
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Copyright 

by 

William Straughan Slade 

2011 

 

 



The Thesis Committee for William Straughan Slade 

Certifies that this is the approved version of the following thesis: 

 

 

Figured Worlds and Dual Language Experts 

 in Two-Way Immersion Classes: 

An Ethnographic Case Study 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPROVED BY 

SUPERVISING COMMITTEE: 

 

 

 

Deborah K. Palmer 

Rebecca Callahan 

Supervisor: 



Figured Worlds and Dual Language Experts 

 in Two-Way Immersion Classes: 

An Ethnographic Case Study 

 

 

by 

William Straughan Slade, B.A.  

 

 

Thesis 

Presented to the Faculty of the Graduate School of  

The University of Texas at Austin 

in Partial Fulfillment  

of the Requirements 

for the Degree of  

 

Master of Arts 

 

 

The University of Texas at Austin 

May 2011 



 Dedication 

 

to my teachers, my students, and my family. 

 



v 

 

Acknowledgements 

This thesis would not have been possible without the support and collaboration of 

my professors Deborah K. Palmer and Rebecca Callahan.  The research team that was led 

by Deborah included Suzanne Mateus, Kathryn Henderson, and me became a community 

of practice that helped me in my development as an educational ethnographer and 

specifically as a researcher of the Two-Way Immersion (TWI) context. My 

understandings and thoughts about TWI and research in this area was also greatly 

influenced by my classmates in the Dual Language Research graduate seminar that 

Deborah taught this spring semester of 2011.  I am also grateful to Rachel Elizabeth 

Showstack and Suzanne Mateus for the insights and support they shared with me through 

our “identity in language education” reading group.   

Other classmates, participants in Texas Foreign Language Education Conference 

(TexFLEC), and professors have inspired me and contributed to the direction that I have 

gone in this project and in my work as a researcher and an educator. 

Most of all, I would like to express my gratitude to the teachers, students, 

administrators, and other staff at the school that I call Hillside Elementary.  These 

professionals went out of their way to welcome us into their space and share their 

practices and their reflections with us.  I hope that this study may reinforce their good 

work and help serve as grounds for reflection and continued growth as members of an 

educational community of practice.  

 

 

 



vi 

 

 

Figured Worlds and Dual Language Experts 

 in Two-Way Immersion Classes: 

An Ethnographic Case Study 

William Straughan Slade, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2011 

 

Supervisor:  Deborah K. Palmer 

 

Two-Way Immersion (TWI) programs offer settings and goals that foster multilingual 

and multicultural communities; however, communities are complex and fluid, and have 

aspects that may or may not promote equitable education and learning. This research 

analyzes the actions and interactions of a group of first grade students to address how 

community develops during the first semester of implementation of a TWI program. 

Theoretical notions of figured worlds and communities of practice frame the analysis of 

ethnographic data to provide insight into the complex social and pedagogical dynamics of 

this setting 1) through conversations with teachers, 2) through observations of teacher-

student interactions during teacher-centered activities, and 3) through observations of 

students interacting with less teacher presence. Findings describe the teachers‟ discourses 

about their students, which centered on issues of equity and dismantling language status 
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hierarchies.  The findings also describe practices that the teachers themselves frame as 

promoting unified, equitable communities; however, analysis was mixed in finding that 

certain practices appeared to promote unity within the classroom and others appeared to 

reinforce divisions among students. Key findings also confirm the results of other 

researchers regarding the positioning of initially bilingual students in TWI as “dual 

language experts.” This study notes some ramifications of teaching practices and aspects 

of the specific 50-50 TWI model for the entire community of learners, which, while 

elevating balanced bilinguals may marginalize English learners and Spanish learners. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

Introduction to Study 

In attempting to educate English language learners (ELLs) in the United States, 

most educational models have segregated language minority students from English 

dominant students, either through transitional bilingual programs or through English as a 

Second Language (ESL) instruction (de Jong and Howard, 2009).  In the past several 

decades, increasing numbers of programs have been adopted that integrate English 

dominant students and speakers of other languages while providing language instruction 

in both languages, variously called Two-Way Immersion (TWI), Two-Way Dual 

Language, and Two-Way Bilingual education.  According to the Center for Applied 

Linguistics, the central purposes of TWI are to promote ―bilingualism and biliteracy, 

grade-level academic achievement, and multicultural competence for all students‖ 

(Howard, Sugarman, Christian, Lindholm-Leary, and Rogers, 2007).  The programs have 

been lauded in research and public discourse for their documented successes and 

potential advantages over other educational models for ELLs in the United States 

(Christian, Howard, and Loeb 2000; Lindholm-Leary, 2001; Howard, Sugarman, and 

Christian, 2003).  

The integrated multicultural, multilingual nature of TWI classes present benefits 

for students to develop ―positive cross-cultural behaviors and attitudes‖ and empathy for 
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the challenges of others who are emergent language learners (Nieto, 2002, p. 89).  

Likewise, de Jong and Howard (2009) and others (e.g. Genesee, 2009) celebrate the 

impulse to integrate students of different ethnic and language groups for benefits for 

language acquisition and for the opportunities to dismantle negative stereotypes that 

students may have of other groups (de Jong and Howard, 2009). 

Despite its promise, critical researchers have warned that TWI may 

disproportionately benefit English-speaking students (Valdés, 1997; Palmer, 2009).  de 

Jong and Howard (2009) critically investigated the distribution of linguistic benefits of 

integration in dual language classrooms, concluding that teachers need to find ways to 

counteract the forces of linguistic and ethnic status that are obstacles to minority 

language learners access to the social and linguistic benefits of the integrated setting.  

Working in a framework based on contemporary theories that have their roots in 

sociocultural theory, I set out to explore the ways in which first grade TWI teachers and 

students at one school construct ―figured worlds‖ (Holland, Skinner, Lachicotte, and 

Cain, 1998) and elements of a ―community of practice‖ (Wenger, 1998; Lave and 

Wenger, 1992) within classes. These rich theories are complemented by positioning 

theory (Davies and Harré, 1990), a model of ―communities of learners‖ (Rogoff, 

Matusov, and White, 1996). 
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Central Research Questions 

 How do teachers and students construct the figured worlds of their classrooms 

within a linguistically diverse population during the first semester of 

implementing a 50-50 TWI model?   

 What aspects of a community of practice develop as the semester progresses? 

 How do students and teachers position themselves and each other as they 

participate in classroom practices?   

 What implications do students’ and teachers’ positional identities and 

participation dynamics have on the character of the classroom as a social and 

academic space? 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Potential Social-Affective Benefits of TWI Education 

Howard and Sugarman (2007) and de Jong and Howard (2009) discuss the link 

between educational equity and the integration of ethnic and linguistic groups.  Both 

works point out that TWI avoids the stigma of segregation that is characteristic of many 

bilingual and English as a Second Language (ESL) pullout programs, and that 

philosophical and curricular emphasis on students’ cultures takes advantage of the 

diversity in the classroom.  Intentional integration is one element to fulfilling the goal of 

promoting positive cross-cultural attitudes and communication skills for all students 

(Howard and Sugarman, 2007).   

De Jong and Howard (2009) provide a detailed review of different considerations 

that play into the integration of students of different ethnic and language backgrounds in 

a variety of contexts including TWI education. They describe the anticipated benefits for 

second language acquisition for all students, citing Genesee (1999) who asserted that 

mixed language groups of students may facilitate authentic, meaningful interaction 

between students in a target language.  However, they echo the work of other scholars 

(e.g. Cook, 1999; Davies, 2003; Kachru, 1994) in problemetising a the idea of ―native 

speaker models‖ or ―language experts.‖  They join Valdés and Figueroa (1994) and 
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Hornberger (2003) in rejecting a dualistic view of monolingual, native speaker, or 

bilingual.  All of these scholars agree that the complexity of language use and knowledge 

eliminates the possibility of identifying students as static members of one category or 

another with reference to language proficiency 

More expert students can scaffold collaborative tasks with their peers to help them 

access their zone of proximal development (Angelova, Gunawardena, and Volk, 2006). 

Language minority students may also benefit by achieving increased self-efficacy and 

pride as they are positioned as experts in activities in the minority language (Angelova, et 

al., 2006; Howard and Sugarman, 2007; Palmer, 2009).     

In discussing integration and equity in the TWI classroom, several of Howard and 

Sugarman‟s (2007) assertions deserve special attention.  They propose that essential to 

creating an equitable, integrated space, educators must include special needs students in 

TWI classrooms, they must balance their attention to the needs of native speakers and 

second language learners, and they must promote multiculturalism. 

Challenges of Achieving Cross-Group Peer-Teaching 

The actual dynamics of student-interaction across groups are complicated. 

Guadalupe Valdés (1997) voiced a famous warning of the risk that TWI would ultimately 

benefit middle class English speakers and neglect minority language speakers.  Among 

her criticisms was the suspicion that Spanish speakers may be used as language models 
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but may not enjoy the same educational benefits as English-speaking students in TWI 

education because of differences of status and power that are inherent in U.S. society.   

Other critical researchers have found evidence for discourse patterns in TWI 

classrooms that marginalize Latino Spanish-dominant students. Palmer (2009) gives 

examples in which English speakers dominate discourse in a whole-group discussion, 

undermining their teacher’s authority and disrupting opportunities for their Latino ELL 

peers to participate in a lesson.   

