work with their diverse learners. 

A review of school learning research indicates that students’ academic 

performance is closely related to how they perceive their schooling (Wang, Haertel, & 

Walberg, 1990). Adolescent long-term ELLs’ perceptions of their schooling experience, 

including the learning environment, their own ability, and social interactions with school 

professionals may critically affect their academic achievement. Therefore, to understand 

the academic underachievement of long-term ELLs, it is important to bring their voices to 

the field and examine how they perceive their experience of schooling and what 

strategies they use when they face challenges. This may help understand why so many 

English language learners have become long-term ELLs in the course of schooling and 

provide practical suggestions to develop effective instructions to improve their 

educational outcomes. 
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Summary 

 The academic underachievement of adolescent long-term English language 

learners may result from “opportunity gaps” that they have experienced throughout 

schooling. The culture of school has not provided adequate or appropriate learning 

opportunities for these learners to develop necessary language and academic literacy 

skills; in many cases, schools and teachers tend to view long-term ELLs’ academic 

challenges as the students’ learning problems. Research regarding ELL education 

provides general ideas of how schools and teachers view and respond to 

underachievement of these learners; however, the knowledge base of these learners’ 

specific views about their schooling and academic progress do not exist. Examining long-

term ELLs’ perceptions of schooling experience will contribute a database that reflects an 

understanding of the reality of long-term ELLs’ academic challenges. 

  



  48 

CHAPTER III: RESEARCH METHOD 

The purpose of this study was to explore struggling adolescent long-term English 

language learners’ perceptions of their language and academic learning experiences to 

understand the nature of their school challenges. The research about adolescent long-term 

ELLs is very limited at this time. As this is an area where little is known, I employed a 

qualitative, naturalistic inquiry (NI) approach to explore adolescent long-term English 

language learners’ perceptions of their schooling experience. This NI approach is 

appropriate to analyze concepts and themes derived from the exploratory cases of this 

population (Lincoln, & Guba, 1985). 

This study was a preliminary work intended to inform the field of education and 

special education of the educational needs of struggling adolescent long-term English 

language learners while also developing a foundational research base. In this naturalistic 

inquiry paradigm, long-term ELLs’ perceptions of their schooling experience was 

examined with minimal a priori expectations, in order to investigate the realities of the 

phenomena. The following research questions were developed for data collection: 

1. What are the perceptions of adolescent long-term ELLs about their language 

and learning experiences? 

2. What are the characteristics of adolescent long-term ELLs’ history of 

schooling in terms of language and academic characteristics? 
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Research Design 

In seeking answers to the above questions, I undertook a qualitative research 

design based on constructivist paradigm as there were a few published studies to refer to 

(Lincoln, & Guba, 1985). In this Naturalistic Inquiry paradigm, the research promoted 

understanding of the nature of the problems as it related to the academic challenges of 

long-term English language learners. The focus of this inquiry was to gain insights about 

long-term ELLs’ academic experiences through their perceptions of learning experiences. 

The ultimate goal of the study was to establish a database to design an adequate 

instructional system that meets the needs of these long-term ELLs.  

 Perceptions are the descriptions and interpretations of participants about the 

situations given (Patton, 1990). According to Patton (1990), qualitative methods are 

appropriate to explore and discover the nature of phenomena in an inductive way. Using 

Naturalistic Inquiry as a guiding methodology, I was able to explore the perceptions of 

long-term ELLs about their language and academic learning experiences in school 

through their voices and understand the multiple interrelationships among dimensions 

that emerged from the data.   

Positionality 
 

  In a qualitative study, the researcher is involved as an instrument to make sense 

of the phenomenon under the study (Merriam, 2009). Thus, the recognition of the 

researcher’s positionality, the lens through which the researcher frames his or her study, 

is important, so readers are aware of the assumptions that influence how the researcher 

conducts, analyzes, and represents the findings of the study (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  
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Living in the United States for 15 years as a foreigner and learning English as a 

second language, I have experienced the public education system in the United States 

with a variety of roles, such as a teacher, tutor, intervention instructor, parent volunteer, 

graduate student, and ESL coordinator. As such, I have developed my own lens to see 

phenomena with a multitude of filters. Those are reflected in personal, cultural, and 

professional biases which influence how I approach each situation. This study emerged as 

I observed the classroom interactions of adolescent, long-term, low-achieving English 

language learners as a teacher and case manager who provided them with instructional 

support. Therefore, my feelings, motives, and experiences were likely to influence the 

research process; however, they were explained in a reflective and reflexive manner to 

enhance the validity of the data.  

Context of the Study 

This study took place in Pebble Creek school district (pseudonym) in Central 

Texas where I had been working for two years as an English teacher for speakers of other 

languages, and an additional two years as the ESL department chair and coordinator. 

During the 2012-2013 school year, Over 40,000 students were enrolled in more than 50 

campuses/programs in the district (District Report, 2012). Student enrollment has 

continued to grow by 15% per year for the past six years.  

Demographics of the school district in the fall of 2012 were 45% White, 30% 

Hispanic, 12% Asian, 9% African American, and 4% mixed races. Seventy-seven 

different native languages were spoken by these students. The percentage of students 

eligible for free/reduced lunch (classified by the state as “economically disadvantaged”) 
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was approximately 30%. At the time of this research study, English language learners 

made up approximately 8.2% of the population, and the special education population was 

about 7.9% of the total student enrollment (District website). Disaggregated data about 

English language learners who were receiving special education services were not 

available at either the district or state level. According to the Texas NCLB Report Card 

for 2012, the District’s graduation rate for students with limited English proficiency (LEP) 

was 57.4 % for 4-year graduation, and 67.8% for 5-year graduation, respectively. This 

was significantly lower than the graduation rate for White students (95% for 4-year 

graduation, 93.5% for 5-year graduation). 

The district offered bilingual (Spanish/English, Vietnamese/English), dual 

language, and ESL programs for ELLs in elementary school and content-based ESL 

programs for ELLs in its secondary school. The bilingual education program 

implemented in the district during the years spanned by the study was a transitional 

bilingual model (typically, these programs provide academic instruction in the students’ 

native language and English as a second language instruction to develop their English 

proficiency. Instruction in English is gradually increased over time). Content-based ESL 

is a method that integrates the instruction of English language learning with subject 

matter instruction (Chamot & O’Malley, 1986). The strategies of this content-based ESL 

program focus not only on learning a second language, but also on using that language as 

a medium to learn academic subjects, such as mathematics, science, social studies, and 

other subjects. Though the content-based ESL program was employed for English 
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language learners in secondary schools in the district, district guidelines for implementing 

the program were not available. 

 Criteria for Limited English Proficiency 
 

Procedures to identify students with limited English proficiency (LEP) begin with 

a Home Language Survey to identify students whose home language is other than English. 

A Language Proficiency Assessment Committee (LPAC) uses scores from three 

assessments to determine students’ eligibility for language services: (a) The Woodcock-

Munoz Language Survey-Revised (WMLS-R; Schrank, Wendling, Alvarado, & 

Woodcock, 2010) yields a measure of cognitive academic language proficiency (CALP) 

in English; (b) the writing portion of the Texas English Language Proficiency 

Assessment System (TELPAS); and (C) state reading and writing assessments. The 

TELPAS measures students’ English language proficiency in the four domains of 

listening, speaking, reading, and writing; scores place ELLs in one of four categories of 

beginning, intermediate, advanced, or advanced high. ELLs in K-12 are evaluated 

annually in the spring to determine their eligibility to remain in, or be exited from the 

program. 

Selection of School  
 

Following approval from the district’s IRB, I first contacted the principals of two 

high school campus (C and D) because these schools had higher ELL enrollments (see 

Table 1). The principal of campus C, Sunshine High School, agreed to participate in this 
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research project. Table 1 reports the enrollment of students served in special programs by 

five high schools in the District based on the District profile (District website). 

Table 1 

Enrollment of Students Served in Special Programs by High Schools in the District  

2011-2012  

 

Program School 

A (2,261) 

School 

B (2,330) 

School 

C
1
(2,473) 

School 

D(2,369) 

School  

E(2,481) 

English as a Second 

Language/Bilingual 

Gifted/Talented 

Special Education 

Economic 

Disadvantage 

At Risk 

3.9% 

 

6.4% 

6.2% 

36.9% 

 

35% 

2.1% 

 

7.9% 

7.2% 

19.5% 

 

40.6% 

 

2.4% 

 

7.4% 

6.3% 

25% 

 

30.4% 

3.5% 

 

5.2% 

9% 

36.8% 

 

35.3% 

1.9% 

 

18.8% 

5.7% 

12.2% 

 

22.3% 

¹Sunshine High School, the proposed site for this study.  

 

Sunshine High School was the oldest school in the District. The school’s 

Accountability rating by Texas Education Agency (TEA) in the 2011-2012 school year 

was “Academically Acceptable”, based on the overall performance on the state 

achievement test, the Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS).  

According to the Texas 2012 NCLB Report Card, 94% of overall student 

population in Sunshine High School met the academic standard in 10
th

 grade 

Reading/English Language Arts TAKS, while 44% of English language learners and 62% 

of students with disabilities met the standard (See Table 3).  
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Table 2 

Percent of Students at School, District, and State Level Who Met 2011 TAKS Standards  

 

TAKS Standard Sunshine High 

School 

District Average State Average 

Reading/ELA 

 All Students 

 ELLs 

 Special Education 

Mathematics 

 All Students 

 ELLs 

 Special Education 

Science 

 All Students 

 ELLs 

 Special Education 

 

 

 

94% 

44% 

62% 

 

 

80% 

33% 

37% 

 

 

87% 

44% 

39% 

 

 

94% 

56% 

72% 

 

 

82% 

39% 

51% 

 

 

85% 

34% 

47% 

 

 

90% 

55% 

69% 

 

 

74% 

44% 

51% 

 

 

74% 

32% 

41% 

Selection of Participants 
 

I used purposeful sampling (Merriam, 2009) to select participants who met the 

purposes of this study. Purposeful sampling, or selecting samples from which the 

researcher can learn the most about the issues, is appropriate when the focus of research 

is to understand and gain insight about the nature of the phenomenon (Merriam, 2009). 

This method considers unique and essential attributes of the phenomenon of interest. In 

this study, the essential attributes of the participants were that they were adolescent 

English language learners who: (a) met the state eligibility criteria for classification as 

limited English proficiency (LEP), (b) had attended public schools in the U.S. for seven 
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years or more without reaching a fluent level in cognitive academic language proficiency 

(CALP) in English, and (c) had at least one year of high school experience.   

Requiring at least a year of high schooling would ensure that the participants had 

sufficient experience to be able to provide meaningful insights about their schooling 

experiences because they had attended each of the three levels — elementary, middle, 

and high school. In addition, my experience suggests that long-term ELLs who had 

already attended one or more years of high school were more conscious about the critical 

need to develop academic skills to graduate from high school and be ready for their 

college and careers. I invited all students who met the selection criteria to participate in 

this study.  

The enrollment of students in the spring of 2012 on the campus was 2,473, and 60 

students (2.4%) were identified as English language learners. Of those, 20 students (33%) 

were long-term ELLs who had been served in the bilingual/ESL program for seven years 

or more. One student was excluded from the prospective participant pool because the 

student was sent to Juvenile Justice Alternative Education Program (JJAEP) in the county 

before the school year began. The home language of all long-term ELLs was Spanish 

except for one student who came from Russia. All long-term ELLs were served in 

content-based ESL program according to the data provided by Public Education 

Information Management System (PEIMS), a government-run database of Texas Public 

Schools.  

 Informed Consent.  After I obtained approval from the Institutional Review 

Boards (IRBs) of the Pebble Creek district and The University of Texas at Austin, I 
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contacted the principals of two high schools in the district to explain this research study 

and asked for the permission to access potential participants. The principal of Sunshine 

High School agreed to participate in the study and provided a letter of support. Upon 

submitting the principal’s agreement letter of support for the study to the Division of 

Research and Evaluation in the Pebble Creek district, I was allowed to begin the research 

project. The school personnel at Sunshine High School provided me with a list of ELLs 

on the campus. From the list, I identified prospective participants based on the 

aforementioned selection criteria from the potential participant pool. If prospective 

participants were 18 years of age or older, I individually met with them to explain the 

research project, including the purpose of the study, research questions, and the methods 

to conduct the study. The Research Consent Form (Appendix A) was provided at the end 

of the conversation. Once I obtained the prospective participant’s consent, I began the 

process of collecting data. For prospective participants whose age was below 18 years, I 

sent out the Parental Consent Form in English (Appendix B) and Spanish (Appendix C) 

to their parents or guardians to explain the research study and to obtain their consent. 

Professionals who taught Spanish in the district translated the form written in English 

into Spanish. After I had obtained consent from the parent or legal guardian and 

permission for his or her child to participate in the study, I met with the student to explain 

about the study and obtained his/her signature on the Assent Form (Appendix D). Of the 

20 students who met selection criteria, 13 agreed to participate in this study.  Of these, 

three students had a history of special education referral, and one of the three was eligible 

for special education services with specific learning disabilities. 



  57 

Maintaining Confidentiality and Privacy. I made every attempt to protect the 

identity of the participants, the School, and the district. The School (Sunshine High 

School) and the district (Pebble Creek) were assigned pseudonyms, and each participant 

selected a pseudonym in order to protect his or her identities. I also removed their names 

from the documents that I obtained from the school. Their real names were not mentioned 

or written during transcription, interviews, data analysis, and the reporting of results. I 

assured the participants that they could discontinue participating in the study at any time 

if they experienced discomfort. I also explained that they did not have to disclose 

anything that they felt was private or personal, and they could stop the conversation at 

any time. The digital files of the audio recordings and transcriptions were stored on a password-

protected laptop. Any hard copies of data were stored in a file cabinet in a locked office, and I 

was the only person who could access to the files. 

Data Collection 

Data sources for this study included individual, semi-structured interviews and a 

variety of documents, including each student’s cumulative folder, Language Proficiency 

Assessment Committee (LPAC) documents, and state assessment records. Data collection 

was initiated in Fall 2012 and completed in Spring 2013. 

School and district records 
 

Documents help the researcher find meaning and insights about the issues 

(Meriam, 2009). I examined a variety of documents, including each participant’s 

cumulative folder, LPAC documents, and assessment records to gain information relevant 
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to the research questions. For long-term ELLs with a special education history, I also 

requested the students’ special education records from Sunshine High School to gain 

information about how they were referred or identified and what services had been 

provided if they were identified for special education services. Special education staff at 

Sunshine High School informed that three participants had a history of special education 

referral or identification; however, detailed information regarding their referral and 

identification was not available from the school, as these students’ special education 

status was inactive. If I had questions regarding bilingual/ESL language programs and 

services that the participants received or needed to clarify the meanings recorded in each 

participant’s LPAC folder, I contacted a bilingual coordinator and/or two ESL 

instructional coaches in the Pebble Creek district to collect the information. 

Documents provided the background information about the participants, such as 

demographic profiles and previous schooling history, including language programs 

participated in, the courses taken, disciplinary issues, and academic performance data. 

Information collected from school documents also generated questions for interview. In 

order to systematically examine the information from the documents, I used a form that I 

developed to effectively organize all the data from the participants’ cumulative folders 

and other documents (Appendix E). I gathered three types of information: Demographic 

Profile, Academic Performance and Intervention Records, and History of Language 

programs and Performance. By using this form, I could systematically examine each 

student’s demographic characteristics, family backgrounds, and history of language 
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support programs, the student’s progress in language performance levels, and any 

disciplinary actions that may have been taken.  

Interviews 
 

Individual, in-depth interviews were the primary sources of data for this study. I 

used the semi-structured interview technique because it helped me focus on a series of 

fundamental questions and issues necessary to be examined; however, it did not 

determine beforehand any exact wordings or the order of questions (Erlandson, Harris, 

Skipper, & Allen, 1993; Merriam, 2009).  

According to Erlandson et al. (1993), interviews take “the form of dialogue or an 

interaction” (p. 85) in a naturalistic inquiry. I used open-ended questions, such as “Tell 

me about…” and “Give me an example of…” Some questions naturally arose during the 

interview. The semi-structured interview guide questions are presented in Appendix F.  

Interviews with each participant lasted for approximately 40 minutes. I began the 

individual interview with a warm-up question such as “Tell me about yourself.” The 

follow-up questions were based on the information that each participant shared with me. 

During the interview, the student was asked about his or her family backgrounds, such as 

types of languages the student used, language learning experience, values and beliefs 

about learning, home environment, learning experience throughout schooling, 

perceptions of language programs and instructions, and so forth. For participants who had 

a history of special education referral or placement, I specifically asked about their 

experiences of being assessed and identified for special education services. 
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Topics related to information collected from the participants’ cumulative folder 

and other documents were brought up during the interview to get their perspectives about 

these matters. For instance, I collected information from Tristan’s school registration 

record that he had a history of attending other school in the district twice for 9 weeks 

during his freshman and sophomore years. During the interview with Tristan, the 

information was brought up, and he shared his views on the incident that caused him to 

attend the disciplinary school. Interviews also served to compare the information 

collected from school documents and participants sometimes added details that were not 

reported in their cumulative folders. When I examined Elisa’s school records, I found that 

she had been recommended for retention in 5th grade, and the information was shared 

with her during the interview. She recalled the school meeting she attended related to her 

retention referral and explained the event in detail.  By the end of the individual 

interviews, I was able to grasp a broad sense of the characteristics of long-term ELLs’ 

schooling history in terms of their language and academic learning, and their perceptions 

of their learning experience in school. 

Interviews were conducted in English as the participants indicated they felt 

comfortable to speak in English. All interviews were digitally recorded and transcribed 

verbatim soon after I conducted the interview to ensure the fidelity of the data. Glaser and 

Strauss’ (1967) constant comparative method was utilized in this study to build working 

hypotheses during the process of data analysis. 
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Data Analysis 

Data analysis is an ongoing process of meaning making (Merriam, 2009). 

According to Erlandson et al. (1993), “the collection and analysis of the data obtained go 

hand-in-hand as theories and themes emerge during the study” (p. 111). As the constant 

comparison method of data analysis (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) was a core function of this 

research process, the data analysis concurrently occurred with data collection. A 

grounded theory approach (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Strauss & Corbin, 1998) was the 

overarching method for analyzing the data from this exploratory study. The grounded 

theory approach was appropriate because (a) the research occurred in a natural setting 

and generated working hypotheses from practices, (b) I, as the researcher of this study, 

could answer the questions that led to an understanding of the nature and complexity of 

the process taking place because I had professional experience in the area of my study, 

and (c) it is an area previously little studied. In this study, I analyzed transcribed 

interviews and a variety of documents (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). 

Strauss and Corbin (1998) describe data analysis as “the interplay between 

researchers and data” (p. 13), which implies there is subjectivity in selection and 

interpretation of the data generated. Therefore, in order to minimize the potential bias in 

analyzing and interpreting the data, the data analysis must be systematic and verifiable. 

 Using the constant comparative method discussed (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), I 

developed concepts from the data by spontaneous coding and analyzing (Taylor & 

Bogdan, 1998). The constant comparative methodology incorporates four stages: “(a) 

comparing incidents applicable to each category, (b) integrating categories and their 



  62 

properties, (c) delimiting the theory, and (d) writing the theory” (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, 

p. 105).  

During the initial stage of data analysis, I focused on gaining a sense of emerging 

themes in the data. Transcribed data were divided into meaningful chunks with 

descriptive labels or categories, and then, I examined any patterns that might emerge 

from the data. The following excerpt was taken from the interview with one of the 

participants, Elisa. The descriptive label assigned to each chunk is provided in 

parentheses. 

Kim: Now tell me about the schools you attended, at first, elementary school, 

where did you attend? 

 

Elisa:  Blue Mountain Elementary 

 

Kim:  From kindergarten… or pre-kindergarten? 

 

Elisa:  Yeah 

 

Kim:  Did you attend that school from pre-kindergarten to? 

 

Elisa:  5
th

 grade (labeled “schooling consistency”) 

 

Kim:  to the 5
th

 grade. How did the school look like? 

 

Elisa:  It was good. I liked it really much. I don’t know, that’s the only school 

that I went to. Now my brother goes to Waterford elementary and my 

mom wished I would go to Blue Mountain. (labeled “elementary, good, 

really like it”) 

 

Kim:  Why? 

 

Elisa:  Well, I was supposed to go to Waterford, because we lived in the 

Waterford area. But there weren’t bilingual teachers there. So I went to 

Blue Mountain, and then, now there it is, so they go over there. (labeled 

“transferred to bilingual school”) 
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Kim:  Oh, so you went to Blue Mountain because at that time Blue Mountain had 

a bilingual teacher. 

 

Elisa:  Yeah 

 

Kim:  So, were you in the bilingual program in elementary school? 

 

Elisa:  Yeah, like my classes, all my classes were bilingual. (labeled “all my 

classes were bilingual”) 

 

New concepts and instances were constantly compared with existing ones to 

determine commonalities and uniqueness. The chunks of similar incidents and comments 

were grouped to form categories and the categories of related chunks were integrated to 

create themes. This was done by examining logical connections and links among the 

categories identified through the coding process (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). For example, 

the categories of “successful students, motivated learners, language services beneficial, 

and effort to learn” were logically integrated into the theme of “positive perceptions of 

learning.” It was a process of refining, linking, dividing, and merging categories. The 

links among categories were identified, which were related to the central themes and core 

categories that had emerged. These categories and themes were adjusted as I continued to 

gather and analyze data.  

Ensuring Trustworthiness 

 I made every effort to ensure the trustworthiness of my findings of the study by 

taking measures to assure credibility and confirmability (Erlandson et al., 1993). Guba 

(1981) proposed four criteria that should be considered by qualitative researchers to 

promote trustworthiness: credibility, confirmability, transferability, and dependability. To 

accurately record and interpret the perceptions of struggling long-term English language 
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learners about the experience of schooling under scrutiny, I used member checks, 

reflexive journal, and peer debriefing.  

