
 http://jel.sagepub.com/
Leadership

Journal of Cases in Educational

 http://jel.sagepub.com/content/14/1/25
The online version of this article can be found at:

 
DOI: 10.1177/1555458911404352

May 2011
 2011 14: 25 originally published online 1Journal of Cases in Educational Leadership

Jo Bennett and Maram Jaradat
Adolescent Immigrant Education: It Is About More Than Learning English

 
 

Published by:

 http://www.sagepublications.com

On behalf of:
 

 
 University Council for Educational Administration

 can be found at:Journal of Cases in Educational LeadershipAdditional services and information for 
 
 
 
 

 
 http://jel.sagepub.com/cgi/alertsEmail Alerts: 

 

 http://jel.sagepub.com/subscriptionsSubscriptions:  

 http://www.sagepub.com/journalsReprints.navReprints: 
 

 http://www.sagepub.com/journalsPermissions.navPermissions: 
 

 http://jel.sagepub.com/content/14/1/25.refs.htmlCitations: 
 

 by guest on December 30, 2011jel.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://jel.sagepub.com/
http://jel.sagepub.com/content/14/1/25
http://www.sagepublications.com
http://www.ucea.org
http://jel.sagepub.com/cgi/alerts
http://jel.sagepub.com/subscriptions
http://www.sagepub.com/journalsReprints.nav
http://www.sagepub.com/journalsPermissions.nav
http://jel.sagepub.com/content/14/1/25.refs.html
http://jel.sagepub.com/


 What is This?
 

- May 1, 2011Proof 
 

- Jun 29, 2011Version of Record >> 

 by guest on December 30, 2011jel.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://jel.sagepub.com/content/14/1/25.full.pdf
http://jel.sagepub.com/content/early/2011/04/12/1555458911404352.full.pdf
http://online.sagepub.com/site/sphelp/vorhelp.xhtml
http://jel.sagepub.com/


Journal of Cases in Educational  
Leadership

14(1) 25 –47
© 2011 The University Council
for Educational Administration

Reprints and permission: http://www. 
sagepub.com/journalsPermissions.nav

DOI: 10.1177/1555458911404352
http://jel.sagepub.com

Adolescent Immigrant 
Education: It Is About More 
Than Learning English

Jo Bennett1 and Maram Jaradat1

Abstract

In this case study, you are the associate superintendent and chief academic officer 
(CAO) of a large school district in the southwest. The case involves the complex 
issue of how to serve the burgeoning adolescent immigrant population in your 
school district. The study considers how a school that is situated in the heart 
of a Hispanic/Latino community can address the academic needs of adolescent 
newcomer immigrants, both collectively and individually, by making decisions 
informed by instructional experts. The institutional practices and policies of your 
school are steeped in memory-laden ways of behaving that have constrained its 
ability to always be responsive to the school community. You have been working 
for 4 years with a 2-year International Academy for high school students who 
are new to the United States and perform lower than the third-grade level on a 
placement test when they begin as students in the ninth grade. As you work with 
the school, issues about how decisions are made in the district and at schools are 
rising to the surface. You have just received a phone call from the principal at 
the Academy. Teachers in the English department (English as a second language, 
reading, and composition) have walked out and are threatening to stay away for 
the rest of the week if some agreement about how to address the language issues 
at the Academy is not reached.
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Background of the Case Study

The information in this case study is fictitious; a combination of issues and facts from 
several schools and school districts are included. It is recommended to look at the 
questions and teaching notes at the end before reading the case study.

Urban schools today face a challenge to create agile, responsive behaviors that 
break from their institutional memory (Bennett & Hansel, 2008; Powell & DiMaggio, 
1991) to conceive of new ways of knowing or acting (Driscoll, 1995). Schools are 
complex, adaptive systems (Ginsberg, 1996) that can move past path-dependent processes 
(Powell & DiMaggio, 1991) by forging new solutions. Schools, as institutions, are 
sometimes more responsive due to pressures from No Child Left Behind (NCLB) 
performance mandates (2001), the benefits of differentiated instruction (Tomlin-
son, 1999; Tomlinson & McTighe, 2006), scaffolding (Chamot, 2005; Echevarria, Vogt, 
& Short, 2010), and awareness of the benefits of teacher and distributed leadership 
(Hargreaves, 2008a, 2008b; Leithwood & Mascall, 2008; Miller & Rowan, 2006; 
Spillane, 2006; Spillane & Diamond, 2007). Schools can also become more prescrip-
tive and constrained in an effort to meet goals. As schools attempt to meet the now-
public challenge of an acceptable rating, it is hoped that they will surpass the minimal 
requirements by becoming schools that welcome students, families, and stakeholders 
from their multiple communities and emerge as places that are special or sacred, as 
one mother and daughter described their school (reported by Glickman, 2003). By 
looking at the overall institutional components and considering their interrelatedness, 
decisions can be made through a collaborative network (Hargreaves, 2008b) to facili-
tate understanding of how those who are not at the pinnacle, or who may be outside 
the power structure, can be a part of the decision-making processes through authorized 
mechanisms.