Teacher’s role in forming equitable TWI classes 

Compelling qualitative and mixed-methods research has looked at teacher roles in 

TWI classes and analyzed classroom dynamics through a lens of equity.  

Palmer (2008a) researched the ways in which a TWI teacher helped set up 

discourses in her classroom that created an equitable classroom environment and 

promoted the academic identity formation of Spanish-speaking Latino children.  She 

noted the ways in which a Spanish-language teacher, Ms. Melanie, validated struggling 

students‟ participation in class discussions, and she noted cases in which English students 

followed the teacher‟s lead in ratifying Latino students‟ contributions.  She acknowledges 

limitations to the influence that students‟ classroom experiences have on their identity 

development, but points to work by Delpit (1995) and Ladson-Billings (1994) for 
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discussion of the influence that individual teachers‟ pedagogy can have on the lives of 

students of color.   

In another piece, Palmer (2008b) looks at examples in which a White, English-

speaking student dominates class discussions to the exclusion of Latino classmates.  

Drawing on previous work by Garcia (1991), she notes that without pro-active teacher 

moderation, Latino students may tend to form identities of non-participation, but that a 

teacher can build alternative educational discourses through practices such as selective 

error-correction, turn-taking management, revoicing and careful listening, managing wait 

time, and thoughtful questioning techniques.   

In DePalma‟s (2010) book, there are several chapters that analyze teacher 

practices in whole-classroom talk.  In a TWI kindergarten class, she notes that the teacher 

sometimes requires that students raise their hands to be called on, and in other instances 

she ratifies students‟ contributions even though they are yelled out.  She notes that these 

strategies function to reinforce language learners‟ participation in whole-group 

discussions. 

Other researchers have looked at language use and instruction in the classroom 

(eg. Potowski, 2004; DePalma, 2010).  Potowski (2004) found that students used 

significantly greater Spanish on academic tasks than on informal communication and 

spoke more Spanish with the teacher than with peers.  DePalma (2010) observed 

students’ and one TWI teacher’s language use during Spanish language time; she noted 
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that students used Spanish more frequently in close proximity to the teacher.  When they 

were in play-based centers or other activities that were not close to the teacher, they 

tended to use English or no language at all.  Language use and language prestige 

frequently emerge in TWI literature alongside analyses of educational equity.  

In Freeman‟s (2004) extensive ethnographic study of several schools in a Puerto 

Rican community in North Philadelphia, she spends several chapters focusing on 

classroom dynamics, focusing particularly on collaborative writing projects and film 

projects through which the teacher and students legitimate Spanish and legitimate their 

Spanish-dominant peers.   

This pool of research informs my decision to analyze teachers‟ ideologies and the 

figured worlds in which they situate themselves in their classrooms.   

Need for this study 

 An increasing amount of research has been done toward identifying and analyzing 

elements of TWI models and class dynamics that promote equity and hinder it among 

linguistically diverse students.  The growth of these models and the unresolved questions 

about their implementation mean that continued research is needed into many aspects of 

how teachers and students act and interact in these classrooms.  Moreover, additional 

qualitative data and analysis can help guide practitioners and future researchers toward 
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questions that still need to be addressed so that the models and the implementation of the 

TWI models can better serve linguistically diverse students.  
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CHAPTER 3: THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

To analyze the dynamics of community development within the TWI classes, I 

draw on the interrelated constructs of “figured worlds” and “positional identities” 

explored by Dorothy Holland, Debra Skinner, William Lachicotte Jr., and Carole Cain 

(1998) and the theory of “communities of practice” proposed by Lave and Wenger (1992) 

and elaborated by Wenger (1998).   

The construct of figured worlds comes out of a sociocultural, anthropological 

tradition that grapples with explaining individuals‟ actions within cultures and 

communities.  Holland, et al. (1998) view culture and identity as having some enduring 

qualities, but assert that both continually transform and change through individuals‟ 

actions as they enact agency.   Figured worlds are constructed through narratives told by 

and about individuals within those communities:   

By “figured world” then, we mean a socially and culturally constructed 

realm of interpretation in which particular characters and actors are 

recognized, significance is assigned to certain acts, and particular 

outcomes are valued over others.  Each is a simplified world populated 

by a set of agents who engage in a limited range of meaningful acts or 

changes of state as moved by a specific set of forces. (Holland, et al., 

1998, p. 53) 
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A researcher may analyze how individuals talk about themselves and others in 

terms of agents, significant acts, and forces that constitute the figured worlds in which an 

individual sees herself at a given time.   

In these figured worlds, individuals assign and enact positional identities for 

themselves and others through speech, body language, and other actions.  Such positional 

identities are flexible and non-static, but they remain important contributors to 

individuals‟ identities, self-concept, and group dynamics.  The positional identity that 

individuals take up may have enormous repercussions for social, psychological, and 

academic outcomes of individuals and groups.  Davies and Harré‟s (1990) positioning 

theory complements Holland et al‟s work and gives additional tools for talking about the 

ways in which individuals exert power over one another through discourse.   

To further understand the development of the relationships within classrooms as 

they interact with learning, this study also draws on the construct of communities of 

practice (Wenger, 1998; Lave and Wenger, 1992).  Lave and Wenger theorize that 

communities of practice consist of people who are mutually engaged in a practice; they 

investigate the processes by which newcomers participate with more expert counterparts, 

learning and transforming the practice to some degree.  Lave and Wenger observe that 

newcomers are often peripheral to a practice, but they are engaged and learning to 

participate more fully, and they are even able to contribute insights to it through their 

perspective as partial outsiders.  Some individuals, however, are marginal or 
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marginalized from a practice, and may develop oppositional positioning in relation to a 

group.  Such marginalization may result from self-perceived permanent lack of 

competence in the practice or it may result from discrimination for reasons such as 

ethnicity, language, disability, socio-economic class, or other characteristics. 

The theory figured worlds has been used in educational research specifically on 

student identity in TWI classrooms (Palmer, 2008), and communities of practice has been 

applied to and modified for analysis of classroom dynamics for specialized schools 

(Rogoff, Turkanis, and Bartlett, 2002), in adult ESL classes for immigrants in Canada 

(Norton, 2001), and in a diverse, low-income fifth grade class (Kong, 2002) among 

others. A brief review of how these scholars have modified the theories can help to apply 

them to the TWI context in the present study. 

Rogoff, Matusov, and White (1996) draw on Communities of Practice in their 

definition of a community of learners, which rejects a dichotomy between teacher-

centered and student-centered pedagogy in favor of a model in which children and more 

expert adults collaboratively set goals and scaffold each others‟ learning.  Rogoff , 

Turkanis, and Bartlett (2002) asserted that in communities of learners, adults and children 

collaborate “with varying but coordinated responsibilities to foster students‟ learning” (p. 

7). They warn against a shallow definition of “community of learners” as merely “a 

collection of people who are learning,” instead saying that a community “involves 

relationships among people based on common endeavors—trying to accomplish some 
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things together with some stability of involvement and attention to the ways that 

members relate to each other” (p. 10).  Moreover, participants focus on maintaining 

relationships and resolving conflicts as they meet their responsibilities and complete their 

tasks. 

Using a community of practice framework, Kong (2002) conducted an 

ethnographic study that analyzed an intentional process in which a teacher constructed a 

community of practice around literacy and reading groups in a diverse, low-income fifth 

grade class.  Characteristics of community construction in this class included explicit 

instruction in conversation protocols, modeling by the teacher and more expert former 

students, more expert class members, and other scaffolds that were removed as the school 

year progressed.  In looking at the teacher‟s role in the first month, Kong (1999) 

discussed the teachers‟ authoritarian approach to classroom discipline, which the teacher 

identified as essential to training students to collaborate productively in the academic 

practices.   

Also significant to the way in which language identity and academic expertise is 

viewed in this study is Angelova, Gudawardena, and Volk‟s (2008) article, which extends 

research by Chen and Gregory (2004), Fassler (1998) and Gregory (2001) in finding roles 

of expert and novice to be fluid and negotiable among students as they engage in 

different contexts and with different languages. Angelova et al. find that in TWI contexts, 

a “dual language expert” role emerges, which manifests status in the classroom which is 
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associated with bilingualism and ability to interact competently and assist less proficient 

students in both languages.  

The above theories and previous applications of the theories coalesce into a 

framework for viewing community, relationships, and positional identities in a 

classroom.  Holland et al.’s (1998) view of positional identities and Davies and Harré’s 

(1990) theory of positioning complement elements of Wenger’s views of central 

participation, peripheral participation, and marginal non-participation.  Students’ 

positional identities are salient in the interactions observed as well as in teacher 

comments about the class; these speak to the extent to which the classroom community 

includes and serves all students.   
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CHAPTER 4: METHODS 

Research Context 

To investigate the dynamics of classroom community formation the positional 

identities of students and teachers within their figured worlds, I conducted an 

ethnographic case study at a small public school in a mid-sized Texas city, which I will 

refer to as Hillside Elementary1.  The school was in its first year of implementing a 50-50 

TWI program as part of a pilot year of the local school district’s adoption of the Gómez-

Gómez dual language model (Gómez, Freeman, and Freeman, 2005) in the Kindergarten 

and first grades of ten area schools.  The school, which was rated as exemplary by the 

state of Texas in 2008-2009 school year, has historically served low income students, 

primarily of Mexican and Mexican-American origins.  The school historically offered a 

transitional bilingual program, though the principal and many of the teachers promoted 

ideas of additive bilingualism and advocated for bringing the TWI program to the school. 

