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The imagined community of an ESL class…
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ESL as shelter??
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Sheltered ESL courses
• Teach content, language, and skills
• Can be used in mainstream (inclusive ed)
or “pull-out”
Concerns about pull-out (ELL-only) model

•
•
•
•

Lack of rigor
Linguistic/academic stagnation
Long term “tracking”
Social isolation
Callahan, 2005; Fritzen, 2011; Harklau, 2000; Valdés, 2001
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My current work
Interviews with ELLs in Vermont
about transitioning from high school to college
o What has helped you progress linguistically, academically,
socially in school? (ESL classes?)
o When, why, how did you decide to go to college?
o What do you wish you’d known/done in high school, to prepare
for college?
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Then this happened….

Student Protest
April 19, 2012
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Students meet with
reporters (the afternoon
of the protest)
Students visit the State
legislature (one week later)
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What caught my attention?
• “There was a sense conveyed by students that they were being
hemmed into ELL classes without a chance to fully participate in the
life of the school.” (BFP report, 4/20/12)
• “These students do not understand why they are isolated in classes
from the other students. They want to be part of the whole student
body.” (BFP editorial, 4/26/12)
• [Students] said too often they are segregated into English-as-asecond-language classes and are discouraged from rising to higherlevel classes. (BFP report, 4/27/12)
• “You don’t need to separate us. We are all equal”
(student protester)

Are ESL classes seen as contributing to racism?
Is “ESL” seen as the “enemy” of educational opportunity?
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Research questions
How are ESL classes linked to institutionalized racism,
in the eyes of students?
 What do ESL classes (and the “ELL” label itself) represent
for students?
 How does “being ESL” impact students’ educational
opportunity?

 Where is the mismatch between the intent of the classes and
students’ lived experience?
 What does this suggest for education reform and for future
research?
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Relevant literature
Valenzuela
• Subtractive schooling (deficit-orientation)
Valdés
• Hyper-segregation
• “ESL ghetto”

Ibrahim
• Racial identity for immigrant students
Kubota & Lin, Ladson-Billings (and many others!)
•

Critical Race Theory and Education/TESOL

Bigelow
• Somali youth
• Limiting vs. unlimiting educational practices
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Context: City of Burlington
• 40,000 residents—largest and “most diverse” city in Vermont
- 93% white
• Refugee resettlement starting in late 1980s, but accelerated since
late 1990s (~300 arrivals each year)
• 1st wave: Bosnian, Vietnamese
• 2nd wave (since 2000): Somali, Congolese, Sudanese,
Bhutanese, Burmese, Iraqi

• School district: 17% ELLs (more than doubled in past 10 years)

Sources: Burlington School District, Burlington Free Press,
USCRI (February 2011 data),
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Data and Methods
Data Sources
•
•
•
•

Newspaper articles
Video footage (news, community TV)
Student Interviews (N=18, ~1 hour, semi-structured)
Participant Observation (committee meetings, etc.)

Coding of data:
ESL (ESOL/ELL, etc.) +
Segregation / Racism / Discrimination, etc..
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Thread #1: Deficit labeling
A litany of labels…

African; Refugee; International; New American; Black
“African” comes to mean “the other” and “inferior”
o Pobrecito syndrome / Discourse of pity
o illiterate, uneducated
-“They think we don’t know anything. But we do!” (student interviewee)
- “dirty,” “stinky,” “smelly,” “dumb” African

“African ELL” = double deficit
o Limited English Proficiency
-“Miss, Do YOU speak any other languages?”)
o Test scores make the labels stick
-“We are bigger than test scores!”
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Thread #2:
ESL  Social isolation + linguistic stagnation
• “When you have people that speak the same language, and you have them in
the same class, they won’t improve. Their English stays the same. ..That’s a
waste of time for them.” (student interviewee)
• “Teachers need to have other kids to be in different classes so we could
learn.” (student in reporter meeting)
• “These students do not understand why they are isolated in classes from the
other students. They want to be part of the whole student body.”
(BFP editorial, 4/26/12)
• Sports were what “helped me make quick friends. That improved my English,
made me social.” (student interviewee)
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Thread #3: ESL = Holding back (not pushing forward)
• Sometimes they’d put me in an ESL class that was a little bit lower than I
think I should be in…but they wouldn’t move me into a higher one…I got
frustrated sometimes…I’m just saying, maybe I should get pushed a little
harder” (student interviewee)
• “Too many students are being placed in sheltered ELL classes at Burlington
High School when they can handle mainstream classes, [former ELL teacher]
said. ‘Make accommodations, but do not hold them back,’ she said. ‘We are
teachers; it's our job to launch them as far as possible.’” (BFP report,
8/16/12)
• “They’re telling kids ‘You’re not college material!’” (community activist,
CCTV)
• “They don’t want to push them.” (parent interviewee, also a college student)
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Thread #4: “What about my dreams?”
•

“Do you guys accept us…that we’re different, that we’re here, and we’re
actually trying to succeed? …We came here to have success in life!”
(student in reporter meeting)

•

“They need to make us understand about the future and stuff…What are the
steps? We don’t know how to go through, what to do, what to make to be
somebody.” (student interviewee- wants to become medical doctor)

•

“I’m gonna just say, this is about making family….If you bring all kids together
and you’re telling them that ‘This is what we can do… This what you need to
be. We want you to have a family, a future, and we’ll be working hard on
you…’ But I just feel like, sometimes, people maybe they want to have more
janitors in here, you know?” (student interviewee)

•

“The students say they feel they are being denied educational opportunity
based on who they are, rather than their abilities.” (BFP editorial, 6/20/12)
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Escaping the “ESL Ghetto”
The students, all immigrants from African countries, talked
of offensive comments other students make in the
hallways and that go unpunished. They said too often they
are segregated into English-as-a-second-language classes
and are discouraged from rising to higher-level classes.
“They're making fun of us as though we're dumb," Arbow
said of other students. She said she worked hard to get
out of English-as-a-second-language classes and has her
sights set on college and a career as a pediatric nurse.”
(BFP, 4/27/12)
17

Two conceptions of ESL classes
ESL as “SHELTER”

ESL as “GHETTO”

“Safe space”/ Protection

Social/Racial Isolation

Specialized instruction

Separate and unequal instruction

Temporary intervention

Long-term restriction

Supporting diversity

Reinforcing prejudice

(See Fritzen, 2011)

(See Valdés, 2001)
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Re-envisioning the “shelter” (and the system)
From support to acceleration
“[My favorite teacher] pushed me hard… I earned an A in her class, but I also
learned something from that class…it pushed my brain” (student interviewee)

From deficiency to diversity
• “The mission of the Burlington School District is to ensure that
all students …are prepared to contribute as global citizens in the 21st century.”
• “They want to teach me, but they don’t want to learn from me.”
(student interviewee)
• Students’ career goals in “helping professions”:
Medicine, social work, education, community development
• “Spend one minute with me, I will impress you. Just one minute!!”
(student at reporter meeting)
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Thank you!!
These slides can be found at
http://shawnashapiro.com/
or email sshapiro@middlebury.edu
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