The Challenge
You are an associate superintendent and chief academic officer (CAO) in a large urban 
school district in the southwestern United States with an annual budget of a little more 
than US$970 million. You are responsible for 11,000 employees and 82,000 pre-K-12 
students in 120 schools. Sixty percent of your students come from low-income fami-
lies, and 24% enter school as English-language learners. This case involves the 
complex issues that concern how to serve the burgeoning adolescent immigrant popu-
lation in your school district.

The Creation of a 2-Year High School 
for Recent Immigrant Students
You have always considered yourself forward thinking; that is why you worked with 
the Secondary Principals Council and the superintendent to create a 2-year high school 
to serve the needs of adolescent English-language learners. The school serves about 
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300 freshman and sophomore students who have lived less than a year in the United 
States and scored below a third-grade reading level on a placement test. These new 
immigrant students represent a growing subpopulation in at least half of your high 
schools, but they are heavily concentrated in two schools at opposite ends of town. 
The students score low on standardized tests, have high dropout rates, and in some 
schools are pushing out principals after 2 years lest they be released from their assign-
ments for low student performance at their schools. You have recently been shown by 
your statistician that the graduation rate, if measured through a cohort analysis, that is, 
by tracking those students who enter at ninth grade and graduate in 4 years, may be far 
below the official district figures. The district’s posted figures of graduates give a 
snapshot rather than a longitudinal picture of the graduation rate. If you agree with the 
statistician’s way of tracking graduation rates, then the problem is much bigger than 
you first realized.

The International Academy serves the entire district, and families can choose to 
send their children to this pullout program or let them remain in their homeschool, 
knowing they will receive less support there. The creation of this school has been 
fraught with disarray and emotional debates from the beginning. Some teachers in the 
multilingual department felt that the immigrant students should not be educated sepa-
rately from others. “It reeks of segregation: separate and unequal,” they said; another 
group thought that the needs of the students were so great that an initial time apart 
would facilitate language learning, give them time to adjust to a new country and 
school system, and provide the supports to help families face economic concerns.

Still another group wondered why the infrastructure was not built up at the two 
neighborhood high schools, which most of the students would naturally attend. They 
wanted to know why the students were being bused from their neighborhood school to 
another one in a remote area of town when their neighborhood schools could benefit 
from the infrastructure and support. Longtime Latino community members and orga-
nizations resented the fact that so much support would be given to a new population 
when those who had been there for three, four, or more generations had issues of their 
own from years of discrimination, neglect, and poor schools. Almost twice as much 
funding was allocated for the students at the Academy for supports such as smaller 
class size, a social worker, a dedicated counselor, and a resource coach to provide a 
solid foundation.

Despite the debates and controversies, a compromise was struck. The Academy 
was created and housed in a school in the middle of the Hispanic/Latino community, 
albeit not at either of the schools with the highest attendance of Hispanic/Latino stu-
dents. The new immigrant students’ presence would build up the sagging population 
at this neighborhood school, which had been ravaged by low performance and the 
resultant transfers. It was housed in a school built for 1,200 students but which cur-
rently only had a population of 750 students. With the numbers added by the Interna-
tional Academy, the school campus could now have a marching band at football 
games and a football team with more than one-bench depth, despite the fact that most 
of the students came from a soccer background. Furthermore, the new immigrant 
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students could continue for their junior and senior years at that neighborhood school 
if they so chose. Students who advanced quickly could transition into the adjoining 
school in phases before the full 2 years. The availability of space and the opportunity 
for the students to transition and continue until graduation swayed many to agree to 
this separate location. This campus also seemed especially appropriate because more 
than 89% of the students were Hispanic/Latino.