During the fall 2010 semester in which this study was conducted, the TWI program 

received transfer students from middle class families of diverse ethnic and linguistic 

backgrounds.  

                                                 

1 All names are pseudonyms. 
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The first grade at Hillside included two integrated homeroom TWI classes; the 

teachers, Ms. Valencia and Ms. Jennings, worked closely one with the other, and they 

frequently exchanged students between the two classes.  The Gómez-Gómez model 

mandates that academic content be divided into roughly half the time in English and half 

in Spanish. Integrated homeroom classes study science and social studies in Spanish and 

math in English.  For literacy instruction, the students separate into two groups for 

according to parents’ responses on a home language survey. Under the Gómez-Gómez 

model, one teacher typically instructs English-dominant students in English literacy, and 

one teacher instructs Spanish-dominant students in Spanish literacy.  Although reliable 

data on socioeconomic status was not collected, the school’s demographics and anecdotal 

observations suggest that the class was integrated in students’ socioeconomic status.  In 

the classes observed, both teachers were bilingual Latina who consider themselves 

English dominant and see themselves as having reclaimed Spanish as adults.  Both 

teachers used some Spanish and some English for instruction and in talking informally 

with students. 

Methodology and Rationale 

This case study intends to achieve a detailed, rich account of a complex, bounded 

sample (Glesne, 2011) using ethnographic methods, investigating how teachers and 

students construct a figured world.  The research question lends itself to qualitative 
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analysis of observational data in as much as it seeks to investigate a human phenomenon 

in as authentic a way as possible  (Merriam, et. al., 2002). Moreover, LeCompt and 

Preissle‟s (1993) assertion that ethnographic inquiry is suited to the investigation of 

people‟s beliefs and actions provides further support for ethnographic research into this 

topic.  Addressing the context of TWI classes, multiple researchers call for additional 

ethnographic research for insights into the processes of language acquisition (e.g. 

Potowski, 2004) and integration and multiliteracies (e.g. de Jong and Howard, 2009).  An 

ethnographic case study suits the scope, the context, and the questions of this research 

project.  

Data Collection 

 Over the course of the fall 2010 semester, I collected data as a participant 

observer, writing field notes, videotaping, and audio recording student-student and 

student-teacher interactions over the seventeen week span from August 23 to December 

15, observing a total of thirty-five hours during twenty-eight separate days of instruction. 

I focused my observations on Ms. Valencia’s class; however, due to a strong teacher 

preference for considering the first grade as one large community, I found it necessary to 

spend some time in Ms. Jennings’ class as well and to include her in one of the 

interviews.  The breakdown of my observation time was approximately 75% in Ms. 

Valencia’s class and 25% in Ms. Jennings’ class. 
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A fellow researcher, Deborah K. Palmer, conducted an initial interview with Ms. 

Valencia and provided me with the transcript.  I interviewed the two teachers together as 

a focus group interview and transcribed the audiotape of that interview.      

Data Analysis 

Thematic and conversational analysis (Glesne, 2011) was applied to the data 

using Nvivo software. I reviewed themes and checked them with colleagues to improve 

reliability and to construct an understanding of the complex dynamics in the research 

setting.  I subscribe to socio-constructivist epistemology, and as such I contend that the 

analysis and interpretation are co-constructed by the researcher, colleagues, and 

participants through the data and through member checks.  

Trustworthiness  

Due to the small number of participants and the data collection methods utilized 

in ethnographic research, generalization is neither possible nor necessarily the goal of this 

research (Potowski, 2004).  However, a researcher may produce what Cronbach (1975) 

referred to as ―working hypotheses—hypotheses that reflect situation/specific condition 

in a particular context‖ (as paraphrased in Merriam, et. al., 2002, p. 28). Trustworthiness 

and validity of this study have been helped by attention to multiple data sources and 

prolonged engagement with the participants. Moreover, I continuously assess and reflect 
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on my own biases, and allow interpretations to crystallize through analytical checks with 

colleagues and participants.   

My Positionality 

As a participant-observer, a researcher may position him or herself on the 

spectrum between a full participant and a detached observer (Glesne, 2011).  To answer 

my research question, I attempted to avoid involving myself in the classroom practice to 

the greatest extent possible.  However, when presenting the consent forms to the students, 

my fellow researchers and I explained our reasons for being in the classroom and we 

welcomed questions.  I tried to limit my interactions with students and teachers during 

instructional time to occasional clarifying questions about students’ activities.  However, 

during the early days of the program, I found myself occasionally becoming part of the 

conversation in the classroom, particularly when Ms. Valencia was engaged in one-on-

one oral language testing with individual students. 

My position in the classrooms was also influenced by my own biography.  I am 

White and male, a native speaker of English who has learned Spanish as a young adult.  

My experiences as a guest and a student of Spanish in Latin America inspired me to work 

towards a welcoming, effective educational environment for Latino ELLs in the United 

States, an enterprise that I have engaged in over the past six years as a high school ESL 
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teacher, an adult ESL teacher, a first grade language enrichment teacher, and a student-

researcher.   

Limitations 

To manage this investigation, I attempted to limit my observations to one of the 

first grade classes, Ms. Valencia‟s.  However, due to teacher preference for a unified first 

grade community, the close collaboration of the two teachers, and the overlap between 

their students, I decided that the contributions of Ms. Jennings were essential for this 

research.  For this reason, some time was spent observing in Ms. Jennings‟ class, and one 

interview included Ms. Jennings.  A future study may feature both teachers prominently 

giving contrastive examples of pedagogical style as they influenced the figured worlds 

that emerged in the two classrooms. 
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CHAPTER 5: FINDINGS 

In the following sections I organize the findings to move from teacher‟s beliefs 

and observations of their students to the teachers‟ actions vis-à-vis their students, and 

then transition to a focus on the students‟ actions and interactions with each other.  I 

explore 1) the teachers‟ figured worlds as described in two interviews, 2) class meetings 

as teacher-initiated practices for community-construction, 3) linguistic divisions in the 

classes, 4) student translation and dual language experts, 5) positioning among students 

of dual language experts, and 6) students‟ resistance and marginality around language of 

the day. 

In the first section of findings, I share excerpts of teacher interviews and teacher 

talk from which I attempt to convey how the teachers construct an imagined community 

and a figured world of a class that aligns with many of the above cited TWI literature 

regarding the social benefits of the TWI class.  

Teachers’ description of a figured world of classroom community 

INITIAL INTERVIEW WITH MS. VALENCIA 

In the initial interview with Ms. Valencia before the beginning of the school year, 

her comments address the anticipated benefits and challenges of the Gómez-Gómez Dual 

Language TWI model.  Ms. Valencia discusses on the potential of TWI to reverse 
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language status hierarchies that she perceives in the larger community and a  sense of the 

advantages for equity that intercultural exchange will provide.   

Ms. Valencia: I think that better than the academic benefits are the… social 

benefits. ’Cause I feel like now everybody is on the same level. I 

feel like kids who... not English kids... but kids who learn live 

speak mostly in English and kids who speak mostly in Spanish are 

going to work together. Both will be empowered to help the other 

with language, to help the other communicate and to help the other 

learn. And like the kids who speak Spanish they’re now experts in 

this and their knowledge is being sought, when before it’s all about 

getting the kids to English. So I felt like their culture was not 

completely… what’s the word I’m looking for…was not 

completely … 

Researcher: valid, valued... 

Ms. Valencia: Yes. And you know they didn’t receive validation in that way and I 

feel like a lot of the dropout problems that we have, a lot of the 

stuff long term is because what happens here. (Interview, Cristina 

Valencia, 15 August 2010) 

Ms. Valencia‟s connection of language status with student academic identity and long-

term academic outcomes underscores her belief in the importance of the social dynamics 
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of the classroom.  She emphasizes a belief that in a TWI classroom, English dominant 

and Spanish dominant students will be “on the same level” as language learners and 

language experts.  In the above excerpt she divides students into two groups, those who 

“mostly speak English” and those who “speak mostly in Spanish.”  We will see that this 

is classification will morph and develop after Ms. Valencia has passed some time with 

the students. 

Later, in describing her hopes for the TWI program at Hillside, she describes an 

integrated class in which students and teachers would transcend what she perceives to be 

common divisions of language-dominance and race: 

I really feel like that we’re not going to have that … barrier, that the language 

barrier will not be… there. We won’t have the Spanish kids, and the English 

kids…. You know there’s not going to be the brown skin and the white skin, that 

kids will be excited about learning because they feel like they’re included and that 

their families and their cultures validated, .… you have to say that they’ll do good 

on tests because I hope that that happens so that we don’t get shut down because 

there’s not evidence, you know what I mean? (Interview , Cristina Valencia, 15 

August 2010) 

Here Ms. Valencia again classifies students as associated with Spanish and with English, 

drawing on her past experiences and what she feels is a pervasive division in elementary 

schools. At the same time, she extends her hopes for equity in terms of erasing the 
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division between students of different language backgrounds and of different skin colors.  

