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Abstract

Thispaper isacase study in theform of ateacher’spersonal diary
of experiencesduring asemester teaching aclass of academically
at-risk high school students. It focuses on the interactions among
theteacher, theclass, and Roberto, astudent with negligible English
skills. Because of his lack of proficiency in English, discovered
|ater, Roberto began the semester withdrawn and unengaged. As
theweekspassed, Roberto started to emergeandfinally becamean
engaged member of theclass. Theexperiencesrelatetolinguistic,
social, pedagogical, and personal phenomenainsidetheclassroom.
These factors provided an environment conducive to Roberto’s
emergencefromisolation.

Tuesday, September 4, 2001

Roberto (all student names are pseudonyms) is a student in my second-
period Enrichment Academy class. The Enrichment Academy isanew program
started just this year by the Springdale School District [in Arkansas]. Its
objectiveisto salvage studentswho arein serious jeopardy of not graduating
from high school. Junior high school principals and counselors nominated
the students who make up the clientele. To qualify, these students must have
received agrade of Fin each of their science, math, and English classesduring
the second semester of their ninth-grade year. Their presence on the rolls of
the Enrichment Academy isevidencethat at |east someone had hope and faith
that they were worth the effort of arescue.

That Robertoisin the Enrichment Academy suggestsa failurein English
as a Second Language (ESL) assessment.?2 The Enrichment Academy is
explicitly a non-ESL class.

Roberto refused to accept ESL services last year in the ninth grade, his
diagnosis was inadequate, or there were insufficient services to meet his
needs. If he refused services in the form of ESL classes, the classes he did
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attend underserved him. A grade of F does not satisfactorily describe the
experience of a Level 1 ESL student in a mainstream English class (or, for
that matter, a mainstream math or science class).

These studentsareintelligent. They are obviously quite bright—in almost
every case. There are several reasons why they managed to meet the criteria
for inclusion in the Enrichment Academy. The most common reason, it seems,
isthat they did not have a strong habit of attendance. The experience so far
thisyear indicates that the habit of truancy is still alive and well among most
of these children.

Another reason many of the kids got into the spot in which they now find
themselvesistheir homelives. It might be beyond my perspective to say that
many of their parents do not care because | do not know them. Anecdotal
evidence indicates that thisis true in at least some of the cases. That their
attendance is so spotty is another piece of evidence of lack of parental
involvement. The parents must know that their children skip alot of school,
but they do not do anything effective about it in some cases. When attendance
attainsacertain level of official concern, the schools and the courts combine
to take legal action against the parents.

Therearethreeteachersin the Enrichment Academy. Ms. Williamsteaches
math, Ms. Thomasteaches English (not their real names), and | teach applied
biology. Applied biology isthelowest of the threetiers of biology offered by
the science department. The students pass among the three teachers as a
group. After the first three periods, the students go on to their other classes,
and we three teachers have a common planning period in which we discuss
the students and plan our curriculain a cooperative manner.

Thursday, September 6, 2001

One of the basic rules of the Enrichment Academy is that no student
needing special ESL servicewill be ontherolls. There are 39 studentsin my
three Enrichment Academy classes. Of these, there are nine students with
Latino surnames and three Marshallese students. (Springdale is home to the
largest community of Marshallese people outside of the Marshall Islands.
The Republic of the Marshall 1slandsisin the south Pacific and includes the
notable atolls of Bikini and Kwajalein.) Of these 12 students, 11 have good
English-language skills. The one exception is Roberto. | do not know why
Roberto, with his poor English-language skills, ison our rolls.

| have noticed that Roberto does not take part in class discussions. He
chooses to sit in places most removed from the activity of the class. During
lectures, he spends alot of time doodling. This doodling is common among
several of my male Latino students. It appears that thisis not necessarily a
sign of inattention for the others. | wonder about Roberto.
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ELL students with marginal skillsin English often go through a period
of silence in which they withdraw from interaction with students who do not
speak their primary language. This often suggests to the teacher that the
student has even lower English-language skills than he or she actually
POSSESSES.

