script

I’d like to begin with a common question I get after people learn I’m an ESL teacher: “Oh, do you speak any other languages?”


My response: “Not fluently, no.”


 “If you don’t speak your students’ language, how do you teach?”


My response to this depends on how much time I have: If there is none, I shrug. If I have the opportunity, I like to say, “Let’s say I was fluent in Spanish and I went into an ESL classroom where I had six students from China, three from Vietnam, two from Arabic-speaking countries, a Romanian and a Liberian. Should I stand at the front of the room and say, ‘Buenos dias, clase’?”


That’s a pretty common situation for an ESL teacher. Most of the time, we have students with different first languages lumped into the same category, which means they’re all in the same room. It’d be far beyond any human’s capability to learn every language, so my job is to give them enough of a baseline proficiency in English to communicate and move into the mainstream. To be fair, there are situations where all the students will be monolingual (I know because this past spring I taught an all-Spanish class by day and two all-Korean classes at night) but since the goal is to have the students become familiar with taking instruction entirely in English, constant translation isn’t the most helpful response.


For non-ESL teachers, it becomes more difficult when you have non-native English speakers in your classroom. It’s the little things you don’t think about: that “major league” baseball idiom that all Americans know, even if they don’t like baseball; how someone can “run” in gym class and “run” a business and “run” for president and “run” their mouths off; or simply why everyone talks so fast in this country. Those are strictly the language issues, of course, and as we’ll discuss today there are many cultural issues that can also affect how well students behave in the United States, whether they’re in a mainstream classroom or a sheltered “pull out” environment.

First, let’s take a look at recent immigration patterns to Philadelphia, courtesy of Rutger’s University:

http://crab.rutgers.edu/~ccoe/courses/immigration/Readings/FelsImmigrationReport.pdf

Read through pages 5-7. You’ll notice how Philadelphia’s immigration differs a bit from the rest of the nation. Instead of a large Hispanic influx, we’re getting more people from the Far East, India, Eastern Europe, and the Caribbean than you’d expect from looking at the figures from pages 9-11 of that report or Balderria & Diaz-Rico 5-7. I found it somewhat odd Liberians weren’t on that list, because there always seems to be a few in the schools I’ve seen, but this was a big-picture report and not education-specific research. When you consider the variety of different languages from these areas (India alone has literally a thousand different spoken tongues), it’s clear that we’re going to see very diverse classrooms in Philadelphia’s near future. 

But for now, let’s take a break from languages and talk about some of the cultural issues that come with having students from very different backgrounds (Igoa 58-63, 102). Your culture defines what you think is right, how you should act in various situations, what’s normal compared to what’s weird, and so on. In education, there are all kinds of different modes of thinking here, including:

*The Confucian Model. In most Confucian-inspired cultures, students are not encouraged to analyze or ask for more information. They are expected to copy what the teacher says in class and write it out again on the tests. For older students, this may mean a lot of taking information for projects without attribution but without intent to plagiarize. The frustrating thing is that these students struggle to analyze information or form opinions about it to demonstrate understanding. The upside is that these students will work hard to get a good grade as long as the teacher’s expectations are clear. 
* The Take-‘Em-Away Model. In many cultures, parents and educators don’t work together. The parents think the teacher does all the educating and they don’t have to do anything. Getting these sorts of parents to understand not every call from school is a bad thing and they can meet with teachers to talk about their students’ futures. Language is often a bigger barrier here than the cultural issues, as we’ll discuss later. If these students see that school isn’t isolated from the rest of the community, they may start to rethink their traditional ways and reconsider them in the context of their new environments.  
* The Low Priority Model - Some parents just don’t seem to care about education or how their kids do in school I hesitate to call this a cultural issue, because you see it in mainstream classrooms too, but in a family where everyone works or are poorly educated themselves (like Rosario’s story in Igoa 90-93 or Pedro’s vignette in Balderria & Diaz-Rico 9) the lack of concern is especially detrimental to education. That’s not to say it may not be understandable given the family’s circumstances. 