 According to Merriam (2009), credibility deals with the question of how findings 

are compatible with realities. Lincoln and Guba (1985) argue that ensuring credibility is 

one of the essential factors to promote trustworthiness. Member checks were used to 

ensure the accuracy of my interpretations of the information shared during the interview. 

I invited the participants to review the transcripts of the interviews and asked them if they 

would want to add or modify anything. After I finished each interview, I also developed a 

summary of the interview and shared it with the participant to make sure that the 

information correctly reflected what they intended to say. Using a naturalistic inquiry 

approach, I recognized that my interpretations of meaning in this inquiry would be 

greatly influenced by my own beliefs, values, and personal history. Member checks 

allowed the participant to ensure that my interpretations of information shared during the 

interviews accurately reflected what they actually intended.  

  I maintained a reflexive journal to record my own bias, which might serve to 

interrupt the data collection, findings, and data analysis. The reflexive journal was a 

documentation of my thoughts, perspectives, decisions, and the process of data analysis 

throughout the study. I recorded my impressions of each data collection session and any 

patterns appearing to emerge from the data collected. I frequently reviewed my reflexive 

journal throughout the analysis of the data. According to Lincoln and Guba (1985), a 

reflexive journal can play a critical role in monitoring the researcher’s own developing 

constructions. The maintenance of a reflexive journal helped ensure that the findings 
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from the data were the results of the experiences and perceptions of the participants, 

rather than mine, which also helped to ensure confirmability of the findings of the study.  

 A peer-debriefing group was also used to ensure trustworthiness during the study. 

This group was formed with three doctoral candidates in Multicultural Special Education 

along with a faculty supervisor. According to Lincoln and Guba (1985), peer debriefing 

is “systematically talking through research experiences, findings, and decisions with non-

involved professional peers for a variety of purposes-catharsis, challenges, design of next 

steps, or legitimization” (p.109). This peer debriefing process helped me clarify the 

process of the inquiry and verify the original findings of the study. It also enabled me to 

refine my methods, develop a greater explanation of the research design, be reflexive 

through discussions about my positionality, and strengthen my arguments. 

Recognizing Boundaries 

Using naturalistic inquiry, I sought a deep understanding of long-term English 

language learners’ school challenges through their voices and their history of schooling. 

Generalizations of findings of the study are inappropriate and impossible because the 

findings of this study were specific to a small number of individuals, Spanish-speaking 

English language learners, who voluntarily participated in this research study within 

particular environments. Erlandson and colleagues (1993) argued that in qualitative 

research, it is not possible to demonstrate the applicability of the findings to other 

situations and populations because all results are defined by the specific contexts in 

which the findings are situated; however, the authors also state, “We can obtain direction 

for dealing with the same setting in the future or for further inquiry about similar settings” 
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(p. 17).  I attempted to provide sufficiently thick descriptions of contextual information 

about struggling long-term English language learners situated. I anticipate this will allow 

readers to properly understand the phenomenon, so they can compare the instances of the 

phenomenon described in this study with those that they have seen emerging in their 

situation.  
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CHAPTER IV: FINDINGS 

In this chapter, I present the profiles of each participant and discuss common 

themes which emerged from my analysis of individual interviews, Language Proficiency 

Assessment Committee (LPAC) documents, and each student’s cumulative folder that 

contained their history of schooling. In particular, I explore the commonalities and unique 

aspects of struggling long-term ELLs’ schooling experience and their perceptions about 

their language and academic learning experience.  The primary purpose of the study was 

to document participants’ perceptions of their school experience; I first present the 

characteristics of their school history because this information served as the context for 

making sense of students’ perceptions of their academic and language learning 

experiences. 

Participant Profiles 

Demographic characteristics of 13 participants are presented in Table 3. 

Struggling long-term English language learners who agreed to participate in this study 

had unique personal backgrounds and language learning experiences. A profile was 

developed to provide a detailed description of each participant. Each profile included 

information about the participant’s family backgrounds, unique aspects, and personal 

experience. 

All participants had learned Spanish as their first language, and they used it as a 

primary means of communication with their parents at home. On average, they had been 

in “limited English proficient” (LEP) status for approximately 10 years, 6 months; this 
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number was as high as 14 years.  Close to 50% of the participants were born in the U.S. 

Ten students had attended schools in the Pebble Creek district while three (Doris, Hazel, 

and Leon) transferred from another school district. Five seniors (Angie, Benito, Cesar, 

Doris, and Ileana), one junior (Tristan), and seven sophomores (Elisa, Hazel, Jamie, Leon, 

Geon, Messi, and Norman) participated in this study. Of 13 students, six were female and 

seven were male students. 

Table 3 

Demographic Characteristics of Participants 

Participants Age Grade Level  Gender Years of School in the U.S. 

Angie 18 12 Female 9 

Benito 18 12 Male 10 

Cesar  18 12 Male 11 

Doris 18 12 Female 13 

Ileana 17 12 Female 8 

Tristan 17 11 Male 14 

Elisa 15 10 Female 12 

Geon 16 10 Male 10 

Hazel 16 10 Female 12 

Jamie 15 10 Female 12 

Leon 16 10 Male 12 

Messi 15 10 Male 7 

Norman 16 10 Male 7 

 

Struggling long-term English language learners who agreed to participate in this 

study had unique personal backgrounds and language learning experiences. A profile was 
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developed to provide a detailed description of each participant. Each profile included 

information about the participant’s family backgrounds, unique aspects, and personal 

experience. 

All participants had learned Spanish as their first language, and they used it as a 

primary means of communication with their parents at home. On average, they had been 

in “limited English proficient” (LEP) status for approximately 10 years, 6 months; this 

number was as high as 14 years.  Close to 50% of the participants were born in the U.S. 

Ten students had attended schools in the Pebble Creek district while three (Doris, Hazel, 

and Leon) transferred from another school district. Five seniors (Angie, Benito, Cesar, 

Doris, and Ileana), one junior (Tristan), and seven sophomores (Elisa, Hazel, Jamie, Leon, 

Geon, Messi, and Norman) participated in this study. Of 13 students, six were female and 

seven were male students. 

Angie  
 

 Angie, an 18-year-old senior student, described herself as a happy person who 

was “friendly, nice, and helpful.” She was born in Mexico and came to the U.S. when she 

was nine years old. Angie was living with her parents and an older sister in Fall 2012 

when she participated in this study. When she reviewed her transcribed interview, she 

mentioned that her parents had returned to Mexico due to her grandmother’s critical 

illness, and that she was living with her uncle, aunt, and cousins. When asked about a 

unique cultural tradition that her family practiced, she indicated that her family liked to 

be together and share things together. Angie equally used Spanish and English at home 

and school. She felt she was fluent in both languages.  
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According to her school registration record, Angie was sent to a disciplinary 

school in the district for 45 days when she was a freshman. She mentioned that it was 

related to a fight; however, she did not wish to discuss what happened. 

Appreciation of learning a new language. After she reviewed her transcribed 

interview, Angie wanted to add that she felt really happy because she became a senior 

and had passed all her classes, thus being able to graduate from high school. According to 

Angie, learning a language itself was a challenge for her, and she was often frustrated 

because she could not understand what other students said; however, she expressed how 

great it was to learn a new language. Angie believed that she had made significant 

progress in English language knowledge and skills and had improved her academic 

performance throughout her school years. She was ready to graduate from high school at 

the end of the school year, and to explore her career.  

When Angie was asked what she wanted to do after high school graduation, she 

said she wanted to go to college and became a veterinarian. However, she thought that 

the first step was to earn enough course credits by passing all her classes to graduate from 

high school. Angie tried to focus on school and worked hard because she wanted her 

parents to be proud of her.  

Benito  
 

 Benito, an 18-year-old senior student, came from Mexico when he was nine years 

old.  He had lived with his uncle, aunt, cousins, and his five siblings for the past 10 years 

while his father lived in Mexico. Benito’s mother passed away shortly after he came to 
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the U.S. Prior to arriving in the U.S., he had attended an elementary school in Mexico 

from kindergarten through third grade: the one thing he remembered about the school he 

attended in Mexico was the uniform he had to wear; other than that, he felt schools in 

Mexico and the U.S. were very similar.  

When Benito was asked about a unique cultural custom in his family, he indicated 

that his family loved gathering together, particularly on special occasions, and over 

weekends. Most of the time he spoke Spanish at home and with his friends at school; 

however, during the interview, he preferred to converse in English in spite of being given 

the option to speak in Spanish whenever he felt comfortable, or if he felt it would be 

easier for him to use Spanish to express his ideas. Benito was offered an interpreter for 

the interview as he indicated he spoke Spanish most of the time. 

Challenge in completing graduation requirements. Benito was under the 

minimum high school graduation plan called the District High School Program, and it 

was available only for approved students according to the district course catalogue. 

Under the minimum program graduation plan, Benito would not be eligible to apply to 

four-year colleges. During the second semester of his senior year, Benito was placed in 

multiple credit recovery courses called ATLAS
4
 for seven out of his eight class periods in 

his course schedule. To meet the graduation requirements under the minimum graduation 

plan, he must pass the exit-level state assessments in all four subject areas of English, 

math, social studies, and science, with the requisite number of course credits. Benito was 

committed to do his best to earn a high school diploma. 

                                                 
4
 ATLAS is the name for Credit Recovery Courses. It is an on-line, self-paced learning program to earn 

course credit for students who do not pass the course. 
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Regardless of the academic challenges that he faced, Benito believed that he had 

learned a great deal of English and was able to understand the language much better in 

high school: “I felt good, you know. I can, I can understand more, you know, so I’m 

fine… I was surprised when I was in high school, 9
th

 grade. I could speak more English, 

you know, with white kids. I can speak and we can talk [to] each other.”  

Benito was interested in cars. On weekends, he helped his uncle, who worked as a 

mechanic in a garage. He had also taken the auto technology course in his junior year. 

Benito planned to attend a community college to learn more about cars and wanted to 

become a mechanic. To succeed in learning, he believed he needed to try his best. 

Doris  
 

Doris, an 18-year-old senior student, was born in a large city in central Texas. Her 

parents came from Mexico, and she had seven siblings. She explained that she had a large 

family because her parents were divorced and had remarried. When Doris was asked 

about a unique tradition that her family observed, she described a special Christmas ritual 

that her family performed using a doll handed down from Mexico.  

Doris described herself as “shy.” She did not like to talk because she was shy and 

was afraid that she might say something wrong. According to her, she did not care about 

school until she moved to Sunshine High School: “This is my first school that I actually 

like. I’m kind of slow. You have to explain and explain. If I like it, it will stay in my head. 

This year, it’s basically like the first year that I work because I want to finish it… If I 

finish, I wouldn’t like to have to be working like a restaurant.”  Doris was interested in 
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becoming a cosmetologist. She planned to attend a one-year certification program to 

accomplish that goal after graduating from high school. 

Interruptions in schooling with frequent moving. Doris’ cumulative folder did 

not include much information about her previous years of schooling. According to Doris, 

she was sent to Mexico when she was young. Although she attended an elementary 

school there from kindergarten through the first grade, she did not remember much about 

her schooling experience in Mexico. Doris returned to U.S. and was enrolled in the 2
nd

 

grade in California; however, she subsequently moved to a small town in central Texas 

when she was seven years old. In 5
th

 grade, she returned to California and finished 

elementary school there. Doris attended two middle schools and a high school in 

California and returned to Texas at the end of her sophomore year. At Sunshine High 

School, she completed her junior year and the fall semester of her senior year, after which 

she moved back to California. Doris believed that her slow progress in learning English 

was related to her frequent moves.  

I was like everywhere like, they [parents] sent me over there [California], that’s 

why I didn’t learn English. In California, everybody talked in Spanish… I think I 

should stay here. Because my brother like, he always lived here…, so my brother 

knows more English, and my sister, she knows more English than me, too, 

because she has been here.  
 

 During her middle school years in California, Doris explained that she did not do 

well because she was not happy about being sent to California, as well as frequent moves. 

In 7
th

 grade, she attended a military school. Doris shared that the school was good; 

however, she could not remain there because she was not able to maintain satisfactory 

academic performance at the school. 



  74 

My 7
th

 grade, I was in Prairie Middle School. The school was a military school. 

Yeah, like you must have good grades to stay there. Then, like they kicked me 

out… [because] I didn’t improve my grades… but when I moved, I didn’t go to 

school. It took me a while, so probably like four months, so I got behind. And 

then, plus, I was upset because I didn’t want to move…that’s why I started being 

bad. 

 

Doris described the schools she attended in California as “ghettos” except for the 

military middle school.  According to her, the schools were constantly dealing with fight 

and gang-related incidents, so there was a great deal of security. Even she was involved 

in fighting, and was suspended. “Everybody fights over there. Because all Mexicans were, 

like, hanging over here and all the black people over there, so you are not allowed to 

cross over here… It’s like a battle.” 

When Doris moved back to Texas and enrolled in Sunshine High School, she was 

classified as a freshman because she had not earned enough course credits from her 

previous high school. However, she was reclassified as a senior by the end of that year. 

Doris’ academic record indicated that she started Sunshine High School with 5.5 credits; 

she finished with 20.5 course credits. She was able to earn all her credits by taking 

multiple credit recovery courses, via ATLAS. In her senior year, Doris was placed in six 

periods of credit recovery courses with two intervention classes. 

Doris took the state exit-level assessments for English, math, social studies, and 

science during the second semester of 11
th

 grade and passed only social studies. In order 

to meet graduation requirements, she must meet satisfactory criteria in all subject areas 

on the state assessments. Doris felt she did not know English: “I don’t even know 

English… there’s like, some words I don’t know, I don’t know, like, how to say, or like, 
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sometimes like… I don’t know, like, how to talk when it’s like past, present like, some of 

the words.” Doris asserted that she did not have enough opportunities to learn English 

because her circumstances – such as frequent moves, attending Spanish-dominant schools, 

and no language services – never motivated her to practice English; she hardly learned. 

Cesar  
 

 Cesar, an 18-year-old senior student, was a confident young man who perceived 

himself as a fast learner. He was born in a small town near Mexico City, where he 

attended his first two years of elementary school. When he was eight years old, his family 

moved to Pebble Creek in central Texas, and he began the second semester of his 3
rd

 

grade at Blooms Elementary School in the district. Entering the school, he recalled how 

scared he was at first, although he had a positive impression about the school. Cesar lived 

with his parents and two older siblings. At home, he used English to communicate with 

his brother and sister while he spoke Spanish with his parents. At school, he used English 

all the time.  

Challenge in learning Spanish in high school. Cesar considered himself as 

bilingual; however, he felt his academic language skills in Spanish were not competent. 

During his freshman year at Sunshine High School, he took a Spanish course for the 

language other than English requirement, but found the course was too challenging: “I 

[sic] gotta say it was really hard for me because I would, I know how to speak it 

[Spanish], but I don’t know how to write it, or write the right grammar…I would 

always… it was really hard for me [to learn in] that class.”  
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When Cesar was asked about a unique tradition that his family practiced, he 

described a special ceremony that his family observed on the day after the Halloween: 

They decorated the house in preparation for departed family members to visit
5
. He 

considered the ceremony itself weird and felt people might think his family was crazy; 

however, at the same time, he understood it was a tradition to which he was accustomed, 

and one that his family had observed for many years since living in Mexico. 

In the middle of the 2
nd

 semester of his senior year, Cesar transferred to an 

alternative high school in the district. Although he passed all the state assessments of 

exit-level English language arts, math, social studies, and sciences required for 

graduation, Cesar had failed multiple courses during his senior year; he would have to 

complete them to meet graduation requirements. His counselor and high school 

completion specialist explained to him that the alternative school offered a viable option 

for him to graduate on schedule. Hence, he chose to transfer to the alternative school. 

After graduating from high school, Cesar wanted to go to college and work in a 

medical field. He mentioned that he needed to work hard to accomplish that goal. An 

important criterion that he considered for his future college was proximity: He did not 

want to move to a different place to go to college because he preferred to stay with his 

family.  

Tristan  
 

 Tristan, a 17-year-old junior student, grew up in a large city located along the 

Southwest border area of the U.S. When he was three years old, his family moved to 

                                                 
5
 Dia de los Muertos is celebrated in Mexico. Cesar described it but he never identified it as such. 
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Pebble Creek in central Texas, where he had lived for the past 13 years. Tristan learned 

Spanish as his first language; however, before he entered elementary school, he was 

exposed to an English-speaking environment as his older sisters attended school and had 

begun to speak English at home. When Tristan communicated with his parents, he used 

Spanish most of the time; however, he used English when he talked with his sisters and 

friends. When asked which language was more comfortable for him to use, he preferred 

English; Tristan also would have considered using Spanish if conversing with a Spanish 

speaker because he knew a lot of “big words” in Spanish.  

There were five members in Tristan’s family, including himself, his mother, 

stepfather, and two sisters. His stepfather was a truck driver, and his mom worked at a 

nursing home. According to Tristan, his family liked to be together over weekdays and 

weekends and enjoyed talking and doing things together, such as watching a movie. He 

also indicated that he would be expected to be responsible for his sisters as an adult if 

something happened. His mother emphasized this role throughout his childhood. 

Upon graduating from high school, Tristan planned to attend college to study 

astronomy because he would like to learn about the universe. 

I’m interested in studying [the] universe because it’s like something that we’ve 

never seen before, like something that people would like to see someday. Like the 

moon, not a lot of people have seen it; actually they’ve seen it but not like, 

actually been in it [sic] and around it. So I’d just like learning about it and 

knowing more about stars… 

 

Learning experiences at the disciplinary school. During his three years of high 

school, Tristan was sent to a disciplinary school in the district on two occasions for 45 

days each time. The school records indicated that he was “under the influence”; however, 
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he insisted that he was not. He explained that he was around people who had issues, 

which led him to be in trouble: “well, I was around with people who did that. And then, 

that caused me for, like, people to think that was like around people, when they did it. I 

was with them, and I actually didn’t do stuff.”  Tristan was determined not to be involved 

in this kind of trouble any more. He was very conscious about making a good choice to 

be well-prepared for his future career. According to Tristan, while attending the 

disciplinary school, he had met students who made bad choices. He also found that the 

curriculum taught at the disciplinary school was much easier than that of his home 

campus, Sunshine High School. After he came back to the home campus, Tristan had 

difficulty in following the classes because of the content gaps, or the discrepancy 

between what he had learned at the disciplinary school and the content he should have 

mastered to be successful upon his return to Sunshine High School. 

There were a lot of people there, actually did bad stuff…I was old enough to 

know what’s good and what’s bad, so I wasn’t involved in all that other stuff with 

them. I didn’t try to hang around with them…over there; it’s like, for me, way 

easier because they gave you like small problems. 

 

When Tristan was a sophomore, he went on a college visit with his mentor whom 

he had known since 6
th

 grade. The mentor visited Tristan once a week during the school 

year.  According to Tristan, his mentor was very knowledgeable in various areas and 

helped him in what he needed, including actual schoolwork: “He helps me, like he is on 

my back most of the time about school and stuff. He tells me what kinds of consequences 

if I don’t finish, or if I finish.” Tristan believed that he must concentrate more on 

studying to be ready for college.  
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Messi  
 

 Messi, a 16-year-old sophomore student, was a friendly young man who began 

schooling in the U.S. seven years ago in a 4
th

 grade bilingual classroom at Blue Mountain 

Elementary School. He was born in Mexico City and lived there until he was nine years 

old. Before he moved to the U.S., he had attended an elementary school in Mexico, 

through the 3
rd

 grade.  

Messi lived with his parents, and two younger siblings. He described his family as 

hard workers, and indicated that his mom worked too much to support the family. Most 

of all, she did it because she cared about his education. He explained that his mother 

wanted him to be the first to go to college in his family, so she worked hard to provide 

everything that he needed. Messi wanted to work for a financial institution or become a 

music or video producer after attending college. 

Tough years in middle school. Messi recalled that he went through difficult 

times during his middle school years. He thought what he had to do during those years 

was to survive. He described himself as a troublemaker during his 7
th

 grade school year. 

He felt his problem behaviors were related to his unsuccessful academic performance and 

to family issues. On the last day of 7
th

 grade, the principal called him in because he was 

involved in an incident. At the meeting, Messi was informed that he had to transfer to a 

different neighborhood school. 

The last day of school [7
th

 grade], I mean it was actually kind of dumb because it 

was, they’re selling chocolates, and I bought one, but I didn’t hear the teacher said 

you cannot eat during the class. I didn’t hear that so…I started eating, and then, 

teacher called me, I mean she got mad at me… Because during the 6
th

 grade, I 

moved to another place and that home I had to move to a different middle 
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school…so every year they would allow me [to stay] if I behave good... if I didn’t, 

they would tell me to get to that school.  

 

Messi felt isolated and lonely after he moved to Farm Land Middle School, his 

neighborhood school. During the middle of his fall semester in 8
th

 grade, he was sent to 

an institution for individuals with severe emotional problems, including anger and self-

injurious behaviors. Messi had attempted suicide three times before he checked into the 

institution. After he moved to Farm Land Middle School, he shared his emotional 

difficulties with one of his counselors. The counseling staff supported him in school as 

well as out of school through home visits. They also invited him to their homes. 

Subsequently, he was given a recommendation to attend the institution for about a month. 

Although he did not like living there, Messi believed that his experience in the institution 

was actually beneficial in helping him to understand his own behaviors by listening to 

others’ stories. 

Challenges in learning. Messi was very conscious of his progress in English 

language learning and academic achievement. He mentioned the critical need to develop 

his academic vocabulary. During the previous school year, he had to read Hunger Games 

in his English I class, and it was very difficult for him to understand the story. Messi 

thought it was because of his lack of vocabulary and his teacher’s quick instructional 

pace. 