She associates the validation of home cultures with improved student investment in 

school, aligning herself with scholars who have theorized about, the benefits of validating 

and incorporating “funds of knowledge” that exist in students‟ families, homes, and 

communities into the curriculum and the classroom (Moll, Amanti, Neff, and Gonzalez, 

1992).  Again, Ms. Valencia downplays her concern for academic results such as test 

scores, acknowledging them as merely a potential stumbling block in the case that the 

students do not score well. 

In discussing her attempts to convince her colleagues of the benefits of TWI and 

their capacity to teach in the new model, Ms. Valencia states: 

You know how to teach kids that are gifted and talented you already teach at the 

high level that is so much more important even than the language part of this… 

This is about teaching and it’s about how you treat your kids … Don’t let 

language get in the way because think about the kids that you are uh you’re not 

producing, but the kids that are coming out of this program are going to be so 

much better off because of who you are right now.  You don’t have to change or 

be anybody different. (Interview , Cristina Valencia, 15 August 2010) 

Her emphasis on the teacher‟s treatment of students as equals regardless of language 

dominance conveys her belief in the centrality of teacher attitude and teacher talk in 

executing TWI education.  However, she also asserts that teaching “at a high level” as 
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when teaching a gifted and talented population can outweigh a teacher‟s lack of 

knowledge about language or language acquisition; this position seems somewhat 

dissonant with her previous assertion that the most significant piece of the TWI model is 

the social integration and language exchange aspect of the class.  It is helpful to note that 

foundational literature on TWI (Cloud, Genesee, and Hamayan, 2000) and the Gómez-

Gómez model in particular (Gómez, Freeman, and Freeman, 2005) position TWI as an 

enrichment model that incorporates aspects of student-choice, collaborative learning, and 

writing across the curriculum, which are commonly associated with gifted and talented 

programs.  Such pedagogical practices may promote learner validation and assertive 

academic identity and thus may be associated with social benefits in addition to their 

academic purposes. 

Through Ms. Valencia‟s parenthetical caveat, “you‟re not producing [children]… 

the kids… are coming out of this program,” she acknowledges a belief that teachers‟ 

influence is limited, and that students have a role in their own education and their own 

identity formation.  Throughout the observations, Ms. Valencia underscores her belief 

that she is “not the expert” and that parents‟ play an important role in their children‟s 

education. For example, in describing her desires and concerns, she states: 

[I hope]  that families will be involved, oh my Lord please come into my 

classroom and teach your kids with me please that parents will feel like they can 

be the expert too and that they can that it’s not just me teaching not because I’m 
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tired of it or lazy but because you’re your kid’s first teacher, I mean clearly, you 

know like the parents would talk with their kids, that’s another thing, sometimes 

parents don’t talk to their kids. (Interview, Cristina Valencia, 15 August 2010) 

Ms. Valencia‟s interest in convincing parents of the validity of their knowledge and her 

interest in including them in teaching the class recalls the model of communities of 

learners proposed by Rogoff, Matusov, and White (1996) and Rogoff, Goodman-

Turkanis, and Bartlett (2001).  In their work, the collaborative between parents, teachers, 

and children for educational purposes came out of parental activism and a weekly 

commitment to participate in the classroom.  Ms. Valencia‟s parents may not have that 

level of involvement in her classroom, but from her comments she expresses desire for 

active involvement from students‟ families. 

FOLLOW-UP INTERVIEW WITH MS. VALENCIA AND MS. JENNINGS 

In the second interview during the eighth week of classes, Ms. Valencia and Ms. 

Jennings both discuss the ways that their classes have begun developing into a unified 

first grade community, again explicitly discussing the ways in which TWI promotes 

equity that works against hierarchies in the larger society.  

Ms. Valencia relates classroom community to conversations that she has had with 

her students during class meetings in which she promotes a discourse of first grade as a 

family, saying, “We‟re a family, first grade is a family, maybe not like your family, and 

we need to take care of each other, and we need to help each other” (Interview with 
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Cristina Valencia and Maria Jennings, 13 Oct 2010).  The comparison of the students and 

teachers‟ relationship to that of a family suggests Ms. Valencia‟s conviction that their 

relationships are fundamental to their identities as students in a TWI classroom.   

In the second interview, Ms. Valencia revisits the hope that she had in the initial 

interview that race and language-dominance would not cause divisions or hierarchies 

within her class. Now, in the eighth week of classes, she shares that she has faced 

challenges of divisions in her class, and she shares some interventions that she hopes will 

promote mutual respect across differences.  The qualities that she addresses as areas of 

diversity in her classroom include: skin color, intelligence/ giftedness, autism, and body 

appearance.  Language-differences are not discussed in this portion of the interview, 

perhaps because with the exception of skin color, Ms. Valencia is thinking of individual 

children who are gifted, have special needs, and one student who had a supernumerary 

digit, a sixth finger about one-fourth of the size of her pinky.  Also, the ideas expressed 

by Ms. Jennings are consistent with statements that Ms. Valencia has made in other 

instances. 

Echoing Howard and Sugarman‟s (2007) mandate that an equitable classroom be 

open and respectful to students in Special Education, Ms. Valencia discusses the 

challenges and opportunities of managing students‟ interaction across ability levels. She 

emphasizes “everyone needs to treat each other with respect and help each other, but in a 

way that‟s uplifting, not in a way that‟s like, „oh, you‟re so cute‟ kind of thing” 
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(Interview with Cristina Valencia and Maria Jennings, 13 Oct 2010).  Ms. Valencia‟s 

statement here demonstrates the expectations and hopes she has for her students behavior 

toward each other; she hopes to build the disposition in her community of students to be 

one of mutual affirmation and respect.  This idea will come up again when we look at the 

discourse during class meetings. 

As outlined in the theoretical framework in chapter 3, the construction of a 

figured world includes a simplified idea of a force, which a person perceives to influence 

the actions taken by people within the figured world.  For Ms. Valencia and Ms. 

Jennings, social hierarchy and social status emerge as salient forces that they perceived in 

the larger United States society.  Ms. Valencia discussed hierarchy using intelligence as 

an example by which students might look down on one another, and she elaborates with 

cases of physical and learning differences that exist.  Ms. Jennings discusses a “reverse of 

the hierarchy” with reference to language status.  She implies that the larger society in the 

United States does not value knowledge of Spanish highly, so she celebrates the evidence 

that her English dominant “Spanish learners” admire and elevate the “quite bilingual 

kids” “who already [know] Spanish.”  She goes on to note improved self-esteem for her 

bilingual Latino students who have “got the confidence,” saying “they feel like leaders in 

the class finally.”  We can see that a contrast with Ms. Valencia‟s earlier comments about 

“Spanish kids” and “English kids”; a new group has emerged, the students who are 

competent in both languages.  The elevation of these students is described by the teachers 
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as a victory for the prestige of the Spanish language and Latino children in their 

classroom. 

In the interviews, the teachers both describe a figured world that lines up with 

much of the TWI literature as the ideal.  This figured world is populated by a teacher who 

facilitates and leads, English-dominant students, Spanish-dominant students, and the 

“quite bilingual students,” in Ms. Jennings words.  She said that she saw students 

“stepping into help and translate.  Actually, I'm seeing kind of a reverse of the 

hierarchy... a flip of the hierarchy.  My Spanish-language learners.... say,… I want to be 

like him.  I want to be like that kid who already knows Spanish” (interview transcript, 13 

October 2010).   

The emphasis and excitement about the elevated status of bilingual Spanish 

speakers is notable, as it constitutes a goal and a force within the teachers‟ figured world 

of the TWI class.  Specifically, student translation as evidence for this elevated status is a 

recurring theme, and it seems to be an unusual teacher belief in the TWI literature 

(Howard, et al., 2003) as well as in work on language education for children (Curtain and 

Dahlberg, 2004).  I will analyze some specific examples of classroom practice of student 

translation later in this chapter.  Also notably, the teachers do not discuss actions of 

Spanish-dominant ELL students who are relatively monolingual.  I will also return to the 

issue of the elevation of bilingual students at the expense of Spanish-dominant ELLs later 
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in this study, as I find that unintentional neglect of this population underlies not only the 

interview data but also classroom practices such as student-teacher translation. 

Evidence from classroom observations and from teacher comments outside of 

interviews paint an even more complex picture of the classroom dynamics, in which the 

teachers confront expectations of the TWI model their district has adopted, conflicting 

district mandates, and their own understandings of how to teach their classes.  Ms. 

Valencia expresses self-doubt regarding teaching efficacy, particularly regarding the 

challenges of a hyperactive, gifted English-dominant student.  However, the overall belief 

in the promises of equity through language exchange and social integration permeate the 

figured world that they imagine and attempt to construct with their students. 

From one interview to the other, we see that Ms. Valencia‟s vision has 

transformed from her initial hope that micro-discourses of equity would emerge 

organically to a position of an interventionist, who actively searches for actions that can 

shift the discourse in her classroom to one of respect and collaboration.  She shifts her 

concern from the initial expected one of language difference to a more contextualized, 

specific one that responded to the differences of ability and physical appearance in her 

classroom.  In the following section, I will explore one of her primary interventions, class 

meetings, and the positioning and figuring that took place during two class meetings. 
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Class Meetings 

“We've had class meetings, in our class because now we're mixed.  We've had 

class meetings about skin color, about abilities, about how you treat people who are 

different than you are, and not just in the classroom but outside, but it starts inside the 

classroom, since we have such a mixed group” (Interview, Cristina Valencia, 13 October, 

2010).  