All of the students who are referred to the Academy score below a third-grade level 
on a reading test for native speakers when they first come to the district. You know the 
test may not be an accurate measure; rather, it offers only a broad stroke that allows 
students who do score in the lower percentages to take follow-up assessments. Some 
students may be placed low on a test because they lack knowledge of cultural cues or 
perhaps because they have barely had time to acculturate to the new country. The 
students may be poor test takers in general, and/or they just need a little time to tap 
into their prior knowledge in either English or their native language. Students are also 
given a state-mandated test but remain at a beginning level until they reach about a 
third-grade level; the test provides no real information on how the beginning students 
differ one from another.

Students may begin a class at a certain level of language proficiency, but after the 
first 6 weeks, they may take off as they begin to absorb the learning around them. Oth-
ers, with an interrupted or limited educational base from their home country, may need 
continued support. Some may be natural language learners, but others may need a 
longer period of time. Some proponents have advocated for an individual educational 
plan for second-language learners because of the wide variance in backgrounds and 
language-learning propensities.

The Case Narrative Issues
From its inception, one controversy after another has surrounded the International 
Academy. The issue of busing students has never left some people’s minds. The stu-
dents are bused to school from their neighborhood schools for their freshman and 
sophomore school years. They are on the bus every day for an hour each way. The 
students walk or get rides to their home or neighborhood school. They ride on 10 sepa-
rate buses to get to a central busing point. Once at the transfer point, 3 buses take them 
to the International Academy. Some students feel it is more convenient to ride city 
buses if they want to stay for after-school activities. Those buses also transfer at a 
central location in town, so students are on at least 2 buses with that option as well. If 
they ride the city bus, they may be on the buses even longer each way.

In the Academy, now in its 4th year, an issue has surfaced that is as pressing as 
busing. The Academy has growing concerns about how the students learn English. 
The language teachers report to the departments of reading, English/language arts, or 
multilingual studies, depending on whether they teach reading, composition, or Eng-
lish as a second language (ESL). The problem is further compounded because the 
multilingual department is at odds in how to best serve this adolescent population. The 
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director of the multilingual department, who comes from strong ESL background, 
thinks the focus should be placed on grammar and language instruction. Her position 
is that students need a strong foundation in the English language before they move into 
the sheltered classroom environments; only then should they move into core classes. 
For adolescent high schoolers, this condition means that they might need more time to 
graduate. Others hail from a bilingual background and think a dual-language program 
should be in place; however, they are only a small faction at the secondary level, and 
no one has proposed a dual-language pilot at that level. “How would you find that 
many bilingual content area teachers? How would the students ever learn English?” 
opponents asked. Although most of the students are Spanish speakers, others asked, 
“What would happen to those in subgroups that are not large enough for a dual-
language program?” Again, more time might be needed for the students to graduate, 
and the Academy would most likely need to become a 4- or 5-year school.

The English/language arts department teachers, who teach composition, are skepti-
cal of all of the second-language approaches and feel that none of the espoused meth-
ods prepare students adequately. At the district level, the language arts department has 
brought in its own curriculum writer to address second-language learners’ issues 
based on the state-mandated tests. “We can’t control what they do before we get them, 
but we will work to bring them up to our standards,” is the philosophy. The reading 
department also has its own curriculum and sets of materials that it selects for remedial 
classes because reading is considered remedial at the secondary level. These are the pro-
grams that are favored at the International Academy because their views coincide with 
those of the principal. You are aware that in the district office, these three departments—
English/language arts, multilingual, and reading—are housed side by side, but they 
rarely communicate with each other, much less plan together.

Helga Ramirez, the principal of the newly formed high school, has also made her 
ideas on the language-learning issue known. A native of the border area of the state, 
she learned ESL herself. Her belief is that the students can learn English through 
immersion in the same the way that she did, ideally in classes with project-based 
instruction where strong and weak students work together. She openly states, “ESL 
teachers cripple the students. They baby them and hold them back.” She prefers teach-
ers who are bilingual or can understand the students but use Spanish sparingly, if at all, 
in the classroom. In addition, she likes to hire recently graduated teachers whom she 
can mold, or teachers with an elementary school background, because they understand 
project-based teaching and care for the students. She even uses elementary reading 
tests for placement with the students in the classes. Because of her views, Ramirez 
resents the English-language fray.