Roberto, however, also declines to interact with Spanish-speaking
students. There are many non-linguistic reasons for a student to decline to
engagein class with the teacher or other students. At this point, the etiology
of Roberto’s behavior is certainly unclear. Roberto is a complex human and
not just an ESL problem to solve.

Friday, September 7, 2001

Roberto seemsto be avery private person. He also seemsto be very shy.
When | speak to him, he does not respond. Of course, this suggestsalanguage
problem, but there are several reasonsthat | hesitate to rush to thisconclusion.
Some L atino students do not like to interact any more than is necessary with
Anglos. Thisisespecially truefor interaction with teachers. Someresist what
they seeasassimilation and animplicit betrayal of their heritage. They do not
want to play “White.”

One problem that stands in the way of ESL education is that a student
may resist education in the language of the majority culture as a betrayal of
hisor her own culture.

Another thing | noticeisthat Roberto does not have much to do with the
other Latino studentsinthisclass. Therearefour other Latino studentsin this
class, Ana, Jose, Justin, and Jackie. Two of these students are very friendly,
outgoing, and approachable, and they all are proud of being “Brown.” They
celebrate their culture through their taste in music, occasiona dancing in
class, and by statements they make in words and on their clothing. Roberto
sitsinacorner and haslittle to do with them. He acknowledgestheir presence
no more than he acknowledges the presence of Anglos.

That Roberto is apparently no more eager to engage fellow Latino
students casts doubts upon my hypotheses as to why he declines to engage.

Is Roberto shy, angry, afraid, private, proud, or isolated by language?
Now, with my current understanding, | do not have aclue. Something tellsme
to proceed slowly and with caution. One thing that these kids have seen less
of than their richer and more gifted brethren is respect. | am talking about
Whiteand “Brown” kids. Occasionally, they refer to themselvesas* dummies’
or “losers.” | disagree with both assessments.

Inaddition, for ELLs, respect and acceptance by agents of the dominant
culture are not the most common experiences. Education requirestrust, and
trust requires respect and acceptance.
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Thesekids are not dummies. | have taught Advanced Placement biology
previously, and these students do not seem all that less intelligent than the
Advanced Placement students seem. They are bright, open, curious, and
wonderful. Thisis only the beginning of my second month with these kids,
and they have already found away into my heart.

Perhaps | should mention herethat thisisnot uniformly truefor all of my
students. Several of them are hostile to the institution of school, and they
hate teachers as agents of their oppression. | must sympathize if not agree
with their opinion. School is alot like a prison. They have no choice about
whether they attend. If they do not show up, they risk legal action, for which
they or their parents may receive punishment. They have to obey bells and
march from one cell to another, sit in certain places, and not talk. They even
haveto ask a“guard” for permission to take care of their metabolic needs.

These kids have received even less respect than the so-called “normal”
population. Authority figureswrite them and their prospects off. Many of the
authority figures see them as losers and not worth saving. As such, some
teachers see them asawaste of time and adistraction from the real mission of
the schools, which must be, | guess, serving the needs of the upper-middle-
classWhite culture by molding their kidsinto high-earning potential industrial
units.

| wonder how much worseitisfor Latino students. Many of these students
have been out of school for several years. They cometo the United Statesand
find themselves compelled to attend school and forced to retreat into a state
of dependence that they left behind several years before.

Different customs of education result in this odd situation. In the United
Sates, particularly in Arkansas, the law requiresthat children attend school
until theage of 18. In many of their home countries, the duration of mandatory
education is much briefer.

These perceptions cannot help but seep into their consciousness. These
kids, Brown and White, are bright and perceptive.

Tosumitall up, | believethat itisimportant to preserve and protect their
dignity. | cannot convincingly demonstrate my concern and regard for them
unless | demonstrate respect. This is why | choose to go slow in trying to
diagnose Roberto. | will approach slowly, thoughtfully, and respectfully.