As has been previously noted, Ms. Valencia describes class meetings as a 

community practice through which she may achieve the ―family‖ dynamic that she 

envisions for her students.  Ms. Valencia’s discourse as she trains students to participate 

in class meetings offers a window into her process of attempting to build a community of 

practice with her students.  The themes of the discussions that she chooses reinforce her 

interview statements that she hopes to guide the students to co-construct a figured world 

based around values of equity. 

In an early class meeting (16 August 2010), Ms. Valencia trains the students to 

participate in the class meeting format, and she facilitates a discussion of listening 

respectfully in students’ second languages.  During the meeting, the students are seated in 

a circle; toward the end of the meeting, they are instructed that they can pass a pink 

stuffed dog to signal whose turn it is to speak.  The students listen to Ms. Valencia speak 

and respond to her questions quietly.  When the dog is actually passed around, most are 

reticent about speaking, and Ms. Valencia prompts many of them with cues for proper 
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participation.  The following is a long excerpt of dialogue from the beginning of the class 

meeting, which may shed light on the positional identities that Ms. Valencia is taking up 

for herself and the ways in which she is attempting to provide opportunities for students 

to participate in the conversation. 

Ms. Valencia: I need everyone to sit in a circle please. Can you guys sit in a 

circle? Alright, you gotta let go so they can walk.  

There will be other times to sit by me.  

Alright I love how Mark is sitting criss cross. I love how... Joel is 

sitting, how Genoveva is sitting.  

Male student: Goodness, gracious, great balls of fire. 

Ms. Valencia: Alright, I would like to have a little, mini class meeting ... about 

something that makes me sad. 

(Child starts to speak) 

Ms. Valencia:  First let me say about the things that makes me happy. And then 

maybe we can pass the doggie around and tell me something that 

makes you happy about being in this class and something that 

makes you sad.  

Ms. Valencia:  First one of the things that makes me happy about being here with 

you every day, is that I get to see you and your brains working 

super hard to help each other and to speak and listen in two 
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languages. Let me tell you, I know, that's super hard! You guys are 

working so hard every day. Who goes home and is tired every day? 

[Students whisper, some raise their hands] 

Ms. Valencia: Me too, oh my goodness. 

Male student: That's why I took a break from karate. 

Ms. Valencia: Oh well good. 

Student:  (unintelligible, complaining tone) 

Ms. Valencia: Yeah, you take a nap? Well, so that's something that makes me 

happy, so I want everyone to kiss your brain for working so hard 

every day. And I want everyone to turn to their friend on their right 

and say "Good job."  

Students:  Good job." 

Ms. Valencia: Now turn to your friend on your left and say, "Good job." 

Students:  Good job. 

Ms. Valencia: Something that makes me sad is that sometimes... What makes me 

sad is when sometimes my friends...  I really like to speak Spanish. 

And I work really hard to try to speak Spanish the right way.  

Student:  I can speak Spanish. 

Ms. Valencia: I know ... OK, Because sometimes that's hard for me. Because I 

had to learn Spanish kind of like the way you guys are learning 
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Spanish. Because my parents spoke Spanish in my house, but I 

never spoke back to them because I was scared. Because speaking 

Spanish is, sometimes speaking a new language is scared... is 

scary. And that's why when I see you guys speaking a language 

that's hard for you, that makes me so, I'm so proud of you. 

Male student: Pero como yo ... hablando español. (But what about me… speaking 

Spanish) 

Ms. Valencia: I know, isn't that fantastic.  

Female student: ... two languages. (field notes 16 August 2010) 

In the excerpt above, Ms. Valencia positions herself both as an authority and as a child, 

an equal of her students, moving between positional identities.  She places claim on 

authority by giving direct instructions, ratifying desired behaviors, modeling 

participation, and setting the rules for participation, and yet, she also positions herself as 

a participant who follows the same rules as the students, and as such is their equal to 

some extent.  Moreover, she positions herself as an equal to the children by encouraging 

the students to imagine her as a child and realize that she “had to learn Spanish kind of 

like the way [the English dominant students] are learning Spanish.”  Interestingly, she 

conveys that English dominant students are the intended audience of this narrative, when 

she refers to “you guys” as learning Spanish.  She modifies that message in a later turn to 

include all of her students in her audience: “Because speaking Spanish is, sometimes 
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speaking a new language is scared... is scary.”  Shifting from “Spanish” to “a new 

language” is certainly more inclusive.  

Another fascinating turn occurs when a Spanish/speaking students express some 

confusion over the intended message, saying in Spanish, “But what about me… speaking 

Spanish.”  Perhaps this student is trying to understand how he is being positioned, as an 

expert in Spanish or as a marginal non-audience member of Ms. Valencia‟s speech.  His 

use of Spanish in this conversation is also significant, since it is a switch from the English 

that Ms. Valencia is using throughout this conversation.  The student demonstrates a 

connection with what she is saying, but also a dissonance that her discourse and her 

experience do not correspond with the experience of the world for a Spanish-speaker in 

the class.  Ms. Valencia‟s response to the student, “I know, isn‟t it wonderful” is 

interesting in that it affirms and celebrates the students‟ use of Spanish, providing a 

confirmation that regardless of her intended audience for her speech, she accepts and 

appreciates contributions from students in Spanish, and the speaking of Spanish is valid 

and valued. 

Ms. Valencia‟s positioning of herself and of the students lends itself to the 

theoretical frames of Davies and Harré (1992) and Holland et al. (1998) who contend that 

individuals hold multiple, seemingly contradictory positions and juggle them constantly 

through conversation.  The different story lines or figured worlds that the different 

individual students and the teacher are living and experiencing form a complex 
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conversation in which multiple interpretations and positional identities are held 

simultaneously.  The teachers‟ goal is for a more equitable classroom that increases in its 

value of Spanish may be undermined through the ways in which she is speaking.  From 

her perspective, the purpose of her monologue is to achieve buy-in with the English-

speaking students while building a community around the practice of class meetings; 

however, English speaking students may hear their teacher appealing to them as agents in 

their own behavior.  Bilingual students and Spanish students may hear a speech which is 

directed to others; they may feel positioned as superior because they are not “making 

[their teacher] sad,” or they may be unable to reconcile her narrative with their own 

experience. 

Viewing the above dialogue through a Communities of Practice lens reveals 

interesting aspects the class meeting.  According to Lave and Wenger (1992), newcomers 

to a community of practice increase their position as participants and members of the 

community by engaging in legitimate peripheral participation.  In the above excerpt, 

students have an opportunity to observe and participate peripherally in the form of 

prescribed speech (“say good job”) and gestures (“kiss your brain”), and later through the 

passing of the dog to take turns sharing experiences of feeling happy or sad.  As a result 

of these low-pressure opportunities to participate, the students‟ participation may increase 

in future meetings.  Through Ms. Valencia‟s encouragement of student participation, we 
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can infer that she believes that this sort of conversation helps create affiliation among the 

students and a unified group dynamic in which students feel they belong. 

In the following excerpt, Ms. Valencia implores students to listen 

respectfully to her when she speaks in Spanish, thus positioning the students, 

particularly the English-dominant students, as powerful individuals who have 

agency over whether they do what teachers want or not. 

Ms. Valencia: So I want to ask something, because I work so hard to speak 

Spanish and you guys work so hard to speak English and Spanish. 

I think it hurts my feelings when, sometimes when some of my 

friends who don't always understand Spanish, they don't listen 

when I speak Spanish, it makes me sad. It makes me feel like they 

don't want to learn the language that I worked so hard to learn. So 

it makes me sad, so can I ask you guys please, to listen your 

hardest when I'm speaking in Spanish, and my Spanish experts can 

you guys also listen even when you don't understand? 

Student: Yeah, that's what my mom says. 

Ms. Valencia: Your mom is great. She's a smart lady… So, one thing that makes 

me super happy is to be with my friends who work so hard in both 

languages. (field notes 16 August 2010) 
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Ms. Valencia equates respect for the Spanish language as a respect for her feelings. By 

addressing them as agents in their own behavior during Spanish-time, Ms. Valencia acts 

on her intuition that students will take more responsibility if they are treated as 

responsible agents and behavioral expectations are made explicit.  However, the effect of 

the meeting is complicated by the fact that the message is first and foremost directed at 

the English dominant students, positioning them as powerful agents over the success or 

failure of the Spanish instruction in the class.   

Although the case has been made that Spanish-speakers were in some ways 

marginalized during the teacher-fronted part of this class meeting, there are several 

instances in which Ms. Valencia explicitly reaches out to Spanish speakers.  When she is 

requesting their individual contributions, for example, she tells a Spanish-speaking 

student, Maribel, “If you want to tell us what makes you happy in Spanish, that's fine 

even though it's an English day, 'cause we understand.”  While the option of speaking in 

Spanish during an English conversation with English speakers is not taken up by any of 

the students at in the class meeting, the accommodation and assurance that “we 

understand” may serve to bridge Spanish-dominant students who have positive feelings 

about using Spanish.  For Spanish-speaking students who may have taken up an English-

is-better belief, the strategy may not increase their participation and sense of membership 

in the community. 
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The following section will attempt to analyze teacher-student interactions that 

position and identify students as more or less expert or more or less central to the 

participation of the class.   