It is still hard for me to learn, like right now. I’m still confused what the language; 

I still don’t get the language [English] that much… Because she [English teacher] 

would be too busy sometimes, she didn’t look like people that help like an ESL 

teacher. She looked like just a normal English teacher. I mean she didn’t help me 

a lot.  
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Messi recently went to his counselor to ask if he could drop his soccer class and 

add a reading support class to his course schedule. He felt he had to pass the state 

assessments for seven courses by the end of current school year: four tests assigned for 

the current school year and three tests for the re-test that he failed the previous school 

year. He believed that his unsatisfactory performance on the tests resulted from 

misunderstanding the questions. He explained that when he took a test without being 

provided any clarification of the questions, he was not able to pass it; however, with 

clarification and language support from his teacher, he was actually able to perform well 

on the test. Messi believed he had made progress but thought he still needed to work a lot: 

“I mean I improved a lot. That’s for sure, but I still need to learn. I was not on the level 

that I needed to be for 8
th

 grade or 7
th

 grade.” 

Norman  
 

 Norman, a 16-year-old sophomore student, spent his childhood in a small town in 

Mexico. Just before he turned 10 years old, he came to the U.S. with his parents and 

seven siblings, beginning his 4
th

 grade in a bilingual classroom at Blue Mountain 

Elementary School in Pebble Creek. He remembered his first day of school at Blue 

Mountain because of an incident that he felt was embarrassing yet memorable. On that 

day, Norman was sent to the wrong class due to miscommunication between himself and 

a member of the school’s guidance staff; however, he was not aware of being in the 

wrong class until he became ill and his parents had to pick him up. He found that he was 

in a 3
rd

 grade classroom; he was supposed to have been in 4
th

 grade bilingual classroom. 
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At the time of this study, Norman lived with his older sister and a younger brother while 

his parents were living in Mexico.  

 Norman explained that he started hanging out with the wrong crowd during his 

first two years of middle school. According to him, he and a group of Spanish-speaking 

students who graduated from Blue Mountain Elementary School created a gang called 

“Crips
6
,” and they acted like a gang, wearing saggy pants and getting together before, in, 

or after school. He believed that he could be “anybody else” by being a member of the 

gang. In the middle of 7
th

 grade, he realized that it was the wrong choice and began 

focusing on learning in school.  

 Sources of learning English. When Norman was asked how he learned English, 

he said he learned from everyone, especially from friends: “That’s all to my friends. My 

English gets a lot better, by talking to people, by [talking to] friends. Teachers, actually 

teachers helped a lot, too.” He also believed that the instruction received in a small-group 

setting was efficacious for him in learning English.  

Norman did not remember receiving any language support services during his 

secondary school years except for the placement in READ180
7
 class in 8

th
 grade. 

However, he believed it would not be necessary because he already knew English. After 

graduating from high school, Norman would like to attend college to study mechanical 

engineering. He was especially interested in learning about welding as related to auto 

technology.   

                                                 
6
 Crips are well-known gang with groups in many cities. Though Norman said they created “Crips,” he 

actually meant a group of students including him pretended to be part of this gang. 
7
 READ180 is an intervention program designed for struggling readers in grades 4-12, developed by 

scholastic Inc. 
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Leon  
 

 Born in Chicago, Illinois, Leon spent his first three years in Chicago and moved 

to Mexico, his family’s country of origin. Leon, a 16-year-old sophomore student, began 

his schooling in pre-kindergarten in Mexico for four months and then moved back to the 

U.S., to a small town near the border area between Texas and Oklahoma. Leon finished 

his pre-kindergarten there and moved to a large city in central Texas where he attended 

school through the first semester of 8
th

 grade. He, then, moved to Farm Land Middle 

School in Pebble Creek, where he completed his 8
th

 grade.  

 When Leon was young, he spoke Spanish most of the time; however, before he 

started school, he had opportunities to learn English. From time to time, his father taught 

him conversational English words. Leon also spent much time playing with his cousins 

who spoke English. Because of this exposure to English-speaking environments, 

according to him, he did not have much difficulty in understanding instructions in 

English during his elementary school years.  

Leon lived with his parents and two younger siblings. Because he was the oldest 

child in his family, his parents expected him to behave and be a model for his younger 

brother and sister. As a unique family tradition, he explained that his family gathered on 

special occasions, such as family reunions on religious days or parties, and over the 

weekends. Upon graduating from high school, Leon had plans to attend Texas A&M 

University and study animals; he was interested in becoming a veterinarian. Leon was 

also interested in technology. He proudly informed the researcher that he had excellent 

skills in repairing electronic devices. Leon believed one area he needed to target in 
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preparing for college and career would be vocabulary – he believed he needed to know 

“big words.” 

Receiving language support services? Leon did not recall receiving any special 

language services from teachers throughout school. In elementary school, he was in a 

bilingual education classroom with other Spanish-speaking students and bilingual 

teachers. Leon shared that, during his elementary school years, he was not much 

challenged in learning due to English language proficiency because the school he 

attended had many Spanish-speaking students and staff. Although the teacher taught the 

students using English and Spanish, the main language of instruction was Spanish 

throughout his elementary school years. In middle school, Leon was placed in 

mainstream classrooms and all subjects were taught in English. He received no language 

services; he felt no need for linguistic support because he was confident in speaking and 

learning in English: “I was like, like good, like from 3
rd

 grade, how to speak in English 

and everything…I always spoke in English everything.” 

Elisa  
 

 Elisa, a 15-year-old sophomore student, was born in Pebble Creek where she had 

lived ever since. She began schooling in a pre-kindergarten bilingual classroom when she 

was four. Because her neighborhood elementary school did not offer a bilingual 

education program, her parents decided to transfer her to Blue Mountain Elementary 

School in the same district, where bilingual education services were offered. 
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 Elisa learned Spanish as her first language, and it was the only language she had 

used before entering school. Throughout her elementary school years, Spanish remained 

the primary medium for communication and learning. Elisa had three younger siblings, 

one brother and two sisters, all of whom were born in the U.S., although her parents came 

from Mexico. As a unique tradition in her family, she talked about Quinceañera, a 

special celebration that she experienced when she turned fifteen. On the day of her 

Quinceañera, she danced with her father, and he gave her his “last thought” that he 

wanted her to always remember, which was that he loved her. 

 Talented mathematician. Elisa loved math. To her, doing math was easy because 

she was naturally able to understand math concepts: “Someone says hard, but it’s really 

easy. Some people would like to say that teacher doesn’t explain it, but what I see her 

doing it, and then, I can make it in my head.” [sic] Elisa’s LPAC report in 1
st
 grade 

indicated that she had strong math skills. During all her school years, she met satisfactory 

criterion in the state math assessments in either Spanish or English; however, she had 

never been advised to take an advanced level math course by school personnel. Elisa was 

not even aware of the opportunity for taking advanced level courses. 

 Dilemma, friendship or learning. One of Elisa’s academic concerns was how to 

focus on learning in classes, so she could learn what she was supposed to do. In her 

current course schedule, all four core courses of English, math, world history, and 

chemistry were labeled EOC
8
, and a majority of struggling long-term ELLs were placed 

in these classes. According to Elisa, there were about 20 students in these classes, and 

                                                 
8
 EOC stands for End Of Course. The state of Texas developed a new standardized assessment system 

called STAAR-EOC, State of Texas Assessments of Academic Readiness-End Of Course. 
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almost all of them had been with her since elementary school. She said it was very 

difficult for her to learn in the classes because of distracting learning environment, such 

as inappropriate talking, and playing around. 

I need to be less distracted, like do more homework and studying… I don’t think I 

will like that [changing her classes from EOCs to general core courses] because 

all my friends are like, from elementary. I know them. But I still like, pay 

attention, but some thoughts just go from away… I think it is fine [to keep my 

schedule]. But, yeah, sometimes it’s too noisy. 

 

When she was asked her views on the reasons that her classmates were not 

engaged in learning, Elisa explained that sometimes teachers did not really direct the 

students to do something. Other times, when teachers tried to re-direct inappropriate 

behaviors, either the students persisted or the teachers gave up. 

Ileana  
 

 “At first, I cried like every night. I would go home [Mexico] and cried… because 

it was hard.” When Ileana came to the U.S., she begged her parents to go back to her old 

school in Mexico. Ileana, an 18-year-old senior student, had been educated in the U.S. for 

the past eight years. Although she had been through difficult times in learning due to the 

language differences, Ieana believed that she had made significant progress in learning 

English throughout her years of schooling.  

Ileana lived with her parents and two younger siblings. Her father worked for a 

remodeling company and her mother was a homemaker. At home, she used Spanish to 

communicate with her parents while she spoke to her sister in English. When Ileana was 

asked about a family tradition, she discussed her parents’ clear expectations for her and 

her siblings regarding behavior. In her family, children must obey their parents and it 
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would be regarded as disrespectful if children talked back to their parents. Ileana was also 

expected to maintain excellence in academic performance. Upon graduating from high 

school, Ileana planned to attend college to become a nurse.  

“High school is much easier!” After a month of schooling in elementary and 

three years of middle school, Ileana felt confident about following instruction in English. 

For her, high school was much easier because she knew the language of instruction: “I 

don’t know people would be like, “it is hard,” and “high school is so hard.” But I think it 

is easy. I would even help my friends because I’ve learned more English.” Ileana 

believed that instruction that actually helped her learn was when teachers explained the 

concepts in detail with drawings and checked for understanding through questioning and 

repetition. She also asserted that teachers’ patience was essential when working with 

students who were learning English as a second language. 

Geon  
 

 For Geon, learning English was not a challenge: “It’s all common sense. Because 

I already knew Spanish, so I might just learn the words in English.” Geon, a 17-year-old 

sophomore student, came to the U.S. from Mexico when he was seven years old, 

enrolling in 2
nd

 grade in Blue Mountain Elementary School in Pebble Creek. Geon lived 

with his parents and four brothers. His father was an electrician and his mother worked at 

a grocery store. At home he used Spanish as a primary medium of communication with 

family; he spoke English 90% of the time at school. As a unique family tradition, he 
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mentioned family gatherings on special occasions, such as birthdays, weddings, and 

Thanksgivings with plenty of food.  

 Geon remembered Ms. Martínez (pseudonym), his second grade teacher, who 

helped him learn English by translating the words in English on the assignments into 

Spanish. According to him, she was the one who taught him English and helped him get 

through elementary school. Geon believed that he learned quickly. Once he had reached 

5
th

 grade, he could comfortably communicate and learn in English. In Geon’s bilingual 

education classroom in 4
th

 grade, there were many students who had already begun 

learning English. As he needed extra support to learn English due to his comparatively 

late arrival to the U.S., Geon described that the teacher pulled him out with a few other 

students and gave him lessons in Spanish and English.  

 “I need content area support.” To improve his academic performance, Geon 

believed he needed content-area support, not ESL support: “It was just about the subject. 

I know a lot of English now, so I don’t really need help on that. The ESL can’t help me. 

They just help the people like they just got here. I wish I could get some help like with 

subjects [concepts in subjects].” Geon asserted that the reason for his academic struggling 

was not language but learning environment. He believed that he could perform much 

better if he could learn in a small-group setting or one-on-one instruction:  

In a whole class, there, I don’t really learn a lot…It distracts me so much…she 

[teacher]’s like in a hurry, so she really doesn’t have time to go back. That’s why 

I like, I want to have like a teacher like that [one-to-one instruction], then she can 

teach me how to do stuff.” 

Geon was interested in studying electrical engineering because his father worked 

in that area and he was very proud of him: “I’m interested in electricity because my dad 
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works there and he is like, really, really smart on that. So I’d like to give him a chance to 

[teach me], like he can be my teacher and teach me about it.” 

Hazel  
 

Hazel, a 16-year-old sophomore student, was born in a large city in central Texas 

and attended an elementary school there until 3
rd

 grade. She moved to an elementary 

school in Pebble Creek at the beginning of 4
th

 grade. Her family included her parents who 

came from Mexico and two older siblings. Hazel learned Spanish as her first language; 

however, she was exposed to an English-speaking environment before entering 

elementary school as her older siblings used English at home. Since she had already 

learned English from them, according to her, she did not feel difficulties in learning due 

to English language skills while in school. As a unique family tradition, Hazel talked 

about her 15
th

 birthday party, the Quinceañera.  

Her previous schooling record from pre-kindergarten to 3
rd

 grade was not 

available in her cumulative folder; available documents indicated that she was identified 

as LEP when she began 4
th

 grade in the Pebble Creek school district. However, while 

investigating Hazel’s previous school history, her 3
rd

 grade TELPAS
9
 scores and the 

result of 3
rd

 grade state reading test in Spanish was found, which was an indication that 

she had received language services before moving to the elementary school in Pebble 

Creek.  

                                                 
9
 TELPAS is designed to assess the progress that English language learners make in learning the English 

language. It is in alignment with the Texas English Language Proficiency Standards (ELPS), which are the 

part of the Texas Essential Knowledge and skills (TEKS). English language learners in kindergarten 

through the grade 12 are evaluated in four language domains of listening, speaking, reading, and writing in 

spring of each school year. There are four proficiency levels of beginning, intermediate, advanced, and 

advanced high. 
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Receiving content mastery services. Hazel believed she was not an ESL student 

in elementary school because she did not receive any ESL services. The LPAC report 

supported her statement; instead, she was placed in content mastery services, in general, 

provided for students with special needs: “Teacher reports that Hazel is struggling 

academically especially in the area of comprehension. She is receiving SAIL
10

 support as 

well as support from the inclusion teacher. She has good study skills and a great attitude 

about learning, but she has problems retaining information and concepts.” Although 

Hazel had been referred to special education services in the 5
th

 grade, there was no 

documentation in her folder to indicate that she had qualified for special education 

services; nevertheless, she was placed in these programs designed for students with 

special needs. 

 Hazel maintained that she never encountered difficulty in learning due to English 

language. According to her, learning in English in elementary school was pretty easy. 

When she was asked about the special education referral that occurred in 4
th

 grade, she 

did neither remember what tests she took, nor why she was referred for special education 

services. Since she was not actively enrolled in special education, there was limited 

access to her previous special education referral data, and no further information was 

found. 

 Upon graduating from high school, Hazel planned to attend Texas A&M 

University to study autopsy because she was interested in becoming an autopsy 

technician: “Whenever a person dies, they clean inside. They like, take out heart and 

                                                 
10

 Student Assistance In Learning: Content mastery support available at the district for students with special 

needs 
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everything and they put ice in it…it seems to be very interesting to me.” She found that 

Texas A&M University offered a program in that area, so she would be able to pursue it.  

Jamie 
 

Jamie was a bright young woman who mentioned, “Everyday I’m learning 

something new.” A 16-year-old sophomore student, Jamie was born in a large city in 

central Texas where she attended pre-kindergarten. When she was four years old, her 

family moved to Pebble Creek. Her LPAC report indicated that she was in a bilingual 

class in pre-kindergarten. When she enrolled in kindergarten at Blooms Elementary 

School in Pebble Creek, the school also placed her in a bilingual education classroom. 

She had been LEP for the past 11 years, beginning in pre-kindergarten.  

“Family inspires me.” Jamie’s parents came from Mexico. Her family had a 

strong connection with the extended family in Mexico, so she had visited Mexico many 

times. There were six members in her family, including her parents, an older brother, and 

two younger siblings. Jamie had an especially close relationship with her older brother. 

According to her, he was the one who inspired her to succeed in school. He was in 

college and frequently visited her to provide what she needed: “The one who motivates 

me a lot is my brother… he went through all these. When I needed help, I called him 

because he is the one who motivates me, like staying at school and do well.” Jamie 

mentioned that one of the unique cultural traditions in her family was the family 

gathering on special occasions, such as birthdays and graduations. She spoke Spanish at 

home all the time because her mother spoke only Spanish.  
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Jamie wanted to work for a government institution, such as the FBI or the CIA. 

She became interested in working for the government during the 6
th

 grade.  Her favorite 

subject was history: Jamie was also taking law enforcement and principles of education 

courses in her current school year. When asked if there were anything else she wanted to 

discuss regarding her school experience, she asserted that instruction in English should 

have begun earlier and been systematic: “In 5
th

 grade, we take the tests in English, and 4
th

 

grade, we started learning English. That’s not helping kids. It didn’t help me... They 

should start teaching little kids, younger, and like little by little.”  

All 13 participants in this study were unique in many aspects as described in 

their profiles; however, there were commonalities in their history of schooling and 

perceptions about their learning experiences. In the following section, the language and 

academic characteristics of adolescent long-term ELLs are presented. The themes 

discussed represent the similarities and unique aspects of participating long-term ELLs’ 

perceptions about their language and academic learning experiences that emerged from 

the interviews and documents. 
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Table 4 

 Participants’ Demographic Profile and School History  

(N=13) 

 
Descriptor n (%) 

Country of Origin 

U.S. Born 

Immigrated from Mexico 

 

 

 6  (46) 

 7  (54) 

Home Language 

Spanish 

 

 

 13  (100) 

Gender 

Male 

Female 

 

 7  (54) 

 6  (46) 

# of Years in Bilingual/ESL Program 

7-9 years 

10-14 years 

 

 

6 (46) 

7 (54) 

Schooling Consistency
1 

Yes 

In-district Transfer 

Out-of-district Transfer 

 

 

 8  (62) 

 2  (15) 

 3  (23) 

Retention History 

Retained: 2
nd

 (n=2); 5
th
 (n=3) 

Recommended: 5
th
 (n=1) 

Not retained: 7 

 

 

 5  (38) 

 1  (8) 

 7  (54) 

Special Education Referral 

Identified 

Referred
 
but not eligible 

 

 

 1  (8) 

 2  (15) 

 
1
 Students’ schooling experience did not involve a transfer to other 

school(s). 

 

Characteristics of Adolescent Long-term English Language Learners 

The demographic profile and school history of the students are presented in Table 

4. As indicated in the table, a majority of students (n=10) participated in this study had 
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attended schools in the Pebble Creek district for their entire schooling while three 

students (Doris, Leon, and Hazel) had transferred to the Pebble Creek district at various 

stages of their schooling. More than 50% of the students had been served in bilingual 

education and ESL programs for ten years or more.  Five students (Benito, Cesar, Doris, 

Geon, and Tristan) were retained when they attended elementary school, either 2
nd

 or 5
th

 

grade, and three students (Benito, Doris, and Hazel) had a history of special education 

referral, and Doris was identified as needing special education services for SLD in 5
th

 

grade. 

Time of Entry to Language Services 
 

Participants were divided into two groups based on time of entry to language 

service programs: Early Entry and Late Entry (see Table 5). This grouping is necessary in 

order to examine commonalities and patterns, as the data revealed that ELLs’ language 

learning experiences and the services they received varied according to time of entry into 

bilingual education services. The students who entered bilingual education program 

services between pre-kindergarten and 3
rd

 grade were placed in Early Entry, while those 

who received bilingual education services from the 4
th

 grade were placed in Late Entry.  
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Table 5 

Time of Entry to Language Services 

(N=13) 

Groups Description n Students 

Early Entry 

     U.S. Born 

 

Born in the U.S.; placed in bilingual 

program services in pre-kindergarten. 

 

6 

 

Doris, Elisa, Hazel, Jamie, 

Leon, & Tristan 

     Immigrant Born in Mexico; placed in bilingual 

program services in either 2
nd

 or 3
rd

 

grade. 

2 Cesar, and Geon 

Late Entry Born in Mexico; placed in bilingual 

services in either 4
th
 or 5

th
 grade 

5 

 

Angie, Benito, Ileana, Messi, 

and Norman 

 

Early Entry 
 

As presented in Table 6, eight out of 13 participants were assigned to the Early 

Entry group. Of these eight students, six were born in the U.S., receiving bilingual 

education services since pre-kindergarten, while Geon and Cesar came from Mexico, 

entering bilingual education services in either 2
nd

 or 3
rd

 grade.  

Language services received in elementary school. When these students enrolled 

in an elementary school in Pebble Creek, they were placed in a bilingual education 

program because the results of the language tests they were administered (IPT
11

, DRA
12

, 

                                                 
11

 IDEA Proficiency Test is a test given as part of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) in 

some K-6 bilingual programs. The test is made of pictures, simple questions, prompts to repeat sentences, 

and prompts to describe the environment, to encourage the test taker to speak in English. The test will help 

determine the level of English proficiency of the student, out of six levels from no English language ability 

to fluency. 
12

 The Developmental Reading Assessment (DRA) is a standardized reading test used to determine a 

student’s instructional level in reading. The DRA is administered individually to students by teachers 
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and WMLS-R
13

) indicated that they had limited English proficiency. The elementary 

schools in the district tested all ELLs using the IPT, DRA, and WMLS-R each school 

year to measure the students’ progress in English and Spanish. The LPAC specifically 

used WMLS-R scores, the results of the state reading and writing assessments, and 

TELPAS writing rates to make program decisions for ELLs at the end of each school 

year whether ELLs would remain in, or exit from the language programs.  

Based on the data from the students’ cumulative folders, interviews, and informal 

conversations with bilingual and ESL staff in the district, the services implemented in at 

the schools that students attended in the district were extrapolated. The students in the 

Early Entry group reported that they typically had one or two bilingual education teachers 

who spoke Spanish and English in their bilingual classrooms. Of eight students in this 

group, four students attended Blue Mountain Elementary School, and their descriptions 

about the bilingual education services they received and learning environment were fairly 

consistent. All students in bilingual education classrooms were Spanish-speaking students 

who were learning English. Some were born in the U.S., while others came from different 

countries; almost all came from Mexico according to the students.  

Like 20 students were [in my bilingual classroom], and they were bilingual... We 

were all Spanish speakers. (Tristan) 

 

                                                                                                                                                 
and/or reading specialists. Students read a selection (or selections) and then retell what they have read to 

the examiner.  
13

 The Woodcock-Muñoz Language Survey-Revised (WMLS-R) is a nationally-normed measure of English 

Cognitive Academic Language Proficiency (CALP), developed by Riverside Publishing. The school district 

uses MMLS-R to measure the CALP of English language learners to determine the students’ eligibility to 

receive language support services. The scores have levels: 1(negligible), 2(very limited), 3(limited), 3.5 

(limited to fluent), 4 (fluent), 4.5 (fluent to advanced), 5 (advanced),and 6 (very advanced). 
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I have bilingual classes...Around 20 [students were in a classroom]. There was 

like two white people in that class mostly. [The rest of them were] Hispanics or 

Mexicans…All my classes were bilingual in elementary. (Leon) 

 

It was 20 kids. It was a pretty big class, and they were all Spanish-speaking kids. 