Tuesday, September 11, 2001

Late in my second-hour class, the principal broke in on the intercom.
He said something to the effect of, “. . . because of the tragedy on the east
coast. . .."” Tragedy?| asked my studentsif they had aclue about what he was
referring to asatragedy. Few of them seemed any more awarethan | was. One
said that someone had blown up the Pentagon in Washington, DC, and the
World Trade Center in New York. That seemed impossible.
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| fired up the classroom computer and logged onto the Internet. There it
was. The first pictures of a plane slamming into the World Trade Center and
pictures of one of the towers collapsing were on Yahoo. | found a story and
read it to the kids. My words choked out the description of the dramatic
events. | had to pause from timeto time to preserve my own composure. The
students were aghast and reacted each in their own way, some sad, some
scared, some indifferent, and some angry.

| was busy keeping my kids calm and keeping them from hurting each
other’sfeelings. However, | did manageto notice Roberto while | wasreading
the news story to the class. Hisface gave clear evidence of rapt attention and
concern. Thiswasmy first substantial evidence that Roberto was not without
at least some English-language proficiency. Thiscould be something on which
to build.

Thursday, September 13, 2001

When | ask something of Roberto, he does not acknowledge my presence.
He does not respond in words or by body language. He never meets my eyes.
Itisasif | do not even exist to him. Even so, it does not have the feel of
hostility. Rather, it feelslike resistance or even self-protection.

| dropped by Hector’s (apseudonym) office. | asked Hector about Roberto.
He knew of whom | was speaking. He said that Roberto’s English-language
skillswere somewhere around Level 1, whichisto say virtually nil. Hector said
he would look into what the story was.

The Springdale School District hired Hector as a cultural coordinator.
He serves as an advocate for the various cultures at the school. His officeis
just down the hall from my classroom. Students of various ethnicities are
usually in and around his office, and he helps teachers work out problems
with minority students. The minority students gravitate to Hector and seem
to trust him very well.

Monday, September 17, 2001

| seldom give homework. We do most of thework in class, which givesme
onemore chanceto go over material. | assign somework and give the students
timeto completeit during class. Thisalowsmeto float around from one group
to another and provide help as needed. It gives me a chance to personalize
instruction.

| began to use this method last year while | was a preservice teaching
intern at Springdale High School. Two of the sections | taught in my high
school rotation were ESL applied biology classes. My expertise, experience,
and ability in ESL education were, at that time, essentially nonexistent. | relied
too heavily on worksheets, but this did have one good side effect. | let the
students work together, and this served several purposes. For one, it allowed
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the students to obey their cultural inclination to cooperate and help each
other. It also allowed them to pool their language abilities. | got to know my
students better and could do more to ameliorate the hurdles presented by
problematic English-language skills.

Dealing with students personally and individually is a prerequisite for
acknowledging their dignity, which is necessary for demonstrating respect.

About one third of studentsin this class do not speak English as a first
language. Thereisacritical masskind of thinginvolved here. ELL studentsdo
not clump in the Enrichment Academy classes nearly asmuch asthey mightin
amainstream class. There is some pairing up, but not nearly so much asin
other venues. Perhaps when a group is not so much in the minority, there is
less psychological need to seek comfort by clinging to each other.

Roberto does hand in some of the assignments. Earlier, he handed in
writing assignmentsin broken, sometimes nearly undeci pherable English. He
has an average somewhere around 50%, currently. Now, he seemsto be handing
in assignments increasingly in Spanish. Thisis a puzzle. | would love to be
ableto get inside his head for alook around.

Wednesday, September 19, 2001

Hector got back with me. Roberto’s language skills did test very low. |
asked Hector if he knew why Roberto was not in ESL classes.

We have, for thefirst timethisyear, aprogram that givesnew ESL students
who have minimal English-language skills what they need to operatein U.S.
society and to succeed in Springdal e High School. Thisnew programisavery
large step in theright direction, in my opinion.