Linguistic Divisions among Students 

―Todos los niños que hablan en inglés se van pa’ allá. Y los que hablan español se 

vienen pa’cá.‖ (All of the children who speak English go over there.  And those who 

speak Spanish come over here.) (Maribel, Latina, Spanish-dominant student, Fieldnotes 

27 Oct 2010) 

As indicated in Maribel’s quote above, the policy of conducting literacy 

instruction in segregated language groups reinforces divisions between students who are 

identified as Spanish dominant or English dominant.  This division occurs in tension with 

the teachers’ expressed desire to remove divisions between students.  The native-

language literacy policy forefronts language identity as a dichotomy, even as the goal of 

the program is to produce bilingual, biliterate students who do not are not accounted for 

in such a dichotomy.   

In labeling the students to identify which literacy class they attend, the teachers 

frequently name students as Spanish expert or English expert; however, the students who 

are actually positioned as experts are the students that Ms. Jennings labels ―the really 

bilingual kids‖ and Angelova et al. (2006) labels ―dual language experts‖ – students 
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whose abilities in both languages allow them to perform as central participants in both 

languages. One way that students demonstrate and are called on to demonstrate their 

expertise in these classes is through oral translation or interpretation for classmates.   

Student Translation and Dual Language Experts 

A frequent feature of in these data is that teachers prompt students to translate 

instructions or phrases from a story or lesson into the other language, most commonly 

from Spanish to English.  For these performances, the relevant skills are Spanish 

comprehension and English production, and the teachers position students who succeed 

in these performances as experts. Bilingual students are positioned as dual language 

experts who can help their monolingual English-speaking classmates, even as the teacher 

and student reduce the wait-time in which language learners might attempt to process 

second language input.  Interestingly, other students whose skills in one or the other 

language are just emerging also attempt to perform this translator role, with varying 

success. 

In the following segment, Ms. Valencia calls on a child to assist others in 

recognizing and translating a cognate. 

Ms. Valencia [to the class]:¿Qué significa admirador secreto? (What does “secret 

admirer” mean?) 

Bilingual Latino Boy (LB1): Secret Admirer  



41 

 

[A student asks something incomprehensible] 

Ms. Valencia: Es que las palabras… las palabras tienen un orden diferente. (It’s 

that the words… the words have a different order.)  

(Field notes, 01 September 2010) 

This exchange is typical of many between teachers and students during whole-class 

instruction around read-aloud stories.  The teacher provides an opportunity for students to 

translate to help Spanish language learners understand an element of the story.  Ms. 

Valencia’s response to the student’s clarifying question seems to indicate that this phrase 

has emerged as target vocabulary without having been planned. The fact that no 

repetition and no attentive pause emphasizes the apparently new vocabulary words 

admirador secreto suggests that the teacher’s purpose is not for students to learn or 

contemplate a new phrase for either semantic or lexical purposes, but rather to progress 

with understanding the gist of the story. 

On the same day, a one-on-one interaction between Ms. Valencia and a student 

about his artwork depicting the band Queen is interpreted by another student.  

Ms. Valencia: Me gustó tu dibujo de Queen. (I liked your picture of Queen) 

Trevor:  What? 

Ms. Valencia: Me gustó tu dibujo de Queen. [She points to a Latino bilingual 

student who is at the table] 

Student: Your drawing... she likes your drawing of Queen.  
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(Field notes, 01 September 2010) 

In the above exchange, Ms. Valencia praises an English-speaking student, but the student 

does not understand.  Rather than modify her message or clarify her meaning through 

gestures or pantomime, Ms. Valencia points at a bilingual student.  The student’s correct 

interpretation of the cue to translate suggests the high frequency of such requests in group 

and pair work situations during Spanish time.  Ms. Valencia’s desire for a peer translate 

for her provides an opportunity to position her bilingual students as experts and move 

them from marginal to peripheral participation in interactions that may not normally 

include them. 

In another exchange on the same day, Ms. Valencia explains where the drawings 

are going to be displayed; in her comprehension check, she explicitly calls on the 

students to explain her instructions to their partners with whom they are seated at desks 

spread around the room: 

Ms. Valencia: Yo quiero ponerlos aquí afuera. (I want to put them here outside.)  

Ms. Valencia: ¿Quién puede ayudar a mis amigos que hablan en inglés? (Who can 

help my friends who speak in English?) 

Ms. Valencia: ¿En voz alta? (out loud?) 

Ms. Valencia: ¿Puedes decirle a Anni? (Can you tell Anni?) 
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Ms. Valencia: Genoveva, ¿puedes decirle a Trevor? (Genoveva, can you tell 

Trevor?) 

(Field notes 01 Sept 2010) 

With her direct requests to individual students, Ms. Valencia attempts to ensure that all of 

her students have heard and understood the instructions.  The expectation that bilingual 

students will assist English-speaking students reinforces her ideas of the students’ 

positions in the class.  She positions the bilingual students as the deliverers and filters 

through which teacher instructions are conveyed to English speakers in the class.  

On another day in the other classroom, Ms. Jennings conducts a read-aloud in 

Spanish and asks them questions about the images from a book which are being displayed 

on a screen from a document camera.  The image is an illustration of a family in a kitchen 

making empanadas. Ms. Jennings asks the students in Spanish about the image: ―¿Qué 

están haciendo?‖ ―¿Dónde están?‖ (What are they doing? Where are they?) Liliana, a 

Latina bilingual student, translates Ms. Jennings’ question to English immediately 

without being asked to do so. Students go to the microphone to report what they see, and 

they approach the screen and point to parts of the image that interest them. 

Baron is an English-dominant child who receives translation from peers 

throughout the class. He is more distracted during the activity than others, standing up 

and wandering around the classroom. He sits back down as Ms. Jennings points to a 
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picture of a dish on a table in the family’s kitchen, asking the students in Spanish to guess 

what kind of food it is.  Baron responds. 

Baron: I know the answer! 

Ms. Jennings: Qué crees, Baron? (What do you think, Baron?) 

Liliana: What do you think they are? 

Baron: Tacos? 

Liliana: They're a kind of tacos, but what kind? (Field notes 14 Sept, 2010) 

Here Liliana’s translation is immediate, without even a pause after the teacher’s question.  

Interestingly, she does not limit her interaction with the student as merely a translator, but 

positions herself as a teacher by imitating a typical teacher utterance of a clarifying 

question, ―They’re tacos, but what kind?‖  This style of question is frequently used by the 

teachers to elicit clarification from students. Liliana’s position as an expert in the class is 

reflected in her adoption of the teacher’s discourse pattern.  

As suggested in the teacher interviews, the teachers’ goals that the TWI program 

would encourage Latino bilingual students and reverse language and ethnic hierarchies, 

which they perceived in the larger society.  By calling on students to translate and 

reinforcing their performances of translation, the teachers are setting that action as an 

expectation and a goal for students.  The participation in this practice and the identity of 

expert in these settings was directly related with Spanish comprehension and English 
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production, and the teacher made claims through her requests that students should 

perform that position in their pairs and small groups.   

On another day in Ms. Valencia’s class, which we will stay with through the next 

section, Ms. Valencia again wants to clarify basic instructions to the students on a 

Spanish day to her mixed home-room group.  Notice that in this exchange, which deals 

with instructions that students may have already heard earlier, students who are farther on 

the monolingual side of the monolingual-bilingual continuum (Hornberger, 2003) attempt 

and have varied success in the practice of translating from Spanish to English.  Byron and 

Yoselin are both Spanish-dominant students who are very early in their acquisition of 

English; Maureen is an English speaker who boasts at several times throughout my 

observations that she knows three languages: English, Spanish, and French.  Her Spanish 

seems to be largely receptive. Xochitl is a bilingual student whose parents speak Spanish 

and English at home, but she shows a strong preference for English with her classmates. 

Ms. Valencia: Por cinco minutos van a leer libros de allá, y no de la biblioteca 

porque Samantha y Ishmael están arreglandolo bien bonito, y voy a 

darte tu carpeta ¿Qué dije yo? ¿En inglés? ¿Quien me puede 

ayudar? ¿Genoveva? Calma tu cuerpo. (For five minutes, you all 

are going to read books from over there, not from the library 

because Samantha and Ishmael are arranging those books really 
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nicely. What did I say? In English? Who can help me? Genoveva? 

Calm your body.) 

Ms. Valencia: Uhh. Derick, ¿me escuchaste? (did you hear me?)  [points at Byron 

who has his hand up] OK, dime. (tell me) 

Byron:  Umm, los libros allá los libros, y... ]  

Yoselin:  [interrupting Byron who continues to speak unintelligibly] 

Engrich! Engrich!  

Byron: XXX [Byron continues to speak through the first half of Ms. Valencia's 

next turn) 

Ms. Valencia: [to another student who had moved away from the group] Cinthia! 

[to Byron] OK, ¿pero cómo podemos decirlo en inglés? (OK, but 

can we say it in English?) 

[Maureen raises her hand. Ms. Valencia points to Maureen.] 

Ms. Valencia: OK, Maureen. 

Maureen: I'll try... 

Maureen: Don't go to the ] 

Ms. Valencia: [interrupting, addressing the whole group] OK, escuchan. (OK, 

listen.) Shhh! [putting her finger to her lips] 

Maureen: [pointing back at the respective bookshelves as she speaks] Don't go to 

that library, go to this library to read because Ishmael and 
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Samantha are doing... perfectly the new books. [Ms. Valencia held 

out her hand starting at Maureen's utterance ―Ishmael and 

Samantha,‖ and after Maureen finished speaking, she reached up to 

give Ms. Valencia a high-five.] 

