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A
T LEAST 3.5 million children identified as lim-
ited in English proficiency (LEP) are enrolled in
U.S. schools.1 Yet many schools have no programs
for LEP students, and many others have only min-
imal English as a second language (ESL) or bilin-
gual classes. In these situations, students are placed
in mainstream classes after just one or two years
in such programs, and teachers are put on the spot

trying to work with students whom they are not trained to help.

decision that re q u i red schools to pro-
vide services to LEP students, more
recent government education policy
has sought to bring immigrant stu-
dents to “proficient” levels of Eng-
lish within three years.2 This policy
contradicts language re s e a rch that in-
dicates that students need fi ve to sev-
en years in language programs to re a c h
academic proficiency.3 As a result of
such government policy, more and
more students are being placed into
mainstream classrooms before they

are ready and without further sup-
port from ESL teachers.

In this article, we present the per-
sonal histories of immigrants so that
educators can better understand their
experiences. This re s e a rch technique
— called narrative inquiry — re q u i re s
that the stories be told only by indi-
v i d u a l s .4 While the stories clearly in-
volve interpretations of the facts, it
is these interpretations on which iden-
tities are founded and through which
l i ves are shaped.5 The stories we share
a re those of language learners in the
U.S. school system, and they show
that language learning is a “c o m p l e x ,
c o n t e x t u a l i zed, and narrativized ex-
perience.”6

THE PROBLEMS

English-language learners face a
plethora of problems as they begin
to build new lives in a strange land.
The problems stem primarily from
linguistic and cultural differences, and
they are not the fault of teachers. How-
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This problem stems partly from
a lack of funds and personnel in the
schools, but it also reflects the in-
fluence of the government. Despite
the 1974 ruling in Lau v. Nichols, a
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e ve r, it is important that teachers un-
derstand these problems so that they
can provide these students the help
they need.

St ruggling with language. “ L a n-
guage shock” is perhaps the most
common phenomenon that language
learners experience when adjusting
to their new environment. This term
refers to the anxiety an immigrant ex-
periences when first entering a com-
munity in which he or she does not
speak, or is not proficient in, the dom-
inant language. It is a common oc-
currence in schools, where, despite
their desire to speak English fl u e n t-
l y, students must struggle for seve r a l
years before they understand every-
thing that is said in their classro o m s ,
in the hallways, and in the cafeteria.
The feeling of anxiety is exacerbated
by the ignorance of others. Laurie Ol-
sen recounts stories of students being
mocked by their peers because of the
way that they speak English.7 While
o b s e rving an ESL class, Olsen heard a
student visitor comment that it sound-
ed like he was no longer in America
when he entered that classroom. (In
this particular case, the teacher was
allowing the students to communi-
cate in their native languages.) Fol-
lowing that remark, all the students
fell silent. Such occurrences only ag-
g r a vate the anxiety of immigrant chil-
d re n .

Other examples of similar experi-
ences have been documented. For ex-
ample, X i a oxia Li re p o rts that, when
she went to pick up her daughter
Amy from school, she began to ask
her some questions about her day, but
in Chinese. Amy became upset with
her mother and later explained that
her classmates would laugh at her in
those situations. Mo re ove r, wheneve r
the teacher in Amy’s school inquire d
as to who had made a particular mis-
take, one of her classmates would
point to her and say, “The Chinese

girl,” when it was usually not so.8

The experience of language shock
is also described in the autobiogra-
phy of Eva Ho f f m a n .9 When she and
her family emigrated from Poland to
Canada, she did not know a single
word of English. She and her sister
we re completely stunned when they
a r r i ved at their new school. They did
not even have the motivation to learn
the language at first, and they had
g reat trouble learning how to speak.
When Eva finally did make friends,
she had much difficulty in trying to
understand their language. Eva made
every attempt to appear to under-
stand conversations, but she admit-
ted that she did not understand half
of what she heard, even after a year
of living in Canada. She recalled her
frustration when her friends were
telling jokes and she tried to tell one
— but no one laughed at the punch
line. To add to her anxiety, Eva had
not wanted her family to emigrate to
Canada. She loved Poland and did not
want to leave. Such sentiments are
ve ry common among immigrant chil-
dren. Because of this disruption of
Eva’s normal childhood, she had a
difficult time adjusting to her new
life in Canada.