Last year, students with little to no abilities in English were placed in
classes, some mainstream and others ESL , and left to sink or swim. My opinion,
based on what | personally observed, was that the ESL program, as it was
then conducted, was not working very well. It seemed to serve moreto isolate
students and to delay the development of English-language skills. There was
more sinking than swimming.

Onegirl from Laos showed up about 2 weeksinto thefirst termlast year.
She knew no English—not even “ yes’ -and-“ no” -level English. | could detect
no visible support. The school stuck her in ESL classes, and she struggled.
Sx weeks later, her English was not much better. She was getting along
pretty well in Spanish, though! We teach, but what our students learn is not
always what we intend.

Roberto’slack of English-language skillsisolates him in the Enrichment
Academy. ESL classes, with all their shortcomings, would seem to better meet
his apparent needs and were quite available. Why is Roberto in my class and
not inthe classfor Level 1 ESL students?
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Friday, September 21, 2001

Ms. Williams reports that Roberto is very competitive in her math class
and that Roberto does not seem to haveinsurmountabl e language-skill barriers.
Ms. Thomas reports something similar about Roberto in her class. Heis still
around a 50% student in my class.

Itisnot so surprising that Robertoisgood at math. Math is, after all, the
universal language. It must be refreshing to be in a class where language
barriers are less formidable than they are in biology or English.

Monday, September 24, 2001

Hector tells me that Roberto chooses not to be in the ESL program. For
whatever reason, he does not want these services.

Neither of us knows for sure whether Roberto has the right to refuse
assignment as an ESL student, but we each suspect that he does have the
right. Hector will check. Our discussion of what this means in terms of
educational responsibilities is inconclusive. If Roberto has the right and
exercisesit to decline ESL services, does thisrelieve the school of liability?
We suspect that the school still has the obligation to provide services in a
form that the client, Roberto, can use.

Moral and professional responsibilitiesare clearer and easier to determine.
Roberto has aright to an education. | am histeacher, and | have both amoral
and professional responsibility to provide it. Regardless of the definition of
Enrichment Academy, it will now have an ESL component.

In practice, thiswill makelittle difference. | teach my at-risk studentsin
much the sameway as | would ESL students anyway. | provide alot of visual
support for each concept. There are many hands-on laboratories. We do alot
of work in groupsin class. Some of the work groups are formal and assigned
by meas| seefit for the particular educational objectives| have. Other work
groups are informal and self-selected by the students. We do use a textbook.
Asfar as| know, we do not have a Spanish-language version, and thereare no
Spani sh-language audiotapes available. When we use the book, | read it aloud
astheclassfollowsalong silently, or | ask studentsto read if they arewilling.

When | assign groups, | make sure that the group in which Roberto is
includes at least one other bilingual student. | alwaysinclude another student
whoisnot Latino. My purposeisto give Roberto the maximum opportunity to
develop English-language skillswhile not isolating him linguistically.

A small group is a valuable tool for working with ELL students. The
intimacy of the group provides some security, and a little heterogeneity
lessens isolation.
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Monday, October 1, 2001

One thing | know is that having Gus (another Latino) in a group with
Roberto haslittleto no value. | think the personal chemistry between Gusand
Robertoisproblematic.

Tuesday, October 2, 2001

Today, | put Roberto into a group with Ana. Roberto seems to have a
crush on her. Ana has a pleasant personality and is attractive.

Roberto interacts more with the group when Anaisin it. He talks with
Anaand doesthework. | noticed another thing. Roberto does not act asif | do
not exist when | speak to him. He just does not respond.

These things may sound modest, but they are major breakthroughs in
actual practice. | havefound away (I hope) to engage Roberto (evenindirectly),
and he has dropped at |east one layer of resistance to me in not ignoring my
existence.