They think it’s all about English . . . English . . . English . . . You don’t teach 
grammar to street kids. They need to socialize with the other students. They’ll 
learn from each other. And some of these students need jobs to support their 
family. We need to help them get job skills. And they need to get ready for the 
tests so they can graduate.
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Bits and pieces of the issues have been coming your way. During the 1st year, the 
principal asked for your help to help stabilize the processes, as daily decisions became 
routines. From this early intervention on your part, you hoped that the friction among 
the various departments would smooth out. You worked with the administrative staff to 
create a vision and help make decisions that would build on processes established in the 
1st year. Unfortunately, the principal, savvy and skilled politically, used these supportive 
efforts on your part as a way to divert the multilingual department from implementing its 
plans or ideas. Instead, the principal aligned herself with a principal from Stafford, the 
neighborhood school, to which the majority of students would return for their junior and 
senior year. She began making decisions based on approaches the principal used there.

Principal Ramirez dismissed questions and issues from the ESL teachers as insignifi-
cant and kept her sights on preparing the students for standardized tests. Only a fraction 
of the students have to take the test while at the International Academy, but they need to 
be ready for the transition to their neighborhood school. “The social studies teachers are 
the only ones who get it, and they had the highest passing rate. The English test scores are 
the worst,” according to Ramirez. She attributes the low scores to the lack of cooperation 
by the ESL and other language teachers rather than the difference in the difficulty between 
the English and social studies tests, especially for English-language learners.

The Bigger Picture
You have been aware of the need for cooperation among the English-language depart-
ments, especially at the secondary level. You have been involved firsthand in the issue 
more than the past 3 years and have worked to unravel issues in the interactions among 
the language arts, reading, and multilingual departments.

In particular, you are learning that you must adjust the role and voice of the curricu-
lum departments with the Secondary Principals Council and with their leader, your 
colleague, the associate superintendent of schools, who is the chief school officer 
(CSO). You oversee the development of the 8-12 curriculum and its implementation 
with a subordinate who manages the elementary-curriculum development and imple-
mentation. Your counterpart oversees the Secondary Principals Council with a coun-
terpart who oversees the K-6 Principals Council. From your own experience and 
research, you are beginning to see that literacy instruction, coordinated among these 
three departments, has to be central to the decision-making processes. You would 
even like for teachers to be more genuinely empowered at their schools, but you would 
be happy with one step at a time (see Figure 1).

The principal has decided that the school will not offer ESL classes per se; rather, 
students will take a sheltered reading and composition class. Despite the block sched-
ule, the composition class meets every day in lieu of ESL classes. In addition, the 
freshmen and sophomores take other core classes such as social studies, science, and 
math, also with sheltered instruction. The curriculum in the classes may not cover all 
of the topics but focuses instead on those that are tested on the standardized tests. 
Ramirez trains the entire staff in differentiated instruction and scaffolding techniques 
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(usually recommended for intermediate or advanced ESL students). Both of these 
interventions assume that the strong students will carry their weaker peers. In a sense, 
every teacher at the Academy becomes a reading teacher. By placing students right 
away in the core classes, students begin to get credit from the very beginning of their 
schooling. She would like for the school to get involved with cross-curricular projects, 
but teachers have not jumped on board yet with that idea.

Two different departments develop the reading and composition curriculum. This 
arrangement is complicated by the fact that the entire school is a part of the Multilin-
gual department. Although, as the CAO, you have instructional jurisdiction over the 
academic activities of the school and programs, you have not successfully managed the 
collaboration among these three departments. You have understood the principal’s 
rationale to eliminate the ESL classes because the students need to graduate in 4 years. 
By starting immediately in composition and reading classes, students can get credit for 
their core classes and be exposed to language instruction twice a day. This arrangement 
is supported as all of the teachers receive sheltered language training through the dis-
trict. The three departments work politely but at some distance to avoid overt conflict. 
Furthermore, you work with the CSO, but you ultimately have found that in practice 
you do not have authority over principals’ decisions or the governance of their schools.

Since the 2nd year of the school, the teachers have worked in cross-disciplinary 
teams as a way to work toward the goals of collaboration and learning. In this team 
structure, a core group of teachers works with 100 students. Typically, the teachers 
meet as a team on Tuesdays and discuss about student behavioral and personal issues, 
and they discuss academic issues and professional development at their Thursday 
meetings with the principal. The departments meet after school, and even though there 
is one language arts department, the teachers usually cluster by reading, composition, 
and small ESL groups to hold conversations and make curricular decisions. The ESL 
teachers are holdovers from the 1st year of the school. Since that time, because of the 
principal’s philosophy, she has purposefully hired teachers who have no ESL experi-
ence; the school now has only four teachers with an ESL background. The entire staff 
receives training on sheltered instruction through