The anxiety created by language
shock results in greater difficulty in
performing well academically, espe-
cially when trying to learn the new
language. Stephen Krashen’s affective
filter theory applies here.10 When a
student experiences high stress, the af-
f e c t i ve filter is switched on, and the
student will have difficulty in acquir-
ing the new language. When the af-
f e c t i ve filter is down, language acqui-
sition occurs more efficiently and
q u i c k l y. Lack of motivation and self-
esteem are also factors that trigger the
a f f e c t i ve filter and so pre vent students
from learning their new language.
T h e re f o re, educators need to prov i d e
an environment that reduces stress

and anxiety and also increases immi-
grant students’ motivation and self-
esteem.

To add to the language shock that
occurs on entering a new land, many
students experience another kind of
struggle. As a result of the types of
torment described above, they have
negative associations with speaking
their native language. Yet when they
go home, that is the language in
which their parents communicate.
Moreover, their parents insist that
they too maintain the use of the na-
t i ve language as a connection to their
homeland and heritage. But many
immigrant students associate fl u e n-
cy in English with becoming Ameri-
can and so want to give up their native
language. These students are caught
in a battle: at home they are expect-
ed to speak their native language; at
school there is pressure to speak in
English.11

Indeed, the majority of immigrant
children believe that continuing to
speak their native language works
against their being accepted at school.
Immigrant children quickly learn that
it is unacceptable to be different, and
language is one of the most obvious
d i f f e rences. Thus immigrant childre n
make every effort to avoid speaking
their native language. Many of them
even give themselves English names
and insist on adopting the fashion
rules of the American student. In fact,
English tends to re p l a c e the students’
native languages, even as early as the
second generation.12

Eva Hoffman recalls that, after some
time in Canada, her mother made the
comment to her that she was becom-
ing English. Not only was she losing
her Polish language, but even her way
of thinking was changing to fit her
n ew environment. Many years later,
when she returned to Poland, Eva’s
friends and acquaintances noticed
real differences in her speech and in
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her mannerisms.
This struggle between remaining

distinct and assimilating is also evi-
dent among the Na vajo people. Do n-
na Deyhle’s research demonstrates
the difficulties that the Navajo eld-
ers have convincing the young peo-
ple in their community to learn their
language. The young are not intere s t-
ed in learning the language of their
people, because they equate success
with speaking fluent English. What
is more, there is great pressure from
the public schools to assimilate and
abandon Na vajo roots. Many students
end up leaving the Navajo land to
attend boarding schools. Upon their
return, they find that they no longer
fit in with their people.1 3 Jane, a stu-
dent in De y h l e’s re s e a rch, part i c i p a t-
ed in the boarding school program
and is now unable to speak Navajo.
As a result, she feels uncomfortable
in her own community. She does not
get along with other Na vajo, and she
feels stupid when she is
with them. While the is-
sues concerning the Na va-
jo and public schools are
much more complex than
language alone, the lan-
guage struggle is an impor-
tant one.

Lily Wong Fi l l m o re tells
a similar story.1 4 A Canton-
ese-speaking family who
m oved to the United St a t e s
had two children. One of
them, Chu-mei, quickly
learned some English and
maintained a work i n g
knowledge of Cantonese.
Howe ve r, Kai-fong did not
have the same experience.
He remained an outsider at
school, and his only friends
were other Asian children
who we re also immigrants.
Once he began to learn
English, he stopped speak-

ing Cantonese altogether. When his
family attempted to converse with him
in Cantonese, he would either re s p o n d
in English or ignore them. Soon, he
began alienating himself from home
and spending more time with his
friends from school. This situation
was extremely difficult for his grand-
m o t h e r, who was also living with the
family, and it created a great deal of
tension between the grandmother, the
parents, and Kai-fong.