Thursday, October 4, 2001

| was wrong! It was not Ana that was the key to Roberto’s interaction
with awork group. He talked to Ana, but it was not because of an interest in
Ana. It was Rhondal

Rhondais an Anglo and does not speak any Spanish. She often sitswith
Ana and Jackie, another Latina. Rhonda is a middling student. Her grades
hover around a C, which isgood for this bunch, who have received mostly Fs
on their report cards previously. Rhonda has a sweet disposition. | can see
why Roberto isinterested in her.

Kids do not leave their social lives behind when they come to class.
Oftentheir socia livesbegin asthey enter the schoolhousedoor. It isunredlistic
to think that one could (or should) ignore the social lives of their students.
Their social lives are amajor part of who they are. With my at-risk kids, itis
certainly moreimportant to them than science, English, or math.

| am trying to help them become educated and capableindividuals. | will
use any ethical means at my disposal to accomplish this end. Why would |
ignore the biggest and probably the most powerful aspect of their lives?

Tuesday, October 9, 2001

Who said it? It turns out what seemed like an offhand quip may carry a
profound truth. The observation was that nothing teaches a L atino boy how
to speak English more quickly than apretty girl who speaksno Spanish does.

Now, | am not asgullible asthat—I know that there has been considerable
latent English-language ability in Roberto’s repertoire all along. Rhonda has
been the key to developing (or, rather, perhaps, revealing) Roberto’s English-
language ability.
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Thursday, October 18, 2001

That isnot all!

There are other changes in Roberto’s manner. For one—and this is, at
least to me, avery big one—Roberto acknowledges me and even speaks back
to me when | address him. If he had any hostility toward teachers, toward
Anglos, or toward me personally, it isno longer in evidence.

His English-language abilities are still nothing to brag about, but, asfar
as| know, he now usesall that he has. He usually sitswith agroup of four that
includes Ana, Jackie, and Rhonda. They do not present a classroom
management problem. Although they do talk among themselves some, the
culture of my classroom permits some talking. | tolerate this because some
talking with peers seemsto be necessary for ESL students. They do not know
every word | use and, certainly, they do not know every idiom and turn of
phrase.

Thursday, October 18, 2001

Today was a magjor amount of fun. Tomorrow is a chapter test. The day
before each test, | devote to areview. In the past, | have had the class play
“baseball” or “basketball” and employed just plain bribery (I would ask
questions and if they answered, | threw a piece of candy at them). Thistime,
| used PowerPoint to make a copy of the Jeopardy game board. The classic
TV game show isthe model for this game.

| have added the concepts of lifelines, stolen from the game show Who
Wantsto Be a Millionaire? (@) If they do not want to lose the points, they can
pass. (b) They can take 30 seconds with the textbook. (c) They can ask a
friend. Of course, their friend isthe teacher.

This means that the class needs the services of a scorekeeper. | asked
Roberto to be “ VannaWhite” and keep score. He fell into the job and had the
best time. He was animated, outgoing, entertaining, and accurate. It wasalot
of fun to see Roberto so into the class life.

| think that most of my former worriesare smaller about Roberto. | believe
that while there is always room for improvement—and | will continuously
look for ways to improve—what | am doing has helped open the class to
Roberto.

Thursday, November 1, 2001

Today, | asked each student, in turn, to read a section of the chapter
aloud as othersfollowed along in the textbook. Some were hesitant to read in
front of others. | press alittle and move on. When one student, an Anglo,
refused to read, Roberto volunteered! He was slow and stumbled alot, but his
innate dignity carried him through the rough spots.
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Endnotes

1 Editor’s note. Papers appearing in this section often draw explicit connectionsto a
body of literature and/or to research on the topic at hand. Others do not. In this
example, a careful, thoughtful, and patient teacher persists in reaching a difficult
student without ever knowing or specifying what theories are being explored. The
careful reader will no doubt find them and be able to point them out. This piece has
been edited for punctuation, grammar, and style.

2 |talicized text represents the author’s commentary, added later, on diary entries.
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