Ms. Valencia: Excelente. Muy bien. (Excellent. Very good.) 

Ms. Valencia: OK, diles, Xochitl,] (tell them, Xochitl) 

Maureen: [overlapping with Ms. Valencia, addressing a teacher’s aide, shrugs her 

shoulders and makes a comment that seems to be a reflection on 

her ability to translate] Ms. Valencia: Diles Xochitl lo que yo voy a 

decir: yo estoy escribiendo en las carpetas, …] (Tell them, Xichotl 

what I am going to say.  I am writing in the folders.) 

Yoselin:  XXX [speaks in a loud voice simultaneously with Ms. Valencia, as 

though translating, but her speech is not comprehensible] 

Ms. Valencia: y voy a pasarlos cuando ustedes están leyendo los libros. Yo voy a 

escribir en sus carpetas y pasarlos. (and I will pass them out when 

you all read... I'm going to write in your folders and pass them 

out). [showing the folders] 

[Maureen and Xochitl speak in low voices that are not intelligible from the video; 

Ms. Valencia does not acknowledge their utterances; six of the students in the 

back of the group are rolling on the floor and fidgeting] 
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(Video transcript, 08 October 2010). 

In the previous excerpt, we see that the teachers explicitly encourage and reinforce peer 

translation of teacher talk.  In some cases, the context and the gestures that Ms. Valencia 

performs give enough clues to the students that the translation appear to be completely 

redundant.  In these cases, monolingual students who may not have the linguistic 

knowledge to translate may perform as translators.  When Byron attempts to do this, his 

utterance is in Spanish and does not accomplish the goal that Ms. Valencia has requested.  

Rather than validate his explanation that he has understood the instructions, Ms. Valencia 

and Yoselin both respond by demanding that a student show their understanding in 

English.  Thus, during Spanish time, which can be a time when Spanish-speakers can 

have an advantage as participants in the conversation, a Spanish speaker is reprimanded 

for speaking Spanish.   

When an English dominant student, Maureen, volunteers an explanation in 

English, she is reinforced with an additional call for peer attention, a high-five, and direct 

praise.  The reinforced performance of oral translation, whether it is performed by a 

bilingual student or a monolingual student who has the ability to interpret contextual, 

predictable language, conveys a message that bilingualism is valued, particularly as it is 

manifested through the act of translation.  However, this practice seems to have a 

negative effect on the legitimate participation of Spanish-dominant students, and it 
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removes accountability for English-speaking students to listen to teacher instructions in 

Spanish. 

Further exploration is warranted into the pedagogical considerations around 

immediate translation whether it is teacher-performed, teacher-prompted, or student-

initiated, but a preliminary analysis suggests that this practice has positive implications 

for bilingual students but is counter-productive for English and Spanish language 

learners. 
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Positioning Among Students: Dual language experts 

As mentioned previously, informal settings provide an opportunity for students to 

resolve conflicts and experiment with their status or positional identity in the classroom. 

Through students’ statements and actions, they position themselves and each other, and in 

some cases affiliate themselves with the educational practice(s) and, in others, 

demonstrate themselves to be marginal from the academic practices.   

As observed by Angelova, et al. (2004) and in the previous sections, certain 

bilingual students’ identities were positioned as dual language experts and as leaders in 

the class.  Liliana, in the previous section, consistently performs as a central participant 

and a translator for Ms. Jennings; she may also perform as an expert in her pair and 

small-group interactions independent of the teacher, but that does not appear in the 

observational data.   

One focal student stands out as positioning himself and being positioned as a 

central participant and expert independently of teacher cues.  Ishmael is a Latino 

bilingual student in Ms. Valencia’s homeroom who is assigned to the Spanish language 

literacy group with Ms. Valencia.  Evidence that his position as a leader in the class also 

reinforced by Ms. Valencia can be seen in his assignment to the ―job‖ of ―policeman,‖ for 

which he has some responsibility for reminding the teacher and students of the language 

of the day through a color-coated vest and through oral reminders.  He remains in the 

position of policeman throughout the seventeen weeks that I observed in the class. 



51 

 

The primary example presented here of Ishmael’s positional identity as a leader in 

the class occurs during the organization of the classroom library.  Initially, Ms. Valencia 

assigned the job of ―Librarian‖ or library organizer to Samantha, a Spanish-dominant, 

Latina student who Ms. Valencia noted as having high aptitude in organizational skills. 

She gave Samantha the opportunity to choose a partner to help her organize the library, 

and Samantha selected Ishmael.  In a debriefing session, Ms. Valencia shared that the 

very fact of this selection suggested to her that Samantha recognized Ishmael as an 

organized, serious student. 

The discourse between the two students was one of mutual consultation, co-

construction of thematic categories for books based on teacher-created boxes.  Samantha 

tended to speak to Ishmael in Spanish, her dominant language, and he tended to reply to 

her in English; however, he addressed Ms. Valencia in Spanish, the language of the day.   

Samantha: [taking a box of books down off of the shelf in her hands] Mira, qué 

podemos hacer con estos? (Look, what can we do with these?) 

XXXX 

Ishmael: We don’t have any time. 

[later] 

Ishmael: Come on, we have work to do. 

[later] 

[Samantha holds up two books, and she and Ishmael look at them; Ishmael 
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shrugs.  Samantha puts them in an empty box] 

[later] 

Ishmael: Now we have to start with the back ones.  

(Video transcript, 08 October 2010) 

The exchanges between the two of them were on task and had a tone of 

seriousness and responsibility.  Both students identified themselves as a team with their 

use of pronominal referents, Samantha with “hacemos” and Ishmael with “we.” They 

affiliated with each other and indicated their shared responsibility for the task. 

Samantha‟s one turn in this exchange was a question, positioning Ishmael as having 

knowledge about the organization of certain books.  Ishmael in turn speaks with indirect 

commands and concerns about their time restrictions, consistently positioning himself as 

responsible and serious about finishing the task that the teacher had given them. 

When Ms. Valencia released the other students to read books, making explicit that 

they should not interrupt Ishmael and Samantha‟s organization process (see excerpt from 

video transcript 08 October 2010 in the previous chapter on translation).  However, 

several students immediately approached the two librarians while Ms. Valencia took the 

students‟ folders to write her comments to send home to the kids‟ parents.  Samantha and 

Ishmael, thus, became positioned as gate keepers for the forbidden books; they negotiated 

with their classmates around the rules that they had received from their Ms. Valencia, but 

which she was not enforcing.  
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[Robert, Mark, and Byron approach the library.] 

Samantha:  We… no can read… books…  right… here. (pause)  

You no can read books already. 

Mark:  [protesting to Samantha] Ms. Valencia XXX [Ishmael is sorting 

books a few feet away; Ms. Valencia is not in earshot] 

Noe:  Can we read books over here? [to Samantha] 

Samantha:  No. 

Mark:  I was going to XXX 

Noe:  [picks up a book] I'm going to read a book.  

[puts the book back] I'm going to tell the teacher. 

Ishmael:  [to Noe] What you can do, you can read a book, but you have to 

put it back where you find it. 

Noe: OK.   (Video transcript, 08 October 2010) 

Ishmael and Sandra share this responsibility to the library organization, but their 

positional identities vary significantly in relation to their peers who want access to their 

books in spite of the teacher’s prohibition.  Samantha remains rigid and firm in affirming 

the rule that students may not read books in that area; however, Ishmael negotiates with 

Noe, positioning himself as an authority who can change the rules and administer them. 

Immediately following this exchange, the challenge from other students regarding 

this rule continued. 
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[Robert, Noe, and Xochitl are crowding in, Xochitl is even stepping over Ishmael 

to get to a clothes pin that is hanging from a ribbon on the book case. Ishmael 

sorts through books and finds one for Noe, and gives it to him.] 

Robert [to Noe]: Let me see. [Noe shows Robert his book] 

[Xochitl leans over and addresses Samantha, pointing to a book that is in a box on  

the shelf] 

Xochitl: Can I read it? 

Samantha:  No, no puede, porque... (No, you can’t because…) 

[Ishmael looks at Samantha with a concerned look on his face, may say something  

in Spanish that is inaudible.]  

Ishmael: [Turns and stands up with a book in his hand, runs to the teacher]  

Ms. Valencia... Ms. Valencia... 

[Robert leans over and thumbs through the books in one of the plastic boxes] 

Ishmael: ¿Ms. Valencia, puede leer los libros de aquí? (Can he read books from 

here) 

Ms. Valencia: De la biblioteca no. 

[Ishmael returns to the library] 

Robert: [looking up  at Ishmael with his mouth open] Aaaaaaah, Please. 

Ishmael: It's not going to work. [turns back to putting a book away]. 

Robert: Aww. [gets up to walk away, trips on a book, looks back] 
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Samantha: Que chistoso. Eso va aquí. (How funny. That goes here.) 

Ishmael: [picks up a book he had just put in a box] This is going to go with the 

talking animals. 