Why does resolving the conflict
between one’s native language and
English matter? Some argue that the
goal should be to make immigrants
assimilate. One does not have to go
far to hear such comments as, “You
are in America, so speak English!”
Of course, there is no question that
the majority of immigrants want to
learn English, but to demand that
they give up their native language
and their native culture does more
harm than good. New language learn-

ers a re likely to be more successful if,
instead, they are encouraged to em-
brace their own culture as they learn
the new language. They should be en-
couraged to a d d to their existing lan-
guage and culture, rather than to ex-
change their own for the new one.15

Struggling with pedagogy and
c u r r i c u l u m . Another important chal-
lenge that many immigrant childre n
face is understanding the curricu-
lum and pedagogy used in America’s
schools. Our curriculum is largely
Eu rocentric and could even be said to
h a ve a unique American style. W h e n
immigrant students enter the class-
room here, they are not accustomed
to our curriculum and often find it
lacking an appreciation for other cul-
t u re s .1 6

Chris Carger shares the story of
A l e j a n d ro, a Mexican American boy,
who was a student in a pre d o m i n a n t-
ly Latino Catholic middle school in
C h i c a g o.1 7 While the teachers and ad-

ministrators never overtly
stated that they believed
their students we re inferior,
they treated them as if they
were. Mrs. Wright, Alejan-
d ro’s homeroom teacher, of-
ten used a demeaning tone
when she spoke to the stu-
dents. She didn’t allow them
to ask questions, nor did she
encourage them to think on
their own. Many of her as-
signments included content
to which her students could
not relate. For example, one
task that the students were
asked to complete was to
describe the experience of
going to the dentist. Many
of Mrs. Wright’s students
had never been to a den-
tist. When a lack of back-
ground knowledge that is
needed to complete an as-
signment or to learn new
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information is added to language dif-
ficulties, students experience a heavy
“c o g n i t i ve load,” which is usually light-
ened if the students are at least able
to draw on their own experiences and
k n ow l e d g e .1 8 Mrs. Wr i g h t’s students
did not have this opportunity.

Another pedagogical problem that
many immigrant students face is what
Lois Me yer calls “cultural load.” En g-
lish-language learners not only need
to learn the dictionary meanings of
words, but they also need to under-
stand “the cultural settings and uses
that give words their ‘U.S. English
m a i n s t ream meanings.’”1 9 Im m i g r a n t
s t u d e n t s’ peers and teachers often do
not explain these meanings, and the
immigrant students must struggle to
learn when and how to use new word s .

H OW CAN CLASSROOM
T E ACHERS HELP?

The problems that immigrant chil-
dren face are extensive and compli-
cated. Yet despite this complexity, there
a re many steps that mainstream class-
room teachers can take to help cre-

ate a better learning environment for
immigrant children. The following
suggestions are certainly not a com-
plete list, nor are they ‘‘quick fixes’’
for the individual issues that teachers
and their students may face. How-
ever, they offer a starting point for
making the classroom a more inclu-
sive place for all students.

Reduce the cognitive load. One
ve ry important step teachers can take
is to make every effort to reduce the
“cognitive load” of the lessons they
teach. The key is to choose activities
and assignments that allow students
to draw on their prior knowledge
and life experiences. It is crucial dur-
ing the process of lesson planning
that teachers take into account the
capacities of the students involved.
Some immigrant students may not
have had much schooling prior to
their entry into the United States and
will not have as much background
knowledge or experience on which
to draw. Cristina Igoa observed a sig-
n ificant amount of fragmentation in
the educational background of her
students, information that families
do not often disclose to a school.20

It is important for teachers to under-
stand each student’s educational his-
t o ry in order to provide what is need-
ed on an individual basis.