Since we as teachers can’t count on parental involvement because it will either be offered in a different way or not at all or somewhere in-between, it’s time to consider some different strategies. The first step is to consider how different the ESL student is compared to his/her classmates. We will need to understand that the immigrant student will act differently than regular students due to their experiences. As Igoa describes on pages 38-69, students will go through a silent stage filled with fear, anxiety, curiosity, excitement, depression, culture shock, and so on. Being in a new place is scary. Even if the children studied English in their home countries, they’re likely to clam up. The best thing I can recommend here is not to try to force the student to read or open-up before he or she is ready, so this student gets a pass during reading aloud activities. It’s also important to prevent bullying here from classmates who would mock an accent or a different ethnicity.


So assuming the teacher controls the classroom well enough to eliminate persistent harassment, the non-native speaker will adjust to life in one of several different ways (Igoa 104-108)

* Integrating two cultures. This would be the best outcome – the student is aware of his/her native traditions but is comfortable enough with American ways not to feel strange in common settings. 
* Pressure to assimilate. This tends to happen if the students’ parents still speak their native language, which is often the case for families in ethnic enclaves. The child feels like school is a different world when they go to school and may act very differently, including trying very hard to be like an American to avoid being teased. As Balderria & Diaz-Rico note on page 10, culture clashes may lead to students not understanding American practices such as gender equality or not bringing decorative knives to school (although that is a rather extreme case).  
* Loss of language and culture. Some children may gradually turn their backs on their original cultures and identify much more with American ways. This tends to be more common if the children were exposed to English and American culture and/or have family in the U.S. Historically this was the more traditional method – there are many accounts of the children of Ellis Island immigrants being ashamed of their parents’ accents and old-country ways. 
* Uprooted in either culture. Some students never overcome the culture shock and become withdrawn, even from their own communities. As a teacher you can be supportive and nurturing to help the student, but beyond creating a safe place and being understanding there’s not much you can do. 
* Outwardly successful, inwardly insecure. Some ESL students will try very hard to do well in class, but if ask for their opinions or strike up a quick conversation they won’t know what to do.  Hopefully this will lead to integration as the student becomes more confident in his/her abilities.

As I said, this assumes the classroom is safe, and on page 12 Balderria & Diaz-Rico say it is the teacher’s responsibility to motivate students to reach their highest level of proficiency and respect their native language. It’s OK for students to see learning English as a challenge, but it shouldn’t be an ordeal. By adapting materials to the students’ linguistic levels and making the lessons relevant to the students life (which is what Ausubel’s Theory of Subsumption* says teachers should be doing anyway), the students will become more proficient English speakers. 

What ESL education actually is in Pennsylvania is rather poorly defined. There are state standards and protocols, which we’ll go over later in the semester, but unlike Special Education and other services there is little guidance about what specific requirements schools have to provide to non-native speakers. In other words, it could range from a staff of ESL teachers at each school or a single person for the whole district, and that’s just from my personal experience. So although districts have the freedom to develop a plan that works for their populations, but the question of how much education and support the students actually receive isn’t answered. Add to that how there’s no emphasis on helping students maintain their cultural heritage (Balderria & Diaz-Rico 11) and it’s clear that the teacher bears much of the burden of making sure his or her student learns. 

Let’s conclude by going back to that question ESL teachers are often asked about knowing how to speak other languages. While there are some multilingual teachers out there, the truth is there is much more to teaching an immigrant student than the language issue. It takes some empathy and understanding, whether your class is filled with non-native speakers or one or two in a mainstream setting, to help this population succeed in an academic environment. 

In effect, you’re not just teaching them your subject or your language, you’re teaching them how to thrive in an American school without giving up what they already know from their native cultures. The students have to be motivated to want to learn more, though, and making them comfortable with the language is a large part of that. 
* For more information on Ausubel’s Theory of Subsumption, go here:

http://tip.psychology.org/ausubel.html
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