Samantha [pointing]: Por allá.(over there) 

[Ishmael puts the book in the box that she indicated. ]  

(Video transcript, 08 October 2010) 

We see here that Ishmael shifts the center of authority in the classroom from 

himself to Ms. Valencia.   He judges Ms. Valencia decision, which was heard by all 

parties, to settle the matter.  His shift to Spanish when addressing Ms.Valencia signals his 

awareness of the language of the day and the preference for Spanish speech on Spanish 

day, and his interest in participating in this element of the classroom practice, even if he 

and other bilingual students rarely use Spanish in their peer interactions. He also signals 

his position of liaison between the teacher and the students through his statement ―It’s not 

going to work,‖ which imitates teacher talk in response to insistent students. 

In Ishmael’s responses to Noe and his negotiating on behalf of himself and 

Samantha without consulting Samantha, he positions himself as a leader in the group.  

His choice of language and register for different interlocutors also shows his positional 

identity in the classroom: deferential and subordinate to Ms. Valencia but powerful in 

relation to his peers. 
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The return to collaborative sharing of knowledge between Ishmael and Samantha 

demonstrates the two students’ understanding of themselves as co-members of the 

community and central participants in the task of organizing the library.   

These findings are limited by the brevity of this example; however, the relational 

identities described are representative of my observations over the fall 2010 semester.  

The activity of the teachers, his peers, and Ishmael himself positioned him as a central 

participant and an expert in a way that he drew on both of his languages for different 

purposes and served as a leader in the class.  Further research is needed to clarify 

relationships between students’ positional identities as a leaders and experts and their 

long-term academic outcomes. 

Resistance and Marginality of Spanish-Dominant ELLs 

Having concluded an example that supports the teachers‟ aspirations to elevate 

Latino bilingual speakers, let us briefly consider two cases in which Spanish-speakers 

positioned themselves to be marginal or were marginalized by their peers and, in some 

cases, by the teachers.   

During the above discussion of student translation, a Spanish-dominant student, 

Byron, attempts to perform as an oral translator in response to Ms. Valencia´s request.  

His utterance is not ratified and he is not given a chance to provide a successful 

contribution to the conversation.  One of his peers, a fellow ELL, corrects him loudly and 
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directly because of his choice of language to use for his response.  This was not the only 

instance in the observations in which Byron‟s contributions were ignored.  Repeatedly 

throughout the data, students ignore or walk away from Byron as he attempts to 

communicate in Spanish or in a mix of English and Spanish.  In informal interviews, Ms. 

Valencia comments that Byron has learning problems, and physically, he is smaller than 

the other students, thus his marginality in the class is influenced by multiple elements of 

his identity in the classroom. 

Above, I quote Maribel noting the separation of English and Spanish, which 

occurs during literacy time.  Maribel is keenly aware of language use and her speech 

about language is pervasive throughout my observations.  Repeatedly, Maribel asserts 

herself, positioning herself as an enforcer of language policy. 

Maribel: Today is English.  

Researcher: ¿Hoy es día de inglés? (Today is an English day?) 

Axon: No es de español. (No, it’s a Spanish day) 

Maribel: English. 

Researcher: Pero aquí en lectura, en la parte de lenguaje, hablamos en el primer 

idioma, verdad? (But here in reading, in the part of language arts, 

we speak in the first language, right?) 

Maribel: Umm, Todos los niños que hablan en inglés se van pa’ allá. Y los que 

hablan español se vienen pa’cá. (All of the children who speak 
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English go over there.  And all of those who speak Spanish come 

over here.)  (fieldnotes, 4 October 2010) 

In this exchange, Maribel asserts English as the language of the day and explains the 

separation during language-literacy time in terms of students “who speak English” and 

students “who speak Spanish.” She does not adopt the teachers‟ use of “experts.” She 

also does not use the personal pronoun, “we” to indicate her membership in the Spanish 

group, but after initially using English to assert the language of the day, she takes up the 

dialogue with me in Spanish and implicitly identifies herself with the Spanish group by 

indicating that “here” is where the Spanish speakers come.  Her preference for English, 

though, is expressed repeatedly through the observations.  On three independent 

occasions, Maribel comments that the day is an English day, whether the official day is 

Spanish or English. 

On a Wednesday, an official Spanish day, Xochitl and Maribel are playing a dice-

rolling game when I approach them to ask about what they are doing:  

[Xochitl explains the game to me in English in a low voice.]  

Researcher: Por ejemplo si sale así con dos, ¿qué ponen en el circulo? (For 

example, if you roll a two, what do you put in the circle?) 

Maribel: Today is English, Hoy es día de inglés. (Today is an English day)  

Researcher: [looks at Xochitl questioningly] 

Xochitl [slides down in her seat and nods.] English day.  (Fieldnotes 27 Oct 2010) 
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Rather than respond to the question with the preferred response of an answer, she 

responds with a comment and an implied criticism of the language in which the question 

was posed.  She positions herself as a rule-enforcer in relation to her peers and adults 

who were not the teacher.  In informal interviews with Ms. Valencia, she commented that 

Maribel tends to be confrontational with her classmates and adults in general.  However, 

in the examples above, Maribel’s preference for English suggests her belief in the greater 

prestige of English.  Maribel marginalizes herself as a Spanish speaker in a school 

context that she attempted to recast as English medium. 

In opposition to Ms. Valencia’s vision for a class in which language divisions 

does not exist, Maribel’s explicit talk about language use notes division and ratifies a 

language hierarchy that gives preference to English.  In Norton’s (2001) analysis of adult 

English language learners in Canada, she analyzes students’ marginal non-participation in 

the class community of practice through a framework of ―imagined communities.‖  For 

the immigrant students in her study, the home culture serves as an idealized alternative to 

the problems that they perceive in the host community and the class as a community.  

Maribel resist the figured world that her teachers attempts to construct in which all 

students are becoming bilingual and language-dominance did not matter.  Maribel instead 

constructed an imagined community in which English was always the language of the 

day, and her academic identity in the teacher’s community can be interpreted as 

oppositional and marginal. 
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The marginality of these two students appears to have some interactions with their 

language status among many other personality and identity variables.  However, the fact 

that these students appear to be positioned as marginal to the educational practice of the 

class goes against Ms. Valencia’s expressed hope in her first interview for an elimination 

of linguistic divisions.  Moreover, potentially negative academic identity formation may 

pose long term consequences for academic achievement. 
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CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSIONS 

Through these data we can see how the teachers in these first grade TWI classes 

co-construct communities with their linguistically diverse.  The teacher’s commitment to 

promoting equity in their classes becomes evident through their interviews and their 

pedagogical practices.  As such, many elements of their practice were consistent with the 

literature through which TWI has been imagined and studied.  The implementation of 

counter-hegemonic classroom practice was complex.    

The frame of communities of practice helps us understand the process which Ms. 

Valencia begins in the first weeks of school with class meetings. We see that Ms. 

Valencia’s self-positioning and facilitation of legitimate peripheral participation for her 

students, and recognize it as a model for one technique a teacher may use to build a 

community among diverse learners.   

Moreover, analyzing the discourse during those class meetings reveals the 

strategies she uses to equalize student participation, build cohesion among the students, 

and promote an ideology of equity. Her explicit talk about commonalities among the 

students as well as of divisive behaviors and attitudes that she saw as risks for the 

community also provides a model that other teachers may adapt for other classroom 

contexts. 

The findings also suggest a tension between the Gómez-Gómez model’s 

separation of students for literacy instruction and the TWI movement’s emphasis on 
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integration and cross-group peer interaction.  Further cross-disciplinary research is 

recommended for investigation of the costs and benefits of segregation during literacy 

instruction. 

A major finding concerned the practice of teachers’ asking students to serve as 

translators.  This practice is noted by teachers for its positive positioning of bilingual 

Latino students as dual language experts; however, the analysis in this research suggests 

that language learners were ill-served by this classroom practice.  English-dominant 

students are ostensibly the beneficiaries of the translation because of the temporary 

increase of comprehensible input.  However, this potential advantage is counterbalanced 

by negative implications of the practice, namely: a reduction of the amount of target 

language input and a decrease in students’ investment in language learning.  More 

crucially, the Spanish-dominant students experience a doubly negative position, as they 

are neither the expert nor the learner in the interactions.   

Other findings note the success of bilingual Latino students in both classes 

positioning themselves and being positioned as leaders and experts in the class.  This 

finding ratifies a major argument in favor of TWI programs, that it can help Latino 

bilingual students to maintain and strengthen their academic identities in two languages.   

This positive finding is not negated but only tempered by another conclusion 

concerning resistance and marginality of some Spanish-dominant ELLs.  The data 

suggest that in some cases, Spanish-dominant students show a strong preference for 
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English in spite of their partial knowledge of that language.  That frame may pose 

negative long term consequences for these students’ bilingual and academic identity 

formation. 

Another conclusion of this research is that the theoretical constructs of figured 

worlds and communities of practice can frame critical discoveries about classroom 

practices and interactions.  Identifying the discourses around which a class’s figured 

world is forming can be helpful as a tool for driving instruction and organization of a 

class’s physical space as well as its social components.  Teachers and researchers can 

also learn much about the dynamics of classes by observing instances of student non-

participation and determining whether that student is engaging in the classroom practice 

peripherally and productively or whether he or she is experiencing marginality, which 

may detract from his or her membership in the class and thus from learning and equity in 

the class overall. In classes such as TWI, in which social equity and cross-cultural 

relationship building is a central goal, these tools can be especially fruitful.   
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