Evaluate teaching strategies and
approaches. Teachers also need to
pay attention to how they run their
c l a s s rooms. Some students may have
difficulty coping with the style of
c l a s s room management that the teach-
er has chosen. For example, in many
countries, students are not to speak
unless the teacher asks them a ques-
tion dire c t l y.2 1 To volunteer answe r s
might be considered boastful or con-
ceited. Many students will not ques-
tion what the teacher says, even if
they know it to be wrong. Further-
m o re, in some countries, teachers are
re ve red and given a high level of au-

thority.22 While many schools em-
p h a s i ze student-centered learning, al-
lowing students to do much of the
speaking, immigrant students will of-
ten need some time to become com-
f o rtable in that type of enviro n m e n t .

Re g a rdless of what they may choose
as their approach to teaching, teach-
ers should be sure to provide struc-
ture in the form of clear directions
and to communicate with students in-
d i v i d u a l l y. Teachers should also avo i d
limiting students’ efforts solely to ve r-
bal performance and consider vary-
ing their teaching styles to help im-
migrant students adjust. When Ig o a
switched to a more traditional ap-
p roach to teaching one day, a Uk r a i n-
ian boy in her class commented with
re l i e f, “At last . . . I feel I am in school,
I feel like a student.’”23 In addition,
b e f o re teachers decide whether a stu-
dent is misbehaving, they need to be
a w a re that communication styles va ry
f rom culture to culture. Pa re n t / t e a c h-
er conferences are an appropriate fo-
rum in which to discuss these issues.

Reduce the cultural load. L i g h t-
ening the “cultural load” on immi-
grant students can make learning a
more positive experience for them.
Me yer suggests that the most impor-
tant action a teacher can take is to
“t reat the English learners, their homes
and communities, and their primary
languages and cultures with re s p e c t ,
not judgment.”2 4 Sh owing respect for
these aspects of the immigrant child’s
life begins by building personal re l a-
tionships with the students and their
families and by making an effort to
include aspects of each child’s culture
in the classroom on a regular basis.
Some simple actions each teacher can
take include learning to pro n o u n c e
each student’s name correctly, find-
ing out where each student is from,
and gathering a little background in-
formation about each one.

Hassana Alidou suggests that, in
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addition to making this effort, the
teacher should learn to accept differ-
ent ways of speaking En g l i s h .2 5 St u-
dents from some countries in Africa
and Asia, among others, speak Eng-
lish as a native language, but they use
a different set of pronunciation ru l e s .
By taking these steps and coming in-
to the classroom with an open mind,
the teacher will develop “n ew under-
standings of the cultural content of
the classroom and curriculum.”26

Reduce the language load. Te a c h-
er talk is often filled with words that
are unfamiliar to English-language
learners, which can put a great deal
of pressure on students as they try
to process what the teacher says or
what they have to read. To lighten
this heavy “language load” for the
student, teachers can employ a num-
ber of strategies. They can rewrite dif-
ficult texts using simpler terms or at
least explain the original language sim-
ply.They can also break up complex
sentences into smaller sentences. T h e y
can point out new and particularly
d i fficult words, define them, and ex-
plain how they are used. If a part i c u-
lar topic is studied in the classro o m ,
the teacher can provide the students
with several different sources that of-
fer the same information but in va r i e d

levels of linguistic difficulty.
English-language learners rely on

the teacher to use English skillfully.
That is, the teacher should purpose-
fully select words and sentence stru c-
t u res that will help the students learn
rather than hinder their success in
the classroom. This is not to say that
a teacher should avoid using academ-
ic language. Indeed, the teacher should
avoid using oversimplified vocabu-
l a ry that could insult immigrant stu-
d e n t s .2 7 Instead, a teacher can model
academic language, surrounding it
with appropriate context clues and
other information that will help En g-
lish-language learners to understand
and learn these words. Teachers should
also consider using visual manipula-
tives along with the written word to
reinforce what is said.