Yeah, most came from Mexico… they were Spanish speakers, their first language 

was Spanish. (Jamie) 

 

Thirty…twenty…I don’t remember…Some would be new, like from Mexico, so 

we would like to talk with them and make friends with them. (Elisa) 

 

Participants reported that the bilingual education teacher taught all subjects almost 

entirely in Spanish until 3
rd

 grade. Beginning in 4
th

 grade, content instruction in English 

was gradually added to Spanish only instruction; however, Spanish was the dominant 

language of instruction. In 5
th

 grade, English language instruction was increased. 

Although the use of English in instruction increased, the data from interviews indicated 

that students remembered that communication and interaction in classroom mostly 

occurred in Spanish.  

In 5
th

 grade, we started learning in English… [In early elementary] sometimes we 

learned in English, but it was rare… it’s a Spanish class until 5
th

 grade. (Jamie) 

 

A lady teacher helped me by translating. So she taught me that this word meant 

this word and that word meant that word. (Geon) 

 

[In 5
th

 grade bilingual classroom], one bilingual teacher taught every subject using 

both languages…They spoke some days in Spanish and some days in English. I 

wasn’t in English [class] until like middle school. They [students in bilingual 

classroom] spoke both, but there would be more Spanish, Spanish most of the 

time. (Elisa) 

 

She [bilingual teacher] taught English…Sometimes if I didn’t know, because I 

really didn’t know English there [3
rd

 or 4
th

 grade]. So if I didn’t understand, she’ll 

like, say in Spanish. (Doris) 
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In Cesar’s 4
th

 and 5
th

 grade bilingual education classroom, there were about 20 

Spanish-speaking students. He recalled that approximately five of them were recent 

arrivals to the country, whereas the rest had attended the school from early elementary 

grades. Each year he worked with a different teacher; all of them were bilingual: “My 

teacher, she knew some Spanish. She’s bilingual so she helped me. And it was like a lot 

better. Like they put me in this bilingual class, but once I learned, they took me out and 

put me in regular classes.” 

Hazel’s elementary school experience was different from that of the others in 

terms of the program placement. When Hazel transferred to 4
th

 grade in the Pebble Creek 

district, the WMLS-R was administered, and she scored 3.5, a level close to fluent but not 

high enough to be classified as non-LEP, and she was placed in the ESL program. Four 

months later, the LPAC convened and decided to exit her from the ESL program and to 

place her in monitored status, because the LPAC believed Hazel’s academic struggles 

were not related to English language proficiency and she had already passed the state 

reading test administered during the previous school year. About three months later, the 

LPAC reconvened and placed her back in the ESL program because Hazel failed state 

reading and math assessments administered during that year. Nevertheless, the service the 

school provided for Hazel was “content mastery,” designed for students with special 

needs according to her LPAC report. 

Language services received in secondary school. A majority of students in the 

Early Entry group did not recall receiving any language support services during their 

middle and high school years. Their LPAC reports were consistent with the students’ 
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statements, as the reports did not indicate that these students had received any services. 

Information available in the LPAC folders was limited to results of the state assessments, 

TELPAS ratings, and WMLS-R scores. 

I think that they [middle school] did have an ESL teacher, but I don’t 

remember…I didn’t even know I was in ESL program. (Cesar) 

 

I didn’t know [I was in ESL program in middle school]…The only thing that 

happened in school is that this teacher, like, she like, asked me like, she put a 

picture and what’s this like [WMLS-R test]? …I was in ESL program? Probably I 

went to Mexico for pre-K… that’s probably why. (Leon) 

  

I don’t think I was in ESL program [in middle school]… No, I haven’t received 

any ESL support from this campus (Tristan) 

 

Just one [ESL] teacher [in middle school], but she never helped me. She helped 

like other people who just got from Mexico.  [Here, high school] I don’t think so 

[I have an ESL teacher]. (Geon) 

 

It was READ180. No[services received from school or teachers]. I don’t know 

why [I’m in ESL]. (Hazel) 

 

Entering middle school, especially in 6
th

 grade, Elisa recalled that she faced a 

challenge because she had not acquired enough English in elementary school to be able to 

learn various subjects in English in the middle school curriculum. Although she was 

placed in an ESL program, her course schedule indicated that no language support was 

provided for her. According to Elisa, there was an ESL teacher who helped ELLs in some 

classes; however, the teacher worked with students who had recently arrived in the 

country: “We had a teacher that helped us in some classes, especially with help other, like 

the ones that barely got there. She would be like, more with them. And she’d like, I 

remember [she was] in math and science… In 9
th

, last year, I had READ180, but that’s it.” 
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Geon did not recollect receiving any ESL services from teachers in secondary 

school. His course schedules during 6
th

 and 7
th

 grades indicated that he was placed in 

mainstream classrooms without language services; he was placed in READ180 

intervention program and TAKS
14

 intervention course in 8
th

 grade. Geon received an 

individual instructional support in math  for two months during the spring semester of 8
th

 

grade. He believed the service was advantageous but it was not an ESL service. 

According to him, because he did not pass the state math assessment on first 

administration, he was pulled out from his class and received one-on-one math 

instruction. Geon asserted that it was beneficial, and it eventually helped him pass the test.  

During her middle school year, Jamie was placed in mainstream classes with ESL 

push-in support in English and science classes. The teacher who came to her English 

language arts and science classes was bilingual, and there were other English language 

learners in her classes. The teacher supported ESL students when they needed help: 

“Sometimes I was in English class, the teacher came, an ESL teacher came in and 

helped us when we needed help because there was, I had another friend that she had that 

period.” [sic] Jamie had this support for all three years in her English language arts class 

and some years for science in middle school. When Jamie was asked how she felt about 

other classes, such as world culture and Texas history in middle school, she stated that it 

was difficult for her to understand, but her brother explained to her when she did not 

learn from the classes. In high school, Jamie did not think he received any language 

                                                 
14

 The Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS) assessments are designed to measure the extent 

to which a student has learned and is able to apply the defined knowledge and skills at each tested grade 

level. The new assessment system, STAAR-EOC, has replaced TAKS from spring 2012. 
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support services from the school: “In this school, no [ESL support]. At my previous high 

school, no, not really. It was just, when we took the STAAR tests, and we got extra time. 

That was all.” 

Tristan did not think he was served in an ESL program in middle and high school 

because he had been working with students who spoke only English since 6
th

 grade. He 

did not recollect receiving any special language services as he began middle school, 

except visiting the ESL teacher during 7
th

 grade. One of Tristan’s courses that year was 

technology education. After finishing assignments for that class, he was permitted to 

visit an ESL classroom if he needed help. According to Tristan, the ESL teacher called 

him because many times he was with ESL students. The teacher invited him to come to 

her classroom during his technology education class if he had questions. During his high 

school years, he did not recall receiving any ESL services. Tristan mentioned that he met 

the ESL teacher on campus twice a year, when the WMLS-R test and TELPAS reading 

test were administered. 

Cesar did not think he received any ESL services during his middle and high 

school years. His LPAC reports during his middle school years briefly mentioned the 

results of the state assessments and WMLS-R scores; however, it did not indicate what 

services he received. 

“I wasn’t in [ESL program]…I didn’t even know I was in ESL program because I 

was going to my regular classes… I saw my other friends, she [ESL teacher] 

always pulled them out from the class, and they always got some help, but I was 

always stayed there [regular class].”  
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 High rate of retention. Among the eight participants in the Early Entry group, 

five students had a history of retention or retention recommendation. Doris and Geon 

were retained in the 2
nd

 grade. Tristan and Cesar repeated 5
th

 grade. The LPAC 

recommended retention for Elisa in 5
th

 grade; however, her parents did not agree to 

retention and she was promoted.  

Doris finished 2
nd

 grade at an elementary school in California and moved to a 

school in neighborhood district in central Texas. According to Doris, she had to repeat 2
nd

 

grade because she did not perform well on the test she took when she enrolled in the 

elementary school in Texas. In Geon’s case, his schooling in the U.S. began in 2
nd

 grade. 

Although Geon had attended the school in the U.S. for only nine months, the LPAC 

decided to retain him in 2
nd

 grade at the end of that year. On the state assessments that 

Geon took at Blue Mountain Elementary School from 3
rd

 to 5
th 

grade, he passed all 

reading tests in Spanish; however, his scores on the tests in Spanish dropped every year. 

His 4
th

 grade score was lower than 3
rd

 grade score. In 5
th

 grade, he met satisfactory 

criteria on the Spanish reading test on the second administration. 

Tristan attended Blue Mountain Elementary School in Pebble Creek beginning in 

kindergarten. He did not pass the state assessments of English, math, and science 

administered in English at the end of 5
th

 grade. The LPAC recommended that Tristan 

repeat the 5
th

 grade if he did not pass the re-administration of the state assessments in 

reading and math during the summer. He attended summer school in the district and re-

took the tests that summer. Because he did not meet the satisfactory criteria on all 

sections of the test, he was retained. The LPAC report indicated that, “Tristan failed all 
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sections of TAKS. He will repeat 5
th

 grade in a bilingual setting.” During the interview, 

Tristan explained that his bilingual education teacher in 5
th

 grade taught the class using 

more English, but it was still difficult for him to take the tests in English because he did 

not understand English well at that time: “It was actually pretty difficult for me. I didn’t 

know English that much.” When Tristan was asked about his retention in 5
th

 grade, he 

explained that it was because he struggled to learn in English: “Because I started getting 

behind and I think it was because of my English… My parents wanted me to stay, so I 

could learn, and actually know the stuff that I need to learn. That way I was ready for 

middle school.” Despite retention in 5
th

 grade, Tristan did not pass the state assessment of 

reading administered three times at the end of and during the summer of his second 5
th

 

grade. However, he believed that repeating 5
th

 grade was helpful for him in learning 

English because the teacher was bilingual, but taught in English most of the time. With a 

parental waiver, he was promoted to 6
th

 grade.  

In the 3
rd

 grade, Cesar began in the bilingual classroom at Blooms Elementary 

School; at the end of 4
th

 grade, he transferred to Rock Prairie Elementary School in the 

Pebble Creek district, where he attended 5
th

 grade for two years. During his first 5
th

 grade 

year, he was administered the state assessments of reading and math in Spanish three 

times; all attempts were unsuccessful and Cesar was retained. His LPAC report briefly 

stated that, “the student doesn’t meet promotion criteria.” In the second year of 5
th

 grade, 

he met satisfactory criteria on the reading test, but not in math and science, all 

administered in Spanish. Although he took the tests in Spanish, according to Cesar and 
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his LPAC report, the language of instruction was mainly English in his 5
th

 grade school 

year.  

Elisa did well on the state assessments for reading, math, and writing in Spanish 

when she was in 3
rd

 and 4
th

 grades. In 5
th

 grade, she took the reading, math, and science 

assessments in English. Elisa performed well on math and science in English but did not 

pass the reading test. According to her LPAC report, Elisa was a hard worker. Over the 

summer of 5
th

 grade, she attended summer school and retook the reading test twice; she 

did not meet satisfactory criteria. The LPAC recommended that she repeat the 5
th

 grade; 

her parents requested Elisa’s promotion to 6
th

 grade: “We would take the test, and if we 

didn’t pass it, they would call us up, and then we went to the school and had a meeting 

with the principal. And then, she would like to tell us about how good and bad I did on 

TAKS, and then she asked my parents about if they wanted to pass me to the middle 

school.” 

 Special education referral and placement.  Two participants in the Early Entry 

group, Doris and Hazel, had a history of special education referral in their upper 

elementary school years. Doris was identified as needing special education services for 

specific learning disabilities in 5
th

 grade when she attended Blue Mountain Elementary 

School in the Pebble Creek school district. Soon after, she transferred to a school in 

California. When she returned to Sunshine High School in Pebble Creek, the Admission, 

Review, and Dismissal (ARD) committee (the state’s term for IEP committee) convened 

and dismissed her from special education services. According to Doris, she was not 

aware of her special education placement. She did not recall receiving any special 
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services: “I didn’t even know until, like, last year. Some lady looked for me, and I was, 

like, what? I don’t remember at all [receiving any services].” 

 Hazel transferred to the Pebble Creek district in 4
th

 grade. According to the LPAC 

report, she was placed in an ESL program at the beginning of 4
th

 grade and exited from 

the program in the middle of that year. Concurrently, the LPAC report indicated that she 

was referred for special education services and tested for specific learning disabilities 

during the second semester of 4
th

 grade: “Hazel has difficulty with reading and has an 

OLSAT
15

 of 70 total. She passed the TAKS reading test in 2006, and therefore, is 

dismissed from the ESL program. She will be on monitoring status. She is being tested 

for a learning disability and receives ARI/AMI
16

 support.” Hazel was placed back in the 

ESL program at the end of 4
th

 grade. According to the deliberations of the LPAC, 

because “Hazel did not make progress in the classroom even with support, the committee 

recommended that she be placed in the ESL program.”  However, the service that the 

school provided for Hazel was SAIL
17

, the program offered, in general, for struggling 

students with learning difficulties. When Hazel was asked about the special education 

referral in 4
th

 grade, she did not recall what tests she took, or why she was referred for 

special education services. Since her special education status was inactive, no further 

information related to her special education referral was available. 

                                                 
15

 It is a test of abstract thinking and reasoning ability of children pre-K to 18. The test yields verbal and 

nonverbal scores, from which a total score is derived, called a School Ability Index (SAI). The SAI is a 

normalized standard score with a mean of 100 and a standard deviation of 16. 
16

 The Accelerated Reading Instruction/Accelerated Mathematics Instruction (ARI/AMI) program, which is 

a major component of the Student Success Initiative (SSI), provides immediate, targeted instruction to 

students identified as struggling in reading or mathematics. 
17

 Student Assistance In Learning: Content mastery support available at the district for students with special 

needs 
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 At the end of 5
th

 grade, the LPAC again decided to exit Hazel from the ESL 

program and to place her in monitored status in 6
th

 grade, as the committee believed that 

Hazel’s academic struggles were not related to second language acquisition. During 6
th

 

grade, Hazel was placed in the general curriculum with no language support services; 

interestingly, at the end of 6
th

 grade, the LPAC placed her back in the ESL program 

without any explanation; her WMLS-R language score in English on the assessment 

administered at the end of 6
th

 grade was 4 (fluent), and TELPAS ratings in all four 

domains of language, listening, speaking, reading, and writing were “advanced high.” 

 In summary, although there were a few variations (e.g., no available records on 

Doris’ and Hazel’s pervious schooling, Hazel’s placement in ESL program during 4
th

 and 

5
th

 grade), ELLs in the Early Entry group received Spanish-dominant instruction until 3
rd

 

grade. Instruction in English was gradually added during the 4
th

 grade, and increased in 

5
th

 grade. During their secondary school years, a majority of the students did not recall 

receiving any language support services. A few students (i.e., Geon, Hazel, and Leon) 

reported they were placed in READ180. Geon recalled temporarily receiving the TAKS 

intervention services. Among eight students in this group, except for two students, all had 

a history of retention or special education referral. The characteristics of ELLs in the Late 

Entry group are presented in the next section. 

Late Entry 
 

Five participants (Angie, Benito, Ileana, Messi, and Norman) were assigned to the 

Late Entry group. All students came from Mexico and entered a bilingual education 

program in elementary schools in the Pebble Creek district in either 4
th

 or 5
th

 grade. 
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Angie, Benito, and Norman began their education in the U.S in a 4
th

 grade bilingual 

education classroom at Blue Mountain Elementary School. Ileana and Messi attended 

Blooms Elementary School in the district; Messi entered a bilingual education program at 

the beginning of 4
th

 grade, while Ileana was placed in a bilingual education classroom for 

only a month at the end of 5
th

 grade.  

Language services received in elementary school. Angie began her education in 

the U.S. in the second semester of 4
th

 grade. According to the initial LPAC report, she 

scored as fluent-Spanish-speaking and non-English-speaking on the IPT. Benito and 

Norman entered U.S. schools at the beginning of 4
th

 grade. The LPAC reports for these 

three students indicated that they were placed in the model II bilingual education program 

in Blue Mountain Elementary School. According to the bilingual coordinator whom I 

personally contacted in the Pebble Creek school district, the model II bilingual program 

would be comparable to the early-exit bilingual program described in the bilingual 

literature (Baker, 2006; Collier, 1992: Filmore, 1991). In this model, the student’s native 

language was utilized for the purpose of early reading instruction and to provide 

clarification during content-area instruction. Ileana and Messi were placed in a bilingual 

education program in Blooms Elementary School. Their LPAC reports included little 

information regarding the services provided for the students. The only information 

available on the reports was the deliberations on the results of and the recommendations 

on the state assessments during each school year. 

The students in the Late Entry group also described that all learners in their 

bilingual education classroom were Spanish speakers who were learning English; 
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however, a majority of students in their class had attended school from their early 

elementary grades while they began schooling in 4
th

 or 5
th

 grade. In 4
th

 grade, a bilingual 

education teacher taught them all subjects using Spanish and English. According to 

Angie, she was not in a bilingual education environment in 5
th

 grade because her teacher 

only spoke English. She described the challenges she faced during that year because she 

was not able to understand what was going on in her class: “It was hard because I was 

there learning English. And I had like, I had to pass my classes without knowing the 

language.” 

Benito described that he had a bilingual education teacher who spoke Spanish and 

English in 4
th

 grade. According to him, the teacher helped him by translating the 

assignments in English into Spanish. Moving up to 5
th

 grade, Benito expected to use 

English more in the learning environment. For example, in 5
th

 grade, Benito remembered 

that teachers asked him to practice English: “I used Spanish. But [teachers asked me] 

“hey, speak me in English. You don’t speak in English,” and then [said] okay, I’ll try.”  

He said it was difficult to figure out what he was supposed to do in the class, though he 

tried his best to understand what teachers were saying in the classroom. His LPAC report 

indicated that “Benito struggled in all academic areas and LPAC recommends testing in 

Spanish on TAKS.” At the end of his first 5
th

 grade year, the LPAC advised him to attend 

summer school and stated that “retention is recommended if Benito does not pass the 

TAKS reading and math in June.”  He did not pass all state assessments administered 

over the summer and he was retained. According to Benito’s school record, during his 
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second year of 5
th

 grade, a special education referral committee was convened. He was 

tested for special education eligibility, but did not qualify. 

Norman recalled that there were about 15 students who spoke Spanish in his 4
th

 

grade bilingual education classroom. The teacher taught them in Spanish; however, 

according to Norman, the teacher asked them to use more English in learning and 

conversational situations as the school year progressed. He was also pulled out from the 

class with a few other recent-arrival students and learned English in a small-group setting: 

“Because we’re brand new to the school, like we didn’t know like that much of English, 

though other people knew already more, so only get these people to learn more, so they 

can level out with other guys.”  

Ileana attended Blooms Elementary School for only one month of 5
th

 grade. She 

recalled that there were about 25-30 students in her bilingual education classroom, and all 

of them came from Mexico. The students learned all subjects in English; they spoke in 

Spanish most of the time in classroom. According to Ileana, the teacher taught them in 

English almost all the time. She did not remember receiving any language support from 

the teacher; the students in the bilingual education classroom helped her by translating 

the assignments in English to Spanish. 

 Messi compared the learning environment in the bilingual education classroom to 

being in Mexico: “I felt like I was in Mexico, because I had my friends that they spoke 

Spanish. I could talk to them.” According to him, there were about 19 Spanish-speaking 

students in his bilingual education classroom, and they learned all subjects in Spanish all 
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the time in 4
th

 grade. In 5
th

 grade, although the teachers were bilingual, they asked him to 

practice English more.  

Language services received in secondary school. Participants in the Late Entry 

group received some linguistic support during their secondary schooling. Angie was 

placed in a content-based ESL program during her middle school years according to the 

LPAC report. She did not have an ESL class on her course schedule; however, she had a 

teacher who came to her core classes and helped her when she did not understand the 

meaning of words or concepts. Angie explained that in each core class she took, there 

were five to eight ESL students with a majority of English-speaking students. The ESL 

support teacher was bilingual and followed these ESL students to provide help as needed. 

Angie mentioned that she began conversing with others in English after 6
th

 grade because 

that was when she felt a little comfortable speaking English. According to her, it took two 

to three years for her to learn basic words and the structure of English language. Angie 

thought everything in high school was much better than in her elementary and middle 

school years because she felt competent in English. At times she had an ESL teacher who 

came and checked some of her classes in high school. Although the classes were getting 

more difficult, Angie felt she could learn because she knew the language of instruction. 

Benito did not recall receiving any language support services from a teacher in 6
th

 

grade. During the 7
th

 grade, he was placed in an ESL class. The class implemented a 

reading intervention program called READ180. Benito described it as a small class 

composed of six to seven students, with the teacher who spoke English only. According 

to him, in READ180 class, the students worked on the computer using the program for 15 
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minutes, and they read books. When asked about his middle school experience, Benito 

mentioned participating in an after school program called ASPIRE. According to him, 

students who needed extra help joined the program, and he felt it was beneficial to 

learning. In 8
th

 grade, he was not placed in an ESL class; however, he had a teacher who 

helped ELLs in some classes, including English and science classes. Benito indicated that 

the teacher spoke English only and helped him the majority of the time because he 

needed more help than other ELLs in the class. During his first three years of high school, 

Benito’s school record indicated that he continuously failed almost all classes. Regardless 

of the academic challenges he faced, Benito perceived that he had made progress and 

understood much better in high school, so he did not think it would be necessary to get 

language support from teachers. 

Ileana’s class schedule included an English language arts/ESL course during 6
th

 

grade and the first semester of 7
th

 grade. According to Ileana, approximately 15 students 

were in the ESL class, and all of them were recent-arrival English language learners who 

had attended schools in the U.S. for a few years. The ESL teacher spoke English only; 

however, there was an assistant teacher who supported them by translating the 

assignments in English into Spanish. Ileana remembered that the ESL teacher taught 

them in English with visual demonstration of the words and concepts if the assistant was 

not available to translate the concepts and words into Spanish. For math and science 

classes, the bilingual assistant teacher followed these recent-arrival ELLs’ classes to 

provide them with language support when they did not understand. In her LPAC 

documents, this service was referred to as “content area support.” From the second 
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semester of 7
th

 grade on, Ileana received neither ESL services nor content area support. 

Her LPAC report in the first semester of 7
th

 grade indicated that, “Ileana is doing well in 

her classes so far this year. Therefore, she will be moved from ESL/English Language 

Arts (ESL/ELA) to regular ELA with sheltered instruction. In addition, she will drop the 

content support class and be placed in reading support class.” Beginning in 8
th

 grade, 

Ileana felt confidence in following instructions in English. For her, high school was much 

easier because she knew the language of instruction. Ileana had not received any 

language support since 8
th

 grade. At the end of 11
th

 grade, Ileana’s CALP level in English 

was 3, limited; she met satisfactory criteria in state assessments of all four core courses of 

English, math, social studies, and science. 

According to Norman, at the beginning of 6
th

 grade, he and four other students 

were pulled out of the class to receive small-group math instruction. A bilingual teacher 

translated the questions on math problems into Spanish; he already knew how to do math, 

so he was sent back to a regular class in a few weeks. His course schedule indicated that 

he was placed in a reading support program in 7
th

 grade and READ180 in 8
th

 grade. 

Norman asserted that the READ180 class was beneficial because the program helped him 

read and write more, and provided more opportunities to practice speaking. During his 

three years of middle school, Norman’s CALP in English remained Level 2, very limited; 

at the end of 9
th

 grade, it reached Level 3, limited. On the state assessments for reading 

and math administered at the end of each middle school year, Norman met satisfactory 

criteria in all tests except a reading test in 7
th

 grade. According to Norman, when he 

passed the state assessments in reading, math, and social studies in 8
th

 grade, the teachers 
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recognized his hard work and accomplishment: “They’re really proud of me because first, 

6
th

 grade and 7
th

 grade, I struggled a lot.” In high school, Norman had not received any 

language support, and actually he believed it was not necessary because he already knew 

English.  

In brief, the students in Late Entry group began schooling in a bilingual classroom 

setting in either 4
th

 or 5
th

 grade with the students in the Early Entry, so the language 

services provided for both groups were identical. In middle school, the students received 

some types of services reported above (e.g., ESL class, inclusion support); no 

consistencies were found among the language services that the students received in terms 

of the types of services and durations. Any specific language services were not provided 

for these learners during high school years. Of five students in this group, Benito was 

retained and also referred to special education services; he did not qualify. Nonetheless, 

his performance data and language scores indicated that he had struggled throughout 

school with little improvement in learning English language and academic skills. 

Inadequate Schooling: Impact on Students’ Academic Outcomes 

 In this section, I present the theme that emerged from my analysis of the 

participants’ school history in terms of language services received, their progress in 

language development, and academic outcomes. 

 When the participants in the Early Entry group attended early elementary grades, 

they had fluent language skills in their native language but limited or non-fluent language 

skills in English. After receiving bilingual education services for all elementary years, 

when entering middle school, these students felt they were not prepared to learn in 
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English-only instruction. The participants in Late Entry group began schooling with 

limited to fluent Spanish and non-fluent English language. Despite their distinctly 

different linguistic needs, these students were placed in the same bilingual education 

classroom as the students in the Early Entry group and received the same instruction. 

Entering middle school, the students in Late Entry faced a huge challenge to learn all 

subjects in English-only instruction because they could not sufficiently develop academic 

English proficiency within one or two years. The data revealed that while receiving 

bilingual services in elementary school, participants in both groups had not adequately 

developed English language skills needed to follow the curriculum in secondary school. 

In short, placed in bilingual settings, these ELLs did not make adequate progress in 

acquiring English, resulting in falling further behind as they continued on to secondary 

school where English language demands significantly increased. 

Language Services Implemented in Elementary School 
 

 The participants in the Early Entry group had received Spanish-dominant 

instruction until the 3
rd

 grade. They learned all subjects in Spanish and took the state 

assessments for reading and math in Spanish. Entering 4
th

 grade, although Spanish was 

primarily used for instruction, the data indicated that there was a gradual introduction of 

English instruction across the subjects. During their second semester of 4
th

 grade, they 

took the state assessments for reading, math, and writing in either Spanish or English, as 

recommended by LPAC. In 5
th

 grade, instruction in English was increased, and some 

classes were taught only in English; however, participants took the state assessments for 

reading, math, and science in either Spanish or English.  
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Figure 1. Schooling History of Long-term ELLs in Early Entry and Late Entry 
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 grade) 
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Instruction in Spanish with gradual addition of English instruction; 
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Participants in the Late Entry group entered the bilingual classroom in either 4
th

 or 

5
th

 grade, where ELLs in the Early Entry group were also being served. As a result, the 

services they received were identical to those provided to the students in the Early Entry 

group, with occasional pull-out support. All students in the Late Entry group were 

exempted from the state assessment in 4
th

 grade due to their limited English proficiency. 

In 5
th

 grade, with the exception of Angie and Ileana, all students took the state reading 

assessment in Spanish; the language of instruction was primarily English. (see Figure 1) 

ESL Services Implemented in Secondary School 
 

The ESL service available in secondary schools in the Pebble Creek district was 

called content-based ESL. There were seven high schools in the district including two 

alternative schools. Significant inconsistency was found across campuses in terms of the 

number of ESL staff, programs implemented, and services available for ELLs. Based on 

the data collected from the LPAC report, the students’ course schedules, and the 

transcribed interviews, the services provided for ELLs during their secondary school 

years were identified: Reading intervention Program (READ180), ESOL/ESL with Push-

in support for selected courses, and Pull-out TAKS Intervention (see Figure 1).  

According to the course catalogue published by the district, English/ESL services 

in secondary school were designed for recently-arrived students who had come to the U.S. 

within the past three years. Of the 13 participants, five students in the Late Entry group 

were eligible to receive ESL services when they entered middle school. Of those, only 

Ileana and Messi, who attended Oak Land Middle School, received ESL services in either 

6
th

 or 7
th

 grades. Angie, Benito, and Norman, who attended Farm Land Middle School, 
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were not provided ESL classes: Angie received inclusion support in selected courses. 

Benito and Norman were placed in READ180 in 8th grade.  

Ileana was placed in an ESL class during the 6
th

 grade and the first three months 

of 7
th

 grade. She met recent-arrival English language learners in the ESL classroom. The 

ESL teacher was not bilingual; however, there was a bilingual assistant who helped the 

students by translating the assignments in English to Spanish: “Because she (ESL teacher) 

didn’t really speak Spanish to us, the other lady was just like telling us, you know, she 

was translating.” [sic]. Ileana stated that: “I learned a lot, and then by 7
th

 grade, I was able 

to understand.” In 8
th

 grade, Ileana was placed in mainstream classes without language 

services. She met satisfactory criteria in reading, math, and social studies, but not in 

science, on the state assessments administered at the end of 8
th

 grade, 

Messi was placed in an ESL class during 6
th

 and 7
th

 grade when he attended Oak 

Land Middle School. In 8
th

 grade, he moved to Farmland Middle School, placed in 

READ180 class. According to Messi, in his ESL class, he used Rosetta Stone, a 

commercial language reading program, to practice English, and felt it was helpful for him 

to learn basic conversational English. He also felt the Rosetta Stone program was 

preferable to READ180 because he was able to see his growth in learning the English 

language.  

Angie did not have an ESL class on her schedule; however, she had a teacher who 

came into her core classes and helped her when she did not understand the meanings of 

words or concepts. Angie described that in the core classes she took, there were five to 
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eight ESL students with a majority of native English–speaking students. The bilingual 

ESL support teacher followed these ESL students and provided help when needed.  

All ELLs in the Early Entry group believed they had not received any language 

services throughout their secondary schooling. In 8
th

 grade, several struggling ELLs were 

placed in the READ180 reading remedial program because their academic performance 

was below grade level. Three students (Geon, Hazel, and Leon) belonged to the Early 

Entry, while two (Messi and Norman) belonged to the Late Entry (see Table 6).  

Table 6  

Course Placement in Middle School 

 
Students ESL Push-in ESL 

Support 

Read180 TAKS 

Intervention 

Early Entry     

Cesar     

Doris     

Elisa     

Geon   8 8 

Hazel   8  

Jamie     

Tristan     

Leon 

Late Entry  

  8 

    

Angie  6, 7, 8  

Benito  7, 8   

Ileana 6   7 

Norman   8  

Messi 6, 7  8  
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Progress in Language Development  
 

Schools in the Pebble Creek district administered the WMLS-R at the end of each 

school year to measure ELLs’ Cognitive Academic Language Proficiency (CALP). These 

scores, along with other two measures - TELPAS writing score and the state assessments 

on reading and writing - were used to make program decisions. Overall the students in the 

Early Entry group demonstrated higher CALP scores than those in the Late Entry group 

(see Table 7).  

Cesar had reached the fluent level in CALP at the end of 9
th

 grade; however, he 

was not exited from the ESL program because he failed the state reading test.  Elisa 

reached the fluent level in CALP during the 6
th

 and 7
th

 grades, and met all ESL exit 

criteria required by the school district; however, the LPAC retained her in the program 

without explanation. Hazel’s CALP level was fluent from 5
th

 grade throughout middle 

school. She was also exited from ESL at the end of 5
th

 grade according to her LPAC 

report; she was put back in an ESL program at the end of 6
th

 grade without explanation.  

Participants in the Late Entry group did not show improvement in CALP during 

their first three years of schooling. They remained at Level 1, negligible, except for 

Norman. After three years of schooling with or without ESL support, all ELLs in the Late 

Entry group reached Level 2 in CALP, very limited. In high school, Angie, Ileana, and 

Norman reached Level 3, limited, in CALP, while Messi’s level remained unchanged, 

very limited, and Benito’s level dropped from very limited to negligible. Throughout high 

school, Benito’s CALP in English remained at Level 1, negligible (see Table 7).   
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Table 7 

Progress in Cognitive Academic Language Proficiency (CALP) Levels as 

 

Measured by Woodcock Muñoz Language Survey-Revised 

 

 CALP Levels 

3
rd

 4
th
 5

th
 6

th
 7

th
 8

th
 9

th
 10

th
 11

th
 

Early Entry          

Cesar N/A N/A 3 3 3 3 4 3.5 3.5 

Doris     2       2 N/A N/A 

Elisa 2 3 3 4 4 3.5 3   

Geon N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 3   

Hazel   3.5 4 4 4 4 3.5   

Jamie 2 2 3 3 3 3 3   

Leon           3.5 3   

Tristan N/A 2 2 3 3.5 3 3.5 N/A  

Late Entry          

Angie   1 1 1 2 2 3 3 3 

Benito   1 1 1 2 2 1 1 1 

Ileana     1 1 2 2 3 2 3 

Messi   1 1 1 2 2 2   

Norman   1 1 2 2 2 3   

N/A = Scores not available (not tested, missing folder);      = Not administered because the 

students did not attend schools in the district. 

 

Academic Outcomes  
 

Among eight students in the Early Entry group, six students took the state reading 

assessment in Spanish at the end of their 3
rd

 grade school year, and they met the 

satisfactory criteria. This result indicated appropriate academic skills in the first language 

at the early elementary stage for these ELLs. In addition, the language of instruction was 
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consistent with the language of assessment. Cesar was exempted from the test in 3
rd

 grade 

because it was his first year of schooling in the U.S., being eligible to be exempted.  

Doris’ scores on the state assessments were not available because her cumulative folder 

did not include her previous schooling records. In 4
th

 grade, all four students (Cesar, 

Jamie, Geon, and Leon) who took the state assessment in reading in Spanish passed the 

test, while Elisa, Hazel, and Tristan who took the test in English did not. The interview 

data collected from the participants indicated that the main language used in instruction 

during 4
th

 grade was Spanish. A mismatch emerged between the language of instruction 

and the language of assessment for those who took the test in English. In 5
th

 grade, all 

three students (Cesar, Geon, and Leon) who took the state reading test in Spanish passed 

the test, but Jamie was the only one of the four students who took the reading test in 

English to pass (see Table 8). Except for Elisa and Jamie, all students experienced 

continuous failure in both reading and math throughout their secondary years. 

ELLs in the Late Entry group began taking the state assessments during their 

second or third year of school in the U.S. Participants’ assessment results revealed that, 

except for Norman, no students passed the state tests for reading and math during the 5
th

 

and 6
th

 grade school years; none passed the state assessments of reading and math in 7
th

 

grade. Norman was exempted from the state reading test in 6
th

 grade although he took the 

reading test in 5
th

 grade in Spanish and passed it. LPAC made a LEP-exempt decision for 

him as he qualified to be exempted from the state assessments during the first three years 

of schooling in the United States. Except for Ileana, all students in Late Entry 
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continuously experienced unsatisfactory results in state assessments in their secondary 

grades (see Table 8). 

As presented in academic performance data and language scores above, long-term 

ELLs in this study had experienced continuous academic failures and could not 

sufficiently develop English language skills. Although the participants in the Early Entry 

and the Late Entry group had distinctive schooling history and unique learning 

experiences, both groups were in common in many ways. The students in both groups 

experienced inadequate bilingual education services in elementary grades. In middle 

school, they received minimal or no linguistic support; their academic underachievement 

led them to be placed in reading intervention programs. These patterns continued when 

they attended in high school as indicated their placement in low-level courses. In the next 

section, common themes among the participants about their perceptions of their learning 

experiences are presented. 
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Table 8 

Results of State Assessments in Reading and Math by Grade and Group 

 

Lang. of Instr.=Language of instruction; Rdg=Reading; Mth=Math; P=Pass; F=Fail; E=English; S=Spanish; NA=Not available; - =LEP-

Exempt. 

  

Grade 3
rd

 4
th

 5
th

 6
th

 7
th

 8
th

 9th 10th 11
th
 

Lang. of 

Instr. 

Spanish Mostly 

Spanish 

Mostly 

English 

English English English English English English 

 Rdg Mth Rdg Mth Rdg Mth Rdg Mth Rdg Mth Rdg Mth Rdg Mth Rdg Mth Rdg     Mth 

Early Entry                 

Cesar - - P(S) F(S) P(S) F(S) P F P F P F F F P F   P        P        

Doris NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA N/A N/A   F        F 

Elisa P(S) P(S) F(E) P(E) F(E) P(E) P P P P F P P P    

Geon P(S) F(S) P(S) P(S) P(S) F(E) P F F F F F P P    

Hazel P(S) F(S) F(E) F(E) F(E) F(E) F F F F P P F F    

Jamie P(S) F(S) P(S) P(S) P(E) NA P P P P P P P P    

Leon P(S) P(S) P(S) F(E) P(S) F(E) P F F P F F F F    

Tristan P(S) F(S) F(E) F(S) F(E) P(E) F F F F P P P F F P  

Late Entry                 

Angie     - F(S) F F F F F F P P F F   P        P    

Benito     F(S) F(S) F F F F F F F F F F   F        F 

Norman     P(S) P(E) - P F P P P F P    

Ileana     - - F F F F P P P P P P   P        P 

Messi     F(S) F(E) F F F F F F F P    
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Long-term ELLs’ Perceptions of Their Learning Experiences 

 Long-term ELLs participated in this study perceived that their learning 

experiences had been challenging due to many factors; however, they believed they had 

made significant progress in learning English and academic skills. Therefore, they did not 

consider themselves as English language learners. Two major themes emerged from the 

conversations with long-term ELLs about their perceptions of language and academic 

learning experiences:  First, their accounts and reflections presented them as motivated, 

active learners who no longer saw themselves as ELLs. Second, they described their 

learning experiences as positive but challenging. 

Motivated and Active Learners 
 

“So, am I an ESL student?” The majority of participants in this study (Cesar, 

Tristan, Leon, Geon, Hazel, Jamie, and Elisa), particularly those in the Early Entry group, 

no longer considered themselves to be English language learners. When they were 

informed of their ESL status during the interviews, they expressed confusion. These 

students had been placed in mainstream classroom settings for five years or more without 

receiving any language support services. Furthermore, their general perception of an ESL 

program was a service supportive for recent-arrivals, so they believed that ESL could not 

address their academic needs. In addition, they felt comfortable communicating and 

learning in English, both in academic and social settings.  

I wasn’t in [ESL program]. I didn’t even know I was in ESL program because I 

was going to my regular class… I saw my other friends, and she [ESL teacher] 

always pulled them out from the class, and they always get some help, but I was 

always stayed there [regular class]. (Cesar) 
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I didn’t have any help [in middle school]. In high school, I don’t think [I have an 

ESL teacher]… I already know a lot of English, so they can’t help me. The ESL 

can’t help me. They just help the people that need, like they just got here this year. 

(Geon) 

 

I don’t know what that was [in ESL in middle school], so basically you told me… 

The only thing that happened in school was that this teacher, she asked me like, 

she put a picture and what’s this like [WMLS-R test]. (Leon) 

 

I don’t think so [received ESL support from middle school]… I was hanging 

around people who were ESL…so she [ESL teacher] called me and told me that if 

I needed help, she would help me the stuff. So I started going to her class, 

sometimes after school or during school when I finished my assignments [in Tech 

Ed class], I would go and she would help me. (Tristan) 

 

“I am motivated to learn.” Participants expressed their desire to succeed in 

school. They discussed several areas that they needed to work on to be better prepared for 

college and career. Angie wanted to become a veterinarian. She tried to improve her 

academic outcomes because she wanted her parents to be proud of her. Doris worked 

hard to be able to graduate high school because she wanted to show her family that she 

was very capable of accomplishing her goal. Geon wanted to be an electrical engineer 

because he wanted to give his father a chance to teach him. Messi wanted to improve his 

academic performance because his mother expected him to be the first in his family to 

attend college. Jamie was motivated to do well in school because her brother encouraged 

her to do her best. 

My mom works too much…she works like cleaning dishes, also my dad. And my 

mom sometimes, she takes a part time job, anywhere, so she can get money. She 

does this because she cares about my education. She wants me to be successful. 

She wants me the first one to go to college. She wants me to concentrate on 

school and give me everything that I need. (Messi) 
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I want to go to school [college] and [study] electricity, because my dad works 

there, and he is like, really, really smart on that. (Geon) 

 

I want to finish it [high school]. I want to prove everybody is wrong [those who 

have low expectations for her]. But it’s not just like, it’s about me. It’s good for 

my future. If I finish, I wouldn’t like, have to be working, like, in a restaurant. 

(Doris) 

 

My mom and everything motivate me. The one, who like, motivates me a lot is 

my brother because he went through all these. When I needed help, I called him 

because he is the one who motivates me, like staying school, and do well… Like 

math, it’s difficult for me, especially this year. And then if I need help, when he 

comes in the weekends, he helps me. (Jamie) 

 

When participants were asked how they could improve their academic 

performance and what they needed to do to be successful in school, almost all responses 

focused on what they could do and must do.  

I need to do my best. Sometimes, I have a computer at my home, so I just go to 

the website that my teacher gave me to speak more English. (Benito) 

 

Maybe like, do more reading stories and answer the questions, like a test, 

STAAR… I would look it up [if I didn’t get it]. If it was like, a history, I would 

read a history book. (Elisa) 

 

I go to tutorials. I go to NOVA nights [after school tutorials]. (Messi) 

 

I need to focus on studying. I put my efforts to do my homework and my classes, 

but sometimes they get hard. I asked my friends. If they don’t know, we go and 

ask the teacher. (Angie) 

 

I want to learn English…I have never learned because, like, I don’t practice my 

English. I always speak in Spanish with everybody… just practice English, 

talking just like, to my friends [to learn English]. (Doris) 

 

Active participants in learning. Several participants in this study actively sought 

ways to improve their academic outcomes. For instance, Messi, Leon, and Geon went to 

their counselors to discuss their academic needs and requested schedule changes (e.g., 
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adding reading support courses, switching to more rigorous classes. Messi shared, “This 

year… I know I have three tests to pass this year so seven tests [including four tests failed 

in the previous school year] I gotta pass. So I talked to my counselor, and probably I’m 

getting out of my soccer.” Jamie attended morning tutorials once or twice a week to 

improve her academic vocabulary skills. 

Many students discussed their purposeful interaction with native English speakers 

to develop English language skills. They believed that interaction with native speakers 

would be essential to learn English. 

It helped me out a lot hanging out with people that they didn’t know Spanish, like 

people from here America. I hung out a lot with people like that. I still do in high 

school. So that’s how I’ve learned English, because I hung out with a lot of 

people that knew English. (Geon) 

 

I was basically hanging out with a lot of people who talked in English. I think 

that’s why helped me. To find who know more English, so they would track me 

and help on my English learning. (Cesar) 

 

When I moved to here [middle school in Pebble Creek], there’s like a lot of white 

people, so they started talking words, and I was like, what does that mean, then, 

oh, it means this. Okay, then, I started using them soon. (Leon) 

 

A majority of students mentioned the contributions of family members and 

friends to their learning English and making academic gains in English.  

They [students] helped me with some stuff, not really get some help from the 

teacher [in 5
th

 grade]… It was like hard because they [students] had to do their 

work, and then, sometimes they couldn’t help me. (Ileana) 

 

Not only had I learned from school. When I get out from school, like my cousins, 

they are a block away from me. My cousins, they were Mexicans but they knew a 

lot of English. So I just go to their house and I talk with them in English. (Leon) 

 

I met him, my friend. He helped me and he started talking. He would always talk 

to me in English, so I could learn faster. (Cesar) 
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My cousins, they know English. They are from here, so when I get home, they 

speak in English. We can practice [English], you know, me and my little brother. 

(Benito) 

 

Sometimes like me and my friend, I mean I wasn’t the only one when I got there 

from Mexico. I have another friend who just came from Mexico, too. So we 

started like, helping each other. And we had all the same classes together. So 

we’re like, me and him was started reading the questions and tried to figure out 

the questions, so we had to survive. [sic] (Cesar) 

 

Postsecondary aspirations. All participants discussed their plans after 

graduation during the interview. Almost all of them expected to attend college to pursue 

their interests. Cesar wanted to enter the medical field, and Leon hoped to attend Texas 

A&M University to study about animals and become a veterinarian. Ileana’s goal was to 

go to nursing school, and Jamie had plans to work for the government. They believed that 

if they passed their courses and state assessments, they would be able to go to college and 

pursue their careers.  Norman explained, “I want to go to college. I want to study, um, 

auto technician, mechanic. I’d like to do stuff in welding.”  Similarly, Angie said, “I want 

to go to college. I’m going to be a vet, veterinarian. I like animals… I’ve gotta focus on 

my class first. Like I gotta pass my classes first, and then study and go to college.” 

A Positive but Challenging Schooling Experience  
 

During the interviews, the focus of conversation with the participants was their 

learning experiences as English language learners throughout schooling and their 

perceptions about their schooling experience. Most participants believed that they made 

significant progress in learning English and in learning academic subjects in English 

throughout school. The students also indicated that the language services that they had 
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received were beneficial but spoke of challenges they had experienced; they expressed 

they would have performed better if they had received even more support. 

“I am successful and I learned a lot.”  The students expressed their 

accomplishment in developing English language skills though they had faced many 

challenges.  Several students also mentioned that they were able to support their parents 

on many occasions by translating English into Spanish. Angie appreciated that she was 

able to learn another language. Benito took pride in being able to comfortably converse 

with native English speakers in English. Ileana was proud of her ability to help 

classmates who were learning English. 

I think it’s really nice to know other language… I think I’m successful because 

like I’ve been ESL all these years, but like this year, they [the school] sent me the 

paper that if I didn’t want to be an ESL student, I don’t have to be, because I 

passed all my TAKS, so I’m good at everything. (Angie) 

 

I felt good, you know. I can understand more... I was surprised when I was in high 

school 9
th

 grade. I could speak more English, you know, with white kids. I can 

speak and we can talk each other. [sic] (Benito) 

 

People would be like, “it [high school] is so hard,” but I think it’s easy. I would 

even, like, help my friends and stuff. (Ileana) 

 

I’m confident about myself. Over the years, I have been learning my English and 

trying really hard. (Cesar). 

 

“Language programs and services were beneficial.” The language services the 

students received at the elementary level were bilingual education program support 

with/without pull-out small group language instruction. In middle school, an ESL class 

with push-in inclusion support was provided for a few recent-arrival ELLs. Intervention 

program services such as READ180 and/or TAKS intervention services were provided 
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for struggling ELLs. All ELLs who participated in this study consistently indicated that 

the bilingual education services were beneficial.  

There’s like a teacher who knows both languages because that way, if you didn’t 

understand something, you could ask her, and then you will remember. (Angie) 

 

That was good to have a teacher like that [bilingual teacher] because you know, 

she spoke both languages. That way she can help kids who don’t know English. 

(Benito) 

 

It [bilingual program] would be good because they teach you how to do stuff in 

both languages (Elisa). 

 

She [bilingual teacher in 5
th

 grade] showed me how to do it in English. And then, 

if I didn’t get it, she would say in Spanish. And then, from there, she would just 

keep on telling me stuffs in English, and then I would get it. (Tristan) 

 

The special teacher [bilingual teacher] would be like, in the classroom with us to 

see if we needed help. She would come, and she’s like, bilingual, and she would 

help when we didn’t understand…I learned a lot, and then by 7
th

 grade, I was able 

to understand. (Ileana) 

 

Sometimes if I didn’t know, because I really didn’t know English at there [3
rd

 -5
th

 

grades], so if I didn’t understand, she’ll like say in Spanish. She was a Mexican. 

[sic] (Doris) 

 

In addition to the bilingual education services, the participants indicated that all 

special services they received, including the reading remedial program, pull-out small-

group instruction, and inclusion support, were helpful. The students appeared to regard 

all special services as their opportunities to learn. 

They put me in a class for READ180. That really helped me, like grow more 

brains. [sic] (Benito) 

 

In READ180 class, we would read books, and we would take tests on the 

computer. I think READ180 helped me a lot. (Norman) 

 

Everything worked because we had a teacher who came and helped us.  So 

everything was good. (Angie) 
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[In 8
th

 grade] The teacher [inclusion teacher] sat by me and we can work together. 

The teacher helped a lot of students, but I needed the most help because others 

know more English. (Benito) 

 

Right now, my English teacher is helping me in the morning. Once or twice a 

week, I come and she helps me spelling. (Jamie) 

 

READ180 is good because I’m reading…All teachers there [ATLAS in high 

school], they know I have a trouble in English. So they are patient like… you 

know it’s okay. Just ask for help, and I’ll explain to you. (Doris) 

 

[In READ180 class] we would like to read every day. We were on the computers 

and have like spelling stuffs and we read books and take tests on the computer. I 

think READ180 is better [than individual support] because they give you to read 

more. When you, like people really don’t read when there like only they make 

them. (Elisa) 

 

Teachers were nice, too, and, like, they helped me out. Like, they had the special 

program for ESL, for English as a second language. They helped me learn my 

English, and I remember going to summer school, so I could learn better and 

faster. (Cesar) 

 

Learning without knowing the language of instruction. Participants asserted 

that one huge challenge they had faced was that they had to learn without knowing the 

language of instruction. A majority of students stated that they started learning in English 

in either 4
th

 or 5
th

 grade. They expressed their difficulties in learning in English, 

particularly in the middle school years because they had not sufficiently developed 

English language skills. 

It was hard because there I was learning English. And I had like, I had to pass my 

classes without just knowing the language. They [teachers] only spoke English. 

(Angie) 

 

It was still hard for me to learn, like right now. I’m still confused what the 

language [means], I still don’t get the language that much. (Messi) 

 



  132 

It was actually pretty difficult for me because for me, I didn’t know English that 

much [in 5
th

 grade] (Tristan) 

I wasn’t in English until like middle school… they [students] spoke both [in 

bilingual classroom at elementary]. There would be more Spanish, Spanish most 

of the time. Some would be new like from Mexico, so we would like to talk with 

them and make friends with them. (Elisa) 

Drastic changes in language services. During the interviews, a majority of 

participants from the Early Entry group discussed their challenges in learning during 

middle school due to the drastic changes in language services. Bilingual education 

services were not available in schools at the secondary level in the Pebble Creek district. 

Without programs or services designed to help them, these long-term ELLs were 

expected to learn all subjects in English in secondary schools, regardless of their progress 

in developing English language proficiency, relying solely on a few linguistic services 

available for mainly recent-arrival ELLs. 

It [middle school] was a kind of hard, because I used to have bilingual in 

elementary. I had paid full, a lot of attention, so I would understand what they 

[teachers and students in classes] were talking about.  (Elisa) 

 

It was challenging because everything changed in middle school. (Angie) 

It was harder because everything we had to learn in English…I learned English 

[in elementary], but we didn’t learn like deep, deep English…when I started 

middle school, and then starting them in English was challenging…It was very 

challenging, because I didn’t get a lot of support. Because my mom didn’t speak 

English, and that time, my dad didn’t speak English, either. (Jamie) 

 

Minimal or no services for ELLs in secondary school. According to the 

participants’ middle school course schedules, all ELLs were placed in the general 

curriculum that was taught only in English. The students in the Early Entry group were 

placed in the mainstream classroom without language support. Although these students 
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were classified as limited English proficient, few services were provided for them. Each 

year, they were administered the WMLS-R and TELPAS to measure their progress in 

acquiring the English language; they were not taught but were assessed. The LPAC also 

made a decision for each student’s state assessments, whether the student would take 

linguistically accommodated tests or not, and recorded his or her scores on the LPAC 

form. Other than that, there was no evidence of language services being provided. 

I didn’t take the class [ESL]. Like, I didn’t have it as a period, but, because I don’t 

remember having it as a period in my schedule. (Jamie) 

 

I don’t remember receiving [any language support services in middle school]. The 

only thing that happened in school is that this teacher, like, she asked me like, she 

put a picture and what’s this like? [WMLS-R assessment] I don’t remember 

anything else…I went last year, too, the same picture thing. That was it. (Leon) 

 

I didn’t have any help in 6
th

 and 7
th

 grade. I don’t think I have an ESL teacher [in 

high school].  (Geon) 

 

Messi and Ileana, who were in the Late Entry group, had an ESL class on either 

their 6
th

 or 7
th

 grade schedule. The rest were placed in mainstream classrooms without 

language services. Because the students had limited academic language skills in English 

but were placed in the mainstream classroom with minimal support, they were not able to 

understand the majority of instruction delivered in English only, resulting failure to make 

academic progress.  

I had a teacher that helped me out beside me [in middle school]…that was in 8
th

 

grade when I was going to retake it [math TAKS]…They [teachers in middle 

school] weren’t bilingual. Just one teacher [ESL teacher], but she never helped me. 

She helped like other people who just got from Mexico. (Geon) 

 

I don’t remember at all [receiving any special language support services]. (Doris) 
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We had a teacher who helped us in some classes [math and science], especially 

with help others like the ones who barely got there. (Elisa) 

 

 Less rigorous and distracting learning environment. All seven sophomore 

long-term ELLs’ had similar course schedules. These included four core courses - 

English, math, world history, and chemistry - with the End Of Course (EOC) designation. 

Several students raised the issue that their placement in these EOC classes might have 

hindered learning, being less rigorous and, in general, providing a distractive learning 

environment.  

EOC means all the Mexicans, people from other states. I have a lot of friends 

there [EOC classes], distract me… I know I should be stop like, I should make 

stop…I don’t know, it distracted me so much. I just wish like I could be by myself 

in one class, and just learn everything, and then, I think I’ll learn. In a whole class, 

there, I don’t really learn a lot. (Geon) 

 

Like all my friends are used to be with elementary [in EOC classes]. They are all 

native Spanish speakers… They like play around and yell at each other. I have all 

of them… I need to be less distracted… (Elisa) 

 

[My English class], there were messing people there. It was an EOC. (Norman) 

 

On math, I did badly because I had all Mexicans in that class, so, we’d be 

constantly talking to each other and not pay attention, that’s why I did bad… This 

semester, they moved me from my 3
rd

 period and 5
th

 period to 1
st
 and 5

th
. Since 

they moved [me] to 1
st
 and 5

th
 period [moved to different classes], my grades have 

been getting better because when I used to have other two classes, there’s like, I 

have all my Mexicans in that classroom. So I got distracted a lot. But since they 

moved me over here with, like more with white people, like kind of I don’t know. 

So I can more concentrate, like do more work. (Leon) 

 

Need to learn “big words” and writing skills. When the participants were asked 

which areas they thought needed to work on to succeed in school, a number of them 

mentioned that they should know “big words” and develop good writing skills. During 

the interview, the majority of students discussed their critical need to develop academic 
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vocabulary skills to perform well in school. In addition, several students indicated that 

they must work on spelling and writing skills. Clearly, most of them were keenly aware 

of the importance of academic English language skills to their school success. 

One of the hard things is writing. I can speak English good and everything, but 

my writing part, I think it’s the one that’s messing me up… I can write good, but 

like that good. The thing messed me up more is how, like the words, how to spell 

them. (Leon) 

 

It [reading a book in English] was actually kinds of hard because of vocabulary. 

Sometimes I was confused and didn’t understand. (Messi) 

 

I know how to speak already. Writing, I just have hard time to write like grammar 

and everything…when I write, like a story, I don’t know how to put it together. 

(Norman) 

 

My spelling, I need to practice on that, like (need to) know how to spell bigger 

words and hard words. (Tristan) 

 

 In summary, the participants’ schooling history about their language and 

academic experiences revealed several issues related to the adequacy of bilingual 

education programs and language services that the participants received in school. 

Nonetheless, long-term ELLs who participated in this study perceived their language and 

academic learning experiences throughout schooling as positive although they had 

experienced many challenges. 

Conclusion 

This chapter presented significant findings from the participating adolescent long-

term ELLs’ perceptions about their language and academic learning experiences in the 

context of their school history. The long-term ELLs who participated in this study had 

unique personal backgrounds and learning experiences that impacted how they perceived 
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their learning experience; the data revealed that there were significant commonalities in 

their schooling history and their perceptions of learning experiences. A discussion of the 

findings and their implications is presented in the following chapter. 
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CHAPTER V: DISCUSSION 

 Long-term ELLs in this study began their schooling with inadequate bilingual 

education services in elementary grades, where the language of instruction and the 

language of assessments were not necessarily the same, and English language instruction 

appeared to be delayed until the upper elementary grades, mostly 5
th 

grade. Many of these 

students were retained and/or referred for special education. Next, they all moved up to 

middle school where they received little or no ESL support; their continued low academic 

performance led to placement in intervention courses and programs. These students 

continued to lag behind, and their English language did not show much sign of 

improvement, especially academic language skills in English. During high school years, 

this pattern continued with the addition of EOC courses and credit recovery programs. 

 The findings of this study revealed that participating ELLs’ gaps in learning 

continued to grow with each subsequent year of schooling, exacerbated by limited 

opportunities to learn, thereby rendering them struggling long-term ELLs. The critical 

finding of this study is that the participants experienced multiple layers of lack of 

opportunity to learn as they moved through the educational process. These results are 

similar to previous research. For instance, Callahan (2005) noted that ELLs have limited 

opportunity to learn because they have been placed in remedial curriculum and 

instruction instead of English language development programs or services that address 

their needs. This placement hinders learning by denying them access to rigorous 

academic content.  
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On the other hand, despite their academic underachievement, participants in this 

study did not perceive themselves as struggling students, but as active learners who were 

successful in spite of challenges they had experienced. A majority of them expressed 

their desire to succeed in school. They discussed the causes of their challenges in learning 

(e.g., lacking in academic language skills, classroom environment) as well as the 

strategies and solutions they used to improve their academic skills. For example, Geon, 

Leon, and Messi sought their counselors’ advice on how they might improve 

performance and requested their course schedule changes. Long-term ELLs in this study 

viewed their progress in learning as a considerable accomplishment and believed it would 

lead to their college and career readiness. In fact, there appears to be a significant 

discrepancy between the perceptions of their college aspirations and the reality of their 

academic underachievement. 

 This chapter draws on the results to present working hypotheses related to the 

discrepancy between long-term ELL’s hopes and confidence of going to college and the 

reality of their limited preparedness, gaps in opportunity to learn, and identification of 

ELLs with disabilities. The implications of the findings on long-term ELLs’ academic 

challenges and the need for future research are offered next, and limitations of the study 

are presented. 

Hopes and Confidence vs. the Reality 

There was a significant gap between students’ high aspirations of going to college 

and the reality of their academic under-preparation. Long-term ELLs who participated in 

this study expressed their desire to go to college. During the interviews, participants were 
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eager to talk about their future plans. They discussed what motivated them to choose their 

areas of study in college. A majority of participants believed that if they passed their 

courses and state assessments, they would be able to enter a college to study their areas of 

interest. They seemed to be unaware of the reality that their chances to go to college and 

to accomplish their goal would be poor, given limited coursework and low grade point 

averages. 

Hopes and Confidence 
 

Long-term ELLs who participated in this study viewed themselves as active and 

English-proficient learners. They perceived that their academic challenges resulted 

mainly from their limited development of academic language proficiency in English.  

Nonetheless, they appreciated the linguistic supports they had received throughout their 

schooling, and proactively sought out experiences they perceived to be more appropriate 

(e.g., requesting schedule changes, seeking interactions with native English speaking 

peers).  They analyzed their educational needs to find ways to improve academic skills 

and, when asked, offered several possible solutions (e.g., content area support and 

improving vocabulary and writing skills), to better their academic preparation.  

Participants’ desire to succeed academically, and self-advocacy to achieve their 

goals is a sharp contrast to accounts in educational research, which have attributed 

underachievement among English language learners (and, more generally, students from 

non-dominant socio-cultural and linguistic communities) to their “cultural disadvantage”, 

lack of achievement motivation, and/or the failure of their families to value education 

(Jacobs, 2008; Reeves, 2006; Valencia, 1997).  Their stories and academic profiles 
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revealed that they were performing at grade level during their early elementary years, 

and, despite subsequent language and academic struggles, they remained eager to 

succeed. Critical questions have arisen from this result: How well was the educational 

system prepared to provide them with the high quality, rigorous programs that would be 

responsive to their language development and academic needs?  Were their teachers and 

counselors aware of these students’ aspiration, work ethic, and perseverance?  How might 

instruction, course placements and career advising have differed if they knew about these 

students’ post-secondary and career aspirations?   

The Reality 
 

This discrepancy between students’ aspirations and their academic under-

preparation is not new: 27 years ago, Grant and Sleeter (1986) found similar patterns in 

their ethnographic case study that explored the behaviors and cultural knowledge of the 

students, teachers, and administrators at a junior high school located in a working class 

neighborhood. Students in their study assumed that attending school and passing classes 

would adequately prepare them to attain their goals, not realizing the importance of 

grades; they were not in a position to critique the system. 

What is ironic is that the students were unaware of this. They believed that if they 

attended school, passed their classes and cooperated with their teachers, they 

would be well prepared for the future. Quite likely their families were under the 

same impression. Because they were unaware of how the system works, the 

students had no basis for critiquing their preparation for it. It is important to note 

their lack of knowledge about the importance of grades. This could indicate that 

the students were not being told or allowed to discover the important role that 

grades can play for enabling life’s opportunities. (p.182) 
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Similarly, the level of long-term ELLs’ confidence and hopes did not match the 

reality of their low scores, minimum course credits, and low GPAs. Callahan (2005) 

indicated that long-term ELLs’ GPAs are significantly low, and their years of schooling 

in the U.S. negatively correlate with them.  As reported in the findings, the average GPA 

of the participants was 1.98 on a 4.0 scale: Of the five seniors who participated in this 

study, only two students, Ileana and Angie, were able to graduate Sunshine High School 

on schedule. Ileana wanted to be a nurse and planned to go to community college; 

however, to qualify for admission, she had to pass the exams administered by the 

community college because her state assessment scores in English language arts and math 

did not meet the standards required by the community college. Angie would like to 

become a veterinarian. Her GPA was 1.62 and her class rank was in the second 

percentile. 

Schiller and Muller (2003) expressed that although high school graduation is an 

important goal, over-focusing on graduation might inadvertently limit long-terms ELLs’ 

access to academically challenging courses that are critically necessary for college 

preparation. Similarly, participants in this study seemed to be unaware that passing 

courses without regard to GPA might expedite graduation but would not guarantee 

admission to college, nor did they realize that they were academically under-prepared to 

pursue postsecondary education. For instance, Cesar wanted to attend Texas State 

University to study medical science but seemed unaware that his poor academic 

preparation would limit his opportunity to enter college: “I’m done with my TAKS test 

right now. And I just need to worry about my classes and my credits. That’s it… I’ll go 



  142 

for the medical field.” The factors related to long-term ELLs’ academic 

underachievement are complex and intertwined, and the enhanced gaps in learning 

accumulated over years of schooling contribute to their under-preparedness for college 

and career. Nevertheless, these learners were not aware of their limited chances of 

entering college due to their academic record and the courses they have taken.  

Gaps in Learning Opportunity 

 The results of this research study indicate that programs and services provided for 

the participants did not adequately serve them in the development of English language 

fluency and academic skills. In spite of receiving native language and ESL services, these 

students were considered limited English proficient for their entire schooling, up to 14 

years. 

Participants in this study had limited success in acquiring English and mastery in 

content areas. Callahan (2005) writes that long-term English language learners develop 

weak English language skills because they are served in weak language program services 

and lower track placements. Similarly, long-term ELLs in this study did not sufficiently 

acquire English even as their native language skills declined in spite of a bilingual 

learning environment, though bilingual education only went up to 5
th

 grade. As measured 

by language proficiency tests, a majority of participants in the Early Entry group did not 

move beyond the limited level of English proficiency throughout secondary school; 

participants in the Late Entry group remained between the very limited and limited levels 

throughout their schooling. In addition, more than half of them did not pass or performed 

minimally on beginning or intermediate level Spanish courses. 
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Below, the opportunity gaps that long-term ELLs in this study experienced 

throughout their schooling are discussed under three areas: adequacy of the general 

education programs, ELLs’ academic under-preparation due to a limited learning 

environment, and stringency of reclassification criteria. 

Adequacy of the General Education Program 
 

Participants reported (and their records confirmed) that they were not sufficiently 

proficient in English to do well academically, and more than half of them did not pass or 

performed minimally on beginning- or intermediate-level high school Spanish courses. 

This raises questions about the adequacy of bilingual education programs and ESL 

services at participants’ schools for ELLs, and the rigor of the academic curriculum to 

which they had access.  

Bilingual education and ESL programs. Weak language programs and services 

that do not help ELLs sufficiently develop their native language and English language 

fluency and academic skills, limit students’ opportunities to learn (Callahan, 2005), and 

marginalize ELLs linguistically and academically (Valdez, 2001). The bilingual 

education practices reported by participants raised questions about the implementation of 

the program during the years that they were enrolled in these schools.  It is unclear how 

students were being prepared to ensure sufficient English proficiency to successfully 

learn in English-only classrooms, and pass state assessments in English. Participants’ 

stories suggest that these efforts were insufficient; school records confirmed that their 

native language proficiency and academic performance declined over time, even though 
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they were performing at grade level during their early elementary years. The bilingual 

education services that participants received in elementary school appeared not to have 

helped them; since the collected data were only from 13 participating long-term ELLs 

and did not include any observational data or teachers’ views, it is possible that some 

other factors might influence their inadequate progress in language and academic 

development.  

Nonetheless, Long-term ELLs who participated in this study did not adequately 

achieve English language proficiency. Menken and Klyen (2010) define the experience of 

long-term ELLs in secondary schools as “subtractive schooling,” wherein native 

language skills are replaced with limited English literacy skills over years of schooling. 

The researchers argue that long-terms ELLs do not have the opportunity to develop a 

foundation of native language skills, and this lack in opportunity results in limited 

academic literacy skills in both English and the native language. All participants in this 

study attended a transitional bilingual program in elementary school and shifted to 

English-only instruction in middle school. In high school, all of them took Spanish as a 

required foreign language course; many of them struggled and were not successful. 

During the interview, Cesar even mentioned that the Spanish class he took in 9
th

 grade 

was a major challenge for him. 

Participants viewed elementary school bilingual services as translation support of 

English into Spanish or vice versa. They received Spanish-only instruction in their early 

elementary years and gradually transitioned to English instruction during 4
th

 and 5
th

 

grade. Baker (2006) argued that transitional bilingual programs are weak forms of 
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bilingual education, resulting in ELLs’ limited skills in English and their native 

languages. Menken and Kleyn (2010) addressed the need for “strong” forms of bilingual 

education that provide ELLs with the opportunity to develop literacy skills in English and 

their native languages. Even in the transitional bilingual program, the bilingual practices 

that were reported by the students did not appear to have been implemented with fidelity. 

A systematic transition from Spanish to English instruction over the seven years from 

pre-kindergarten through 5
th

 grade would be critically necessary to support ELLs’ 

linguistic needs; no evidence of such planned and systematic transition was found.   

Another critical issue in the bilingual education program that participants attended 

was the discrepancy between the language of assessment and the language of instruction. 

Even though the LPAC used these academic assessment scores to make retention 

decisions for the ELLs, the committee did not seem to question this practice. As a result, 

close to 50% of the participants were held back or referred to special education services; 

however, no curricular interventions seemed to be put into place, even though students 

referred to special education did not qualify. 

Inappropriate or No Language Services. When ELLs in this study entered 

middle school, they felt challenged because they had not been prepared for English-only 

instruction. Nevertheless, these students were placed in mainstream classrooms with 

minimal or no language support. Although they remained classified as LEP, discrete ESL 

services appeared not to be available to them in secondary school.   

In middle school, since their academic performance was below grade level, 

several ELLs were placed in reading intervention programs; however, this placement 
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might create yet another obstruction to learning by denying them access to the full rigor 

of the curriculum that would be crucial to succeed in secondary school, and further 

limiting learning. LPACs and teachers in middle school might have assumed that the 

students did not need continued linguistic support because they had been served in the 

bilingual education program in elementary school, and this may have affected their 

decision to place them in reading intervention programs. However, they seemed not to 

question or examine the quality of the bilingual education instruction the students 

received; their actions suggest that the deficit was perceived to be within the student. This 

placement may have been made with good intentions, with hopes of improving the 

students’ learning; however, it was not sufficient, and in fact, it is inappropriate, as the 

remedial programs were not designed to address the linguistic and academic needs of 

ELLs.  

In general, reading intervention programs are designed for special populations of 

native English speakers who have reading difficulties. As the programs were not 

designed for ELLs who are learning English, the programs may not sufficiently address 

ELLs’ unique linguistic needs. Callahan (2006) investigated whether or not a reading 

intervention program might be effective for English language development among high 

school ELLs, and found that it was insufficient to ensure high school success for students 

reading just above the sixth-grade level. As ELLs remained longer in ESL programs, they 

received less, and eventually, no linguistic support and limited access to curriculum, 

thereby widening the achievement gap. The results of this study suggest that these 

students needed opportunities to develop their language and academic skills at the 
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secondary level. Although several participants mentioned that the READ180 program 

helped them develop English language skills, their low language scores and ongoing 

academic underachievement suggests it was not sufficient. As long-term ELLs are 

already behind, they need a systematic and high quality language development program 

that can effectively support their subject matter learning. Such interventions would have 

to be intensive, so that the students can make rapid gains.  

Curriculum Casualty: ELL’s Academic Under-preparation 
 

Long-term ELLs who participated in this study were placed in low-level courses 

in high school, a placement that essentially assured their under-preparation for college 

and career readiness. Due to their limited proficiency in English and academic 

underachievement, all long-term ELLs in this study were identified as academically at-

risk and were placed in low-level classes in high school. Callahan (2005) argued that 

placing ELLs in low track classes limits their opportunity to learn because the structure of 

the curriculum denies them access to challenging academic opportunities. In addition, the 

relationship between teachers and students in low-level classes is weak and teachers’ 

expectations are low (Valenzuela, 1999).  The findings of this study are consistent with 

the results of previous research concerning this population in terms of their becoming a 

“curriculum casualty” (Donovan & Cross, 2002; Adelman, 1992) and ELLs’ under-

preparation. 

Seven sophomores who participated in this study were grouped together in their 

core academic courses at Sunshine High School. During the interview, a majority of them 

discussed the problems of placement in those cohort classes, including a distractive 
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learning environment, teachers’ negative attitude, low expectations, and a limiting 

learning environment. Leon stated that he hardly learned anything in those classes and he 

believed that his grades improved significantly after he changed his schedule, because the 

learning environment of the regular class into which he transferred was much more 

structured, and he could concentrate on learning. Elisa, a talented mathematician who 

loved the subject and earned the highest GPA among all 13 participants (2.88/4), 

observed that sometimes teachers gave up teaching them when ELLs demonstrated 

undesirable behaviors. Elisa believed she did not learn much from those classes. Several 

long-term ELLs in this study perceived that their slow progress in learning was due to the 

limited learning environment. As such, they became casualties of a curriculum that failed 

to provide academic rigor or to meet their educational and language development needs.  

Several students discussed the need for support in the content areas. Geon 

perceived that the ESL program could not help him learn because his academic 

underachievement was not caused by a lack of English proficiency, but rather the lack of 

understanding of the academic concepts. None of the long-term ELLs who participated in 

this study had taken advanced level core courses, and many of them were not aware of 

the availability of different level courses or the importance of taking advanced level 

courses for college preparation.  

Stringent Reclassification Criteria 
 

To exit from bilingual/ESL programs in Pebble Creek district, ELLs must 

demonstrate their fluency in cognitive academic language skills as measured by the 

WMLS-R, receive an advanced high rating in the TELPAS measure of writing, and attain 
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a satisfactory level on state assessments in reading and writing.  Researchers have argued 

that stringent reclassification may unintentionally hold English language learners in ESL 

programs (Linquanti, 2001), and that ELLs might be trapped in “a vicious cycle” if the 

reclassification requirements are too stringent (Callahan, 2005).   

Little research is available regarding whether ESL exit criteria reliably measure 

ELLs’ readiness to learn without language services. Many long-term ELLs in this study 

were unable to exit from ESL due to linguistic or academic reasons, or both. For 

example, although Cesar reached a fluent level in English in 9
th

 grade, because he did not 

meet the satisfactory criteria on the state reading test, he was unable to exit the ESL 

program. In the case of Jamie and Ileana, both students had been passing state 

assessments for many years and earned advanced high rating in TELPAS writing; 

however, because their WMLS-R scores had not reached a fluent level, they remained in 

LEP status. In case of Doris, as reported in Chapter 4, she was able to complete 15 credit 

recovery courses within a year; could she have done so, if she were still limited English 

proficient?  In addition, during the interviews, all participants freely shared their 

experiences, ideas, and concerns in English without hesitation. 

 Clearly, exit criteria should be sufficiently high to ensure that ELLs have acquired 

the necessary English proficiency to learn successfully in English.  However, if these 

criteria are too stringent, placing an ESL label on these students keeps them in LEP status 

but with limited services that might lead to teachers’ low expectations and less rigorous 

course placements.  Although participants were classified as ELLs, many of them 

received little or nothing by way of ESL support in secondary school. For instance, 
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because of their ESL labeling, some students like Elisa and Jamie in this study were 

placed in EOC classes where teachers’ expectations were low, and the learning 

environment was less rigorous. This appears to have limited their opportunities to 

develop strong academic skills that connect to their college and career preparation. 

Identification of ELLs with Disabilities 

 Over- and under- representation of ELLs in special education has been an issue 

for more than three decades. García and Ortiz (2006) argued that the critical question is 

whether schools identify and serve the “right” students. Available research indicates a 

potential for struggling ELLs to be assessed with specific learning disabilities.  

Consistent with Artiles and colleagues’ (2005) finding that ELLs’ 

overrepresentation in special education began in 4
th

 grade; all three long-term ELLs who 

were referred to special education in this study were evaluated for specific learning 

disabilities when they were in either 4
th

 or 5
th

 grade. Although more attention has been 

paid in the literature to false positive identification, a false negative determination can be 

equally detrimental to unidentified ELLs with special needs, as their disability-related 

educational needs are not being met (García & Ortiz, 2006). The histories of three 

participants in this study potentially illustrate both phenomena. Although it was beyond 

the scope of this study to determine the validity of the referral and/or eligibility decisions, 

these cases confirmed the persistent challenges associated with identification of SLD 

among ELLs.  
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Mobility as a Factor in Doris’ Performance 
 

 As discussed in Chapter 4, Doris was identified and placed in special education 

in 5
th

 grade. The special education record obtained merely confirmed identification of, 

and dismissal from special education services and, most importantly, contained no IEPs 

or descriptions of special education services. Based on her school records and interview 

data, it is highly likely that she was identified as having learning disabilities, but she did 

not recall receiving any special education services. If identified as learning disabilities, 

her academic profile calls this placement into question, given that she earned 15.5 credits 

in a year by taking credit recovery courses in Sunshine High School upon transferring 

from a school in California. According to her, when she came back to Pebble Creek, she 

was considered as a freshman because she only transferred 5.5 credits from her previous 

school. Within a year, she had earned enough course credits to be re-classified as a 

senior. This might be an implausible task for a student with specific learning disabilities, 

particularly without additional instructional support. Frequent moves and changes in 

learning environment between Texas and California schools seem to have contributed to 

her delayed learning; her academic struggles may not have been related to specific 

learning disabilities. In today’s context of Response to Intervention (RTI)
18

 approaches to 

identifying SLDs, IEP committees would first have to assure that students like Doris 

receive a high quality core curriculum and tiered interventions in general education, 

which would include native language and ESL instruction for ELLs. For Doris, mobility 

                                                 
18

 Response to Intervention (RTI) is an instructional approach that provides all students with the instruction 

they need for learning success. The goal of RTI is to intervene early – when students begin to struggle with 

learning – to prevent them from falling behind and developing learning difficulties. 
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appears to have compounded difficulties she experienced and there was no information to 

indicate that her bilingual education and ESL services had been responsive to her 

frequent moves. 

When ELLs struggle academically, it is important to consider all possible factors 

that might affect under-performance before referral to special education, to assure that the 

placement is not primarily the result of lack of opportunity to learn, or due to language 

and cultural differences (Individuals with Disabilities Education Acts, IDEA, 2004) as 

required by the law. 

Failure to Provide Interventions 
 

In the case of Hazel and Benito, factors related to their learning difficulties were 

less clear. Although both students were evaluated for special education and did not 

qualify, they presented very different profiles.  

Hazel was assessed for specific learning disabilities in 4
th

 grade after she 

transferred to an elementary school in Pebble Creek. Documents relating to Hazel’s 4
th

 

grade special education referral meeting were not available as her special education file 

was inactive; however, there was no evidence that the LPAC committee had considered 

Hazel’s ELL status or any other variables as potentially explanatory factors, as would 

have been required in implementing prereferral intervention (most likely to be in place at 

that time). According to her LPAC report, when Hazel was referred for special education 

services, her English oral language proficiency level was fluent, and she also met the 

satisfactory criteria on the state reading assessment in Spanish; however, her OLSAT 

score was 70. Based on difficulties in reading comprehension in English, combined with 
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low scores in OLSAT, she was assessed for specific learning disabilities but did not 

qualify for special education services. As the OLSAT test was not normed for ELLs, the 

validity of the score and its interpretation for ELLs are questionable.  

A review of Hazel’s language and academic performance indicates that Hazel was 

at the fluent level on the WMLS (Level 4) by 8
th

 grade and she passed the state 

assessments in reading and math that same year. However, she had failed all previous 

assessments and by the following year, her CALP level had declined to 3.5, and she 

failed the state assessments once again. Although Hazel did not qualify for special 

education, she clearly continued to struggle until the 8
th

 grade, but there was no evidence 

from her interview or from school records that she had received any alternative or 

intensive services to support her language and academic learning. Researchers (e.g., 

Artiles et al., 2005; García & Ortiz, 1988; Sullivan, 2011; Valenzuela at al., 2006) have 

noted that special education identification and services should consider ELLs’ cultural, 

linguistic, and experiential factors. Hazel’s bilingual education history and previous 

schooling experience should have been considered before the practitioners had referred 

her to special education. Hazel might have benefited from intensive and structured 

English language instruction and/or different instructional approaches to meet her 

academic needs.  

In spite of low language scores in Spanish and English, continuous academic 

failures, unsatisfactory scores on state assessments, summer school recommendations, 

and retention, Benito’s school records did not contain any information suggesting that he 

had received any special interventions or attention from his LPAC to address a persistent 
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history of failure over 10 years of schooling. Benito was tested for specific learning 

disabilities at the end of his first 5
th

 grade year but was not eligible to receive special 

education services. His middle school LPAC folder did not contain much information 

except for assessment decisions and unsatisfactory scores on state assessments; the LPAC 

report indicated that the “student is not making progress.”  During his first three years of 

high school, he continuously failed almost all classes. In addition, Benito’s WMLS-R 

language proficiency in English ranged from negligible to very limited for nine years. 

Despite so many years of failure across subjects and little progress in learning, it does not 

appear that Benito received any special interventions or attention from his school except 

for before or after school tutorial opportunities to address his academic difficulties. 

Benito’s performance was visibly lower compared with other ELLs with similar histories 

of schooling even though all participants demonstrated low achievement. This 

comparison with like peers (Esparza-Brown & Doolittle, 2008) and Benito’s lack of 

progress suggests that his educational difficulties might require a different or possibly 

more intensive intervention.  

The disproportionate representation of ELLs in special education has been 

discussed in literature for more than three decades (Artiles & Harry, 2006; Dunn, 1968; 

García & Ortiz, 1988). More than half of the participants in this study were either 

referred to special education or retained during elementary years in the hope of 

improving their academic skills. However, the participants who were referred to and/or 

identified for special education services and/or who were retained, either early or late in 

elementary schools, continued to struggle academically and did not significantly improve 
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their language and academic skills. Without strong language and adequate academic 

services for this population, simple retention or placement in special education does not 

effectively serve these learners.  

Implications  

The findings of this study raise a series of questions for future research and 

suggest practical implications for the participating school district and other districts to 

which these findings are transferable. To the extent that the district’s current programs 

and services for ELLs share the characteristics described herein, some of which date back 

to 2004, an evaluation of the district’s special language programs and services is needed 

to ascertain fidelity of implementation, identify barriers to ELLs’ progress in language 

development and academic learning, and develop more effective programs in both areas. 

Information about college readiness and related academic requirements should be a part 

of the advising process for all students and their families to ensure that long-term ELLs 

have the same access to these choices as other groups. The disparity between 

participants’ aspirations and their academic reality also calls for educators to ensure that 

they are better acquainted with their students’ hopes and plans. 

In light of limited empirical research about adolescent, long-term ELLs—and to 

the extent that their educational needs are unique compared to ELLs in general—few 

research-based guidelines are available to districts to inform their design of more 

effective programs for this sub-population.  Consequently, local program evaluation 

activities are likely to be guided by evaluation questions that are similar to, and equally 

relevant for research efforts on a larger scale.  In the next, the areas for further 
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investigation are suggested under the following: (a) language services for ELLs in 

elementary level, (b) alternative interventions for ELLs in secondary level, (c) 

identification of ELLs with disabilities, and (d) effective instructional approaches for 

long-term ELLs in high school.  

Language Services for ELLs in Elementary Level 
 

Bilingual education programs and services provided at elementary schools in the 

district did not appear to meet the participants’ linguistic and academic needs in this 

study. Further investigation of the language programs, services, and their implementation 

is needed to understand the relationship between the type of language services provided 

and ELLs’ progress in learning. Based on interview data from the study, the primary 

bilingual education service the participants received was translation. Since all ELLs 

learned Spanish as their first language and had to learn English as a second language, 

they could have benefited from explicit English language instruction (Freeman et al., 

2003). Investigation of the following areas would enhance the knowledge base in the area 

of language programs and services for ELLs at the elementary level. 

1. Examining factors contributing to ELLs’ underachievement in bilingual education 

programs. 

2. Extended research on long-term ELLs’ bilingual education program learning 

experience with different language group of students, including interviews with 

educators and parents. 

3. Investigating the discrepancy between the language of instruction and the 

language of assessment that frequently occurred for participating ELLs in 
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bilingual education programs: the nature of the practice and impact on students’ 

learning. 

The practical suggestions for the district are as follows: 

1. Examining the factors that may affect the fidelity of implementation of research-

based high quality bilingual education program. 

2. Implementing high quality core instruction in bilingual education/ESL, as Tier 1 

in Response To Intervention (RTI). 

3. Having a strong Tier II RTI instruction in place for struggling ELLs with 

differentiated instructions for the different groups. 

4. On-going monitoring of the fidelity of bilingual/ESL programs and services. 

Alternative Interventions for ELLs in Secondary School 
 

 The research on long-term ELLs indicates that ELLs’ placement in low track 

classes or intervention programs might widen academic gaps because they limit access to 

the full curriculum. In this study, the district used the READ180 program for struggling 

ELLs in secondary schools. It would be necessary to investigate ELLs’ academic needs at 

the secondary level and the instructional approaches used to address their needs.  

1. Examining the effects of the placement of long-term ELLs in reading intervention 

programs. 

2. Designing the systematic approaches to address long-term ELLs’ linguistic and 

educational needs that led to their rapid academic gaining. 
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The practical suggestions for the district are as follows: 

1. Evaluating the effectiveness of READ180 program for ELLs’ language and 

academic literacy development. 

2. Designing and implementing the rigorous instructional systems for struggling 

long-term ELLs in secondary school that can address their linguistic and 

academic needs. 

3. Providing professional development opportunities for teachers of ELLs to raise 

their awareness of ELLs’ educational needs, hopes, and aspirations.  

Identification of ELLs in Special Education 
 

As discussed throughout the study, the essential concern related to identification 

of ELLs in special education is whether these learners are appropriately served. 

Improving the quality of academic services for this population would be one of the 

essential keys to avoid the risk of inappropriate identification of ELLs for special 

education services (García & Ortiz, 2006). In addition, school districts should have 

procedures in place for collaboration between bilingual/ESL services and special 

education programs through including bilingual assessment personnel to prevent 

inappropriate placement or under-identification of ELLs for special education. This 

collaboration could minimize the challenges in distinguishing between second language 

acquisition and disability as the source of ELLs’ academic underachievement.  

1. Investigating factors that affect school personnel’s decisions about  retention, and 

referral and placement of ELLs in special education services. 
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2. Examining the patterns of the referral/identification of ELLs in specific learning 

disabilities. 

The practical suggestions for the district are as follows: 

1. Training ESL staff, special education personnel, and LPAC members to increase 

the awareness of ELLs’ cultural, linguistic, and experiential backgrounds that 

must be considered in special education referral and identification process. 

2. Implementing high quality core academic instruction for ELLs (Tier 1 of RTI) to 

prevent inappropriate identification. 

Effective Instructional Approaches for Long-term ELLs in High School 
 

 When long-term ELLs in this study entered Sunshine High School in the Pebble 

Creek district, they already had academic gaps developed over previous school years. 

Therefore, curriculum and instruction in high school should address these gaps so they 

could learn. There is a critical need to specifically design curriculum and instruction to 

provide opportunities for long-term ELLs to enhance their academic vocabulary, gain 

extensive exposure to academically relevant texts, and develop high quality writing. 

Those skills are critically important for their college and career readiness. Research has 

emphasized direct and explicit language instruction for long-term ELLs (Freeman et al., 

2003). Olsen (2010) argues that all classes for long-term ELLs should be designed for 

explicit language and literacy development across the curriculum.  Research suggests that 

the most effective instruction for ELLs integrates language development within an 

academic context (August & Shanahan, 2006; Chamot, & O’Malley, 1996).  

1. Analyzing the academic needs of long-term ELLs.  
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2. Extended research on long-term ELLs’ perceptions on their learning experience 

with students from other language groups.  

3. Examining factors that should be considered to design effective instructions for 

long-term ELLs.  

The practical suggestions for the district are as follows: 

1. Developing and implementing intensive language development program that can 

emphasize ELLs’ academic vocabulary and content-area learning. 

2. Professional development opportunities for teachers of long-term ELLs to 

understand their educational needs.  

Limitations of the Study 

Certain limitations of the findings of the study must be considered. The results of 

this study are bounded by the contexts in which it was conducted. As such, transferability 

of the findings is limited to students, schools, and settings that may be similar to the 

contexts of this study. First, this study was conducted at one high school in central Texas, 

and all participants were Spanish-speaking, long-term English language learners. Second, 

much of the data generated in this study relied on participants’ recollection of school 

experiences, which may be incomplete and/or selective. Third, the analysis of school 

records is subject to inherent limitations in the use of archival data; viz., absence of 

information cannot be presumed as evidence that actions or deliberations did not occur—

only that they were not recorded.  Fourth, all 13 students were voluntary participants; the 

voices of those who did not participate, and long-term ELLs who had already dropped 

were not included in the study. Fourth, as this research project emerged as the researcher 
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worked with adolescent long-term ELLs as a teacher in the district, her feelings, motives, 

and experiences might influence on her interpretation of the data; they were explained in 

a reflective and reflexive manner to enhance the validity of the data. In addition, 

participants may have said what they thought the researcher wanted to hear; however, 

interviews with participants were a form of dialogue between each participant and the 

researcher. At the beginning of school year when the researcher met with participants to 

explain this research study, they were asked if they would have shared their stories of 

their schooling experiences as ELLs because the researcher wanted to learn from them. 

Finally, the study is bounded by time and space, to the extent that the practices described 

herein were implemented over 10-12 years in one specific state and school district, and 

may have changed in response to local, state, and federal initiatives. As this study 

explored the perceptions of a limited number of long-term ELLs about their experiences 

of schooling in a particular context, when applying the findings of this study to other 

struggling long-term ELLs, limitations of the study must be carefully considered. 

Conclusion 

 All 13 adolescent long-term English language learners who participated in this 

study perceived themselves as active, motivated learners. While the data from the 

documents and school records indicated these learners were struggling and academically 

unsuccessful, a majority of participants viewed their academic progress as a significant 

accomplishment although they had faced many challenges. These students appreciated 

language services that they had received and believed those services helped them learn. 

Their history of schooling fostered academic gaps due to the limited opportunities to 
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learn. They had been inadvertently excluded from the formal curriculum because the 

schools in the district did not have specifically designed curriculum or instructional 

systems to address their linguistic and academic needs. 

 Very little research is currently available regarding academic challenges of 

struggling adolescent long-term English language learners with or without disabilities. 

The findings of the study may contribute to an enhanced understanding of the 

characteristics of adolescent, low-achieving, long-term English language learners and the 

reality of their academic underachievement. In addition, the results of the study address 

the importance of creating learning opportunities for these long-term ELLs, so they could 

engage in academic language and content learning. Their history of schooling provides a 

possible explanation for their academic struggles in high school. Preventative approaches, 

adequate language and academic services for this population in elementary bilingual 

education settings, and the quality of content area instruction in secondary levels may 

help prevent ELLs becoming long-term ELLs. 

By combining participating long-term ELLs’ accounts and perceptions of their 

school experience with an ex post facto analysis of school records, this research study has 

attempted to generate a more nuanced picture of a challenging and persistent educational 

phenomenon; i.e., how to create learning environments for ELLs that promote academic 

success while meeting their English language development needs.  Research focused on 

educational programs and schools is helpful (and needed) to ameliorate the types of 

programmatic inadequacies that emerged in this study; however, these studies cannot 

bring to light the discrepancy between programs and students’ aspirations.  Likewise, 



  163 

juxtaposing educational research that documents deficit views of ELLs held by schools 

and educators against students’ voices serves to create a counter-story that may challenge 

educators to engage in dialogue with their own students and families, and work together 

to close the gap between their hopes and educational reality.   
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EPILOGUE 

Of five participating seniors, Angie and Ileana were able to graduate on schedule 

under the district-recommended graduation plan, having met graduation requirements. 

Cesar transferred to an alternative school in the Pebble Creek district, and Doris moved to 

California. In order to graduate from Sunshine High School, Doris would have needed to 

meet satisfactory criteria on the state exit-level assessments for math and science. Benito 

had been working hard to earn enough credits with credit recovery courses for all eight 

class periods. To meet graduation requirements, he needed to pass the state exit-level 

assessments on English language arts, math, and science, and earn the credits required for 

graduation.  

Tristan, a junior, was placed in ATLAS (the credit recovery program) during the 

second semester of his junior year, as a means of earning the course credits needed to 

meet graduation requirements. As this is an on-line self-paced program, the learning 

environment was not a structured classroom, and the quality of instruction was 

questionable. The coming school year would be Tristan’s 15
th

 year of being identified as 

LEP and placed in language service programs; based on his educational performance at 

the time this study was completed, it was uncertain if he would be able to graduate from 

high school and pursue his goal of studying astronomy in college. 

 

 

 

 

 



  165 

Appendix A 

Consent for Participation in Research 

 

Title:  Adolescent English Language Learners’ Perceptions about Schooling Experience 

 

Introduction 

The purpose of this form is to provide you information that may affect your decision as to 

whether or not to participate in this research study.  Mrs. Kim will answer any of your 

questions.  Read the information below and ask any questions you might have before 

deciding whether or not to take part. If you decide to be involved in this study, this form 

will be used to record your consent. 

 

Purpose of the Study 

You have been asked to participate in a research study about adolescent English language 

learners’ perceptions about schooling experience.  The purpose of this study is to gain 

insight about adolescent English language learners’ schooling experience and to 

understand how they perceive their academic experiences, and to learn what they think 

school can do to support their learning.    

 

What will you to be asked to do? 

If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to do two interviews each for 

approximately one hour. I will also access to your school records to get information about 

your previous schooling history, including language programs participated in and 

academic performance data. This study will include approximately 25 participants. I will 

be asking you to discuss your family backgrounds, experiences of language learning and 

programs, learning environments, and your beliefs on improving your academic skills. 

After the interview, I will write a summary of main ideas we have discussed to make sure 

that my understanding of the information you share with me is accurate. You will have 

the opportunity to correct anything I misunderstand at that point. 

 

What are the risks involved in this study? 

There are no foreseeable risks to participating in this study. 

 

What are the possible benefits of this study? 

You will receive no direct benefit from participating in this study; however, the findings 

of this study may contribute to design and develop instructional programs to meet the 

needs of adolescent English language learners.  

 

Do you have to participate? 

No, your participation is voluntary. You may decide not to participate at all or, if you 

start the study, you may withdraw at any time.  Withdrawal or refusing to participate will 
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neither affect your grades nor the relationship with the district and The University of 

Texas at Austin (University) in anyway.  

 

You will not receive any type of payment participating in this study.  

 

What are my confidentiality or privacy protections when participating in this 

research study? 

Any information obtained in connection with this study that can be identified with you 

will remain confidential and will be disclosed only with your permission. You don’t have 

to disclose anything that you feel in private and may discontinue your participation at any 

time if you feel discomfort. Audio recordings will be stored securely and only the 

research team will have access to the recordings.  Recordings will be kept for three years 

and then erased.  The data resulting from your participation may be used for future 

research or be made available to other researchers for research purposes not detailed 

within this consent form. 

 

Whom to contact with questions about the study   

Prior, during or after your participation you can contact the researcher, Mrs. Won Kim at 

512-745-2917or send an email to wonkim@utexas.edu. This study has been reviewed and 

approved by The University Institutional Review Board and the study number is ______. 

  

Whom to contact with questions concerning your rights as a research participant? 

For questions about your rights or any dissatisfaction with any part of this study, you can 

contact, anonymously if you wish, the Institutional Review Board by phone at (512) 471-

8871 or email at orsc@uts.cc.utexas.edu.  

 

Participation 

If you agree to participate, you will provide your name and date with your signature in 

the space below and give it to Mrs. Kim. 

 

Signature   
You have been informed about this study’s purpose, procedures, possible benefits and 

risks, and you have received a copy of this form. You have been given the opportunity to 

ask questions before you sign, and you have been told that you can ask other questions at 

any time. You voluntarily agree to participate in this study.  By signing this form, you are 

not waiving any of your legal rights. 

 

_________________________________ 

Printed Name  

 

_________________________________    _________________ 

Signature Date 
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As a representative of this study, I have explained the purpose, procedures, benefits, and 

the risks involved in this research study. 

 

_________________________________      

Print Name of Person obtaining consent      

 

_________________________________    _________________  

Signature of Person obtaining consent     Date 
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Appendix B 

Parental Permission for Children Participation in Research 

 

Title: Adolescent English Language Learners’ Perceptions about Schooling Experience 

 

Introduction 

The purpose of this form is to provide you (as the parent of a prospective research study 

participant) information that may affect your decision as to whether or not to let your 

child participate in this research study.  The person performing the research will describe 

the study to you and answer all your questions.  Read the information below and ask any 

questions you might have before deciding whether or not to give your permission for 

your child to take part. If you decide to let your child be involved in this study, this form 

will be used to record your permission. 

 

Purpose of the Study 

If you agree, your child will be asked to participate in a research study about adolescent 

English language learners’ perceptions about the experience of schooling.  The purpose 

of this study is to gain insight about adolescent English language learners’ schooling 

experience to understand how they perceive their academic experiences, and to learn 

what they think schools can do to support their learning.   

 

What is my child going to be asked to do? 

If you allow your child to participate in this study, your child will be asked to do two 

interviews each for approximately one hour. I will also access to your child’s school 

records to get information about his or her previous schooling history, including language 

programs participated in and academic performance data. This study will include 

approximately 25 participants. I will be asking you child to discuss his or her family 

backgrounds, experiences of language learning and programs, learning environments, and 

his or her beliefs about improving his or her academic skills.  

 

What are the risks involved in this study? 

There are no foreseeable risks to participating in this study. 

 

What are the possible benefits of this study? 

Your child will receive no direct benefit from participating in this study; however, the 

findings of this study may contribute to design and develop instructional programs to 

meet the needs of adolescent English language learners  

 

Does my child have to participate? 

No, your child’s participation in this study is voluntary. Your child may decline to 

participate or to withdraw from participation at any time.  Withdrawal or refusing to 

participate will neither affect his or her grades nor relationship with the district and The 
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University of Texas at Austin (University) in anyway. You can agree to allow your child 

to be in the study now and change your mind later without any penalty.   

 

What if my child does not want to participate? 

In addition to your permission, your child must agree to participate in the study.  If your 

child does not want to participate, he or she will not be included in the study and there 

will be no penalty.  If your child initially agrees to be in the study, he or she can change 

this or her mind later without any penalty.  

 

Neither you nor your child will receive any type of payment participating in this study.  

 

What are the confidentiality or privacy protections for my child’s participation in 

this research study? 

Any information obtained in connection with this study that can be identified with your 

child will remain confidential and will be disclosed only with you and your child’s 

permission. Your child doesn’t have to disclose anything that he or she feels in private 

and may discontinue his or her participation at any time if he or she feels discomfort. If 

you agree your child to participate in this study, I will conduct at least two interviews 

with your child and the interviews will be audio-recorded.  Audio recordings will be 

stored securely and only the research team will have access to the recordings.  

Recordings will be kept for three years and then erased.  The data resulting from your 

child’s participation may be used for future research or be made available to other 

researchers for research purposes not detailed within this consent form. 

 

Whom to contact with questions about the study?   

Prior, during or after your participation you can contact the researcher Mrs. Won Kim at 

(512) 745-2917or send an email to wonkim@utexas.edu.  This study has been reviewed 

and approved by The University Institutional Review Board and the study number is 

_______. 

  

Whom to contact with questions concerning your rights as a research participant? 

For questions about your rights or any dissatisfaction with any part of this study, you can 

contact, anonymously if you wish, the Institutional Review Board by phone at (512) 471-

8871 or email at orsc@uts.cc.utexas.edu.  
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Signature   
You are making a decision about allowing your child to participate in this study. Your signature 

below indicates that you have read the information provided above and have decided to allow 

them to participate in the study. If you later decide that you wish to withdraw your permission for 

your child to participate in the study you may discontinue his or her participation at any time.  

You will be given a copy of this document. 

 

 

_________________________________ 

Printed Name of Child 

 

_________________________________    _________________ 

Signature of Parent(s) or Legal Guardian Date 

 

_________________________________    _________________  

Signature of Investigator      Date 
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Appendix C 

Permiso de los Padres para la Participación de Niños en una Investigación 

 

Título: Las Percepciones y Experiencias Académicas de los Alumnos de Inglés como    

Segundo Idioma 

 

Introducción 

El propósito de este formulario es ofrecerle (como el padre de un participante prospecto 

en este estudio de investigación) información que pueda afectar su decisión de 

permitir que su hijo/a participe en este estudio de investigación. La persona que realiza la 

investigación le describirá el estudio y responderá todas sus preguntas. Por favor, lea la 

siguiente información y haga cualquier pregunta que tenga antes de decidir si desea 

permitir que su hijo/a participe. Si usted decide permitir que su hijo/a participe en este 

estudio, este formulario se utilizará para registrar su permiso. 

 

¿Qué le van a pedir a mi hijo/a que haga? 
Si usted permite que su hijo/a participe en este estudio, se le pedirá que participe en dos 

entrevistas.  El tiempo estimado de cada entrevista será de una hora y habrá 

aproximadamente otros 25 participantes en este estudio.  También se le pedirá acceso al 

expediente académico de su hijo/a con el fin de sacar información sobre su rendimiento 

académico y los programas de lengua en los cuales ha participado.  Además, se le harán 

preguntas sobre sus experiencias en dichos programas, su historial familiar, el ambiente 

de aprendizaje y su opinión personal de  cómo podría mejorar sus destrezas académicas.  

 

¿Cuáles son los riesgos involucrados en este estudio? 
No hay riesgos predecibles en la participación de este estudio.  

 

¿Cuáles son los posibles beneficios de este estudio?  

Su hijo/a no recibirá ningún beneficio directo por su participación en este estudio; sin 

embargo, los hallazgos de investigación podrían contribuir al desarrollo de futuros 

programas educativos que responden a las necesidades de los estudiantes del inglés como 

segundo idioma. 

 

¿Mi hijo/a tiene que participar?  

No, la participación de su hijo/a es voluntaria.  Su hijo/a puede decidir no participar o 

puede dejar de participar en cualquier momento.  El hecho de dejar de participar no 

afectará su relación con la Universidad de Texas en Austin de ningún modo.  Usted 

inicialmente puede permitir que su hijo/a participe en el estudio y luego cambiar de 

opinión sin ningún tipo de sanción. 
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¿Qué pasaría si mi hijo/a no desea participar?  
Además de su permiso, su hijo/a debe estar de acuerdo en participar en el estudio. Si su 

hijo/a no desea participar, no será incluido/a en el estudio y no habrá penalidad. Si su 

hijo/a está inicialmente de acuerdo en participar en el estudio, puede cambiar de 

opinión más tarde sin ningún tipo de sanción. 

 

¿Habrá alguna compensación?   

Ni usted ni su hijo/a recibirán algún tipo de pago por su participación en este estudio. 

 

¿Qué protección hay con respecto a la privacidad y la confidencialidad de la 

participación de mi hijo/a en este estudio de investigación? 

Este estudio es confidencial y no les divulgaremos a terceras personas ningún dato que 

identifique a su hijo/a personalmente, a menos que recibamos el permiso suyo y de su 

hijo/a.  Su hijo/a tampoco tendrá que revelar cualquier tipo de información que le resulte 

demasiado privada y puede dejar de participar en cualquier momento si llega a sentirse 

incomodo/a.  Si decide participar en este estudio, su hijo/a será entrevistado al menos 2 

veces y grabado/a por audio. Cualquier grabación de audio será almacenada de forma 

segura y sólo el equipo de investigación tendrá acceso a las grabaciones.  Las grabaciones 

se conservarán durante 3 años y luego serán borradas. Los datos que resulten de su 

participación pudieran ser utilizados para investigaciones en un futuro o ponerse a 

disposición de otros investigadores para propósitos de investigación no detallados en este 

formulario de consentimiento. 

 

¿A quién contactar con preguntas acerca del estudio?  
Antes, durante, o después de su participación, usted puede contactar a la investigadora 

Won Kim al (512) 745-2917 o enviar un correo electrónico a wonkim@utexas.edu.  Este 

estudio ha sido revisado y aprobado por La Junta de Revisión Institucional de la 

Universidad y el número del estudio es 2012-06-0095. 

  

¿A quién contactar con preguntas con respecto a sus derechos como participante de 

la investigación?  
Si usted tiene alguna pregunta acerca de sus derechos o si tiene cualquier descontento con 

cualquier parte de este estudio, puede contactar, anónimamente si así desea, a la Junta de 

Revisión Institucional al (512) 471-8871, o al correo electrónico, orsc@uts.cc.utexas.edu.  
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Firma 

Usted está tomando la decisión de permitir que su hijo/a participe en este estudio. Su 

firma indica que usted ha leído la información presentada anteriormente y ha 

decidido permitir que su hijo/a participe en el estudio. Si más adelante decide que 

desea retirar su permiso para que su hijo/a participe en el estudio, puede descontinuar su 

participación en cualquier momento. A usted se le entregará una copia de este 

documento. 
 

 

_______________________________________ 

Nombre del Niño/a en letra de molde 

 

_________________________________    _________________ 

Firma del padre/madre o tutor legal     Fecha 

  

_________________________________    _________________  

Firma del Investigador         Fecha 
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Appendix D 

Assent for Participation in Research 

 

Title: Adolescent English Language Learners’ Perceptions about Schooling Experience 

 

Introduction 

You have been asked to be in a research study about adolescent English language learners’ 

perceptions about schooling. This study was explained to your parents or guardians and 

she/he/they said that you could be in it if you want to.  We are doing this study to 

understand adolescent English language learners’ perceptions about the experience of 

schooling and the nature of their academic challenges. 

 

What am I going to be asked to do? 

If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to do two interviews each for 

approximately one hour. I will also access to your school records to get information about 

your previous schooling history, including language programs participated in and 

academic performance data. This study will include approximately 25 participants. I will 

be asking you to discuss your family backgrounds, experiences of language learning and 

programs, learning environments, and your beliefs on improving your academic skills. 

After the interview, I will write a summary of main ideas we have discussed to make sure 

that my understanding of the information you share with me is accurate. You will have 

the opportunity to correct anything I misunderstand at that point. 

 

What are the risks involved in this study? 

There are no foreseeable risks to participating in this study. 

 

Do I have to participate? 

No, participation is voluntary. You should only be in the study if you want to. You can 

even decide you want to be in the study now, and change your mind later.  No one will be 

upset. If you would like to participate, you will provide your name and date with your 

signature in the bottom of this form and give it to Mrs. Kim. You will receive a copy of 

this form so if you want to you can look at it later. 

 

You will not receive any type of payment participating in this study.  

 

 



  175 

Who will know about my participation in this research study? 

The records of this study will be kept private.  Your responses may be used for a future 

study by these researchers or other researchers. 

Signature 

 

Writing my name on this page means that the page was read by or to you and that I agree 

to be in the study.  If I have any questions before, after or during the study, ask the person 

in charge, Mrs. Kim.  If I decide to quit the study, all I have to do is tell the person in 

charge. 

 

 
________________________________   ____________________ 

 Signature of Participant Date 
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Appendix E 

Long-Term English Language Learners’ History of Schooling 

 

Name:_________________________ Date of Birth:___________________ Gender:____ Years in 

US:_____________ 

Section I: Demographic Profile 

1. Ethnic group: 

2. Country of Origin: 

3. Home language: 

4. Language use: Home_____________________ School:__________________________ 

5. Mother’s primary occupation:___________________________ Father’s  primary 

occupation:________________________ 

6. Family members: 

Section II: Academic Performance/Intervention Records 

School/Grade Academic Performance Interventions Comments 
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Section III: History of Language Programs and Performance 
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Schooling 

Proficiency 

Tests (Note 

Language: 
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Appendix F 

Interview Guide 

 

Family Background 

 Tell me about yourself.  

 Where did you grow up? Or where is your family from?  

 

 Tell me about your family (e.g., how many members, roles, expectations, 

tradition). 

 

 Tell me more about your family/yourself (e.g., what is important in your family 

and why?) 

School History 

 Tell me about the schools you attended  

 

 Tell me about the elementary school/middle school that you attended. 

(e.g., where did you attend? what classes did you take? How did you learn? 

Describe… Give me an example of…) 

 

 Tell me about your high school experience. (e.g., where have you been 

attended? What classes have you taken? What do you think about your 

academic performance/learning?) 

 

Languages of Instruction/Language Learning 

 How did you learn English? 

 

 What types of instruction did you receive in elementary/middle/high 

school? (e.g., Did you receive any help from teacher(s) to learn English or 

other subject content? How did you feel learning English?  

 

 Tell me about your language learning experience (challenges or memoirs) 

 

Learning Environment/School Culture 

 

 What was it like to work with teachers and peers in schools you have attended? 

(e.g., What did your classrooms look like? What did you do if you had questions? 
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Give me an example about…) What do you remember mostly? Positive? 

Challenging/difficult? 

 

 Tell me about the expectations, rules, and policies of your schools. What 

was it like? 

 

 Extracurricular activities 

 

 What types of activities were available? How did you find out?  

 

 Did you participate in any activities in schools? How was your 

experience? 

Perceptions about Experience of Schooling 

 What do you think about English language support that you’ve received 

throughout your schooling? (quality, adequacy, duration, etc.?) 

 

 How would you describe about language learning experience? 

 

 How has school worked out for you? (Why? / Tell me more…) 

 

 What are your plans/goals after high school? 

 

 What do you think about yourself as a learner/student?  

 

 What should schools provide for you to succeed in learning? 

 

Is there anything else you want to share? Or are there any topics I have not asked that you 

think I should? 
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Appendix G 

Excerpt from Reflexive Journal 

 

10/26/2012: Interview Angie 

 

First interview was with Angie during her off-period. It seemed to go well. I met her in a 

school PTA room. She said it’s comfortable. Angie was very polite and calm. Every 

question, she seemed to think seriously. She came from Mexico and started 4
th

 grade. She 

said she felt successful, family-oriented, sharing together, doing together, she said, 

sometimes that’s a problem. She doesn’t like to talk in from of class because she is afraid 

of being made fun of. She loves animal and wants to become veterinarian. Schooling, 

challenges at the beginning and first three years but now feels competent. She had a good 

attitude toward learning. “Learning is my responsibility.” I gave her my cell number and 

she gave me hers. We scheduled to meet together in two weeks after I transcribe the 

interview. 

 

10/27/2012 – 

Transcribing the interview. I first listened to all conversations without transcribing to 

feel/see overall picture/idea of the interview, and then began transcribing.  

 

11/07/2012 

Interview Doris: SPED due to LD until 2012; born in Austin. She was conscious about 

language learning. She mentioned “I’m still not good at English because I moved 

around…” Placed in ATLAS, all her periods with READ180 (reading remedial class), 

low performing students are grouped. Ghetto school (environmental impacts on her 

learning); she wants to show, and determined to be successful, so let people around her 

know she can do it. She has very pleasant and positive attitude.  
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