Na t i ve language versus En g l i s h .
One debate that continues in the fi e l d
of ESL concerns whether language
learners should be allowed to use their
n a t i ve language while learning En g-
lish. We do not intend to support or
undercut bilingual education here.
We simply point out that some stud-
ies show benefits to students in hold-
ing on to their native language, wheth-
er it is used in the classroom or at
h o m e .2 8 These studies argue that stu-
dents who maintain their native lan-
guage while they learn English have
achieved a valuable goal by becom-
ing bilingual. Furthermore, it is be-
l i e ved that students who continue to
speak their native language have gre a t-
er success in learning English. W h a t
is more, bilingual speakers have been
found to have a lower dropout rate
than those who speak only En g l i s h .2 9

T h e re f o re, we recommend that teach-
ers encourage their immigrant stu-
dents to use their native language,
whether at home or in school. Ma n y
immigrant students learn too quick-
ly that their native language is “d e a d
we i g h t” to their social and academic

success. But if teachers simply dem-
onstrate that they value the pre s e n c e
of students who can speak other lan-
guages, these students might not be so
quick to abandon their native tongues.

Igoa offers the example of a teach-
er who wanted her students to read
in the classroom and made it a point
to encourage them to read in their
native languages as well as in Eng-
lish during their reading time. She
also encouraged them to write in both
their native languages and English.
Igoa herself took the opportunity to
use her immigrant students as teach-
ers of culture in her classroom. For
example, one of her Chinese-speak-
ing students taught the other students
in the class how to write their names
in Chinese. While Igoa supported the
use of native languages in the class-
room, she was also sensitive to the stu-
dents’ need to learn English, and she
continued to emphasize the use of
English. These examples demonstrate
small, yet significant, ways in which
a teacher can show that students’ na-
t i ve languages are valuable while still
providing them what they need to
learn English.

Parents and teachers as a team.
Lily Wong Fi l l m o re suggests four steps
that parents and teachers can take to-
gether to help ease the struggle that
immigrant students face in school and
in the community. First, teachers and
parents must see the importance of
having the immigrant child learn his
or her native language in addition to
English. Fillmore suggests that par-
ents tell stories and talk to their chil-
dren in the native language. Teach-
ers should encourage students to use
these stories in school assignments.
Second, both parents and teachers
need to make themselves aware of the
potentially traumatic emotional ex-
periences that immigrant children
may face. Pa rents and teachers should
watch for signs of such problems and
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provide treatment and support. The
lack of attention to this matter leads
to drastic consequences.3 0 T h i rd, par-
ents and teachers need to watch for
n e g a t i ve forces in the immigrant child’s
life. Often children alienate them-
s e l ves from their family and their cul-
t u re in an attempt to assimilate. Pa r-
ents and teachers need to know what is
going on in such a child’s life. Fo u rt h ,
p a rents and teachers should encour-
age invo l vement in community eve n t s
that help promote ethnic languages
and cultures. Such activities help keep
the cultures and languages of the im-
migrant population alive, allowing the
immigrant student to see how they
are valued.

A fifth suggestion comes from Ali-
dou, who recommends that teachers
welcome parents as a re s o u rc e .3 1 T h e
parents of immigrant children can
visit classrooms to talk about their
c u l t u res and display items from their
countries. Pa rents who have been in
the country and school system for
some time can also serve as interpre t-
ers and mentors for other students’
parents. What is important is to get
the parents invo l ved in the school and
to tap into the re s o u rces that they have
to offer the community.

CONCLUSION

The following quote is taken fro m
a suicide note written by a young Af-
rican teenager who felt rejected by his
peers, his teachers, and his family:

I am sick and tired of being called
names. Can I be myself ? I do not
know COUNTRY. I do not know
Africa anymore and I can’t talk to
Black kids. I can’t talk to White kids.
I can’t talk to my teachers. They can’t
stand me because I have a strong ac-
cent and a difficult name. Each time
the teacher calls me, my classmates
laugh. I am sick and tired. My par-
ents are worst. They do not under-

stand me. I hate the whole thing.32

Tragic situations such as this one,
along with the eve r - i n c reasing num-
ber of immigrant children entering
schools across the United States, point
to an urgent need to pre p a re our teach-
ers to welcome these children into
their classrooms. Immigrant students
face many challenges as they stru g-
gle to fit into a new society, learn a
n ew language, and acclimate to a new
school. We hope we have demonstrat-
ed that teachers have many means at
their disposal to create a positive learn-
ing environment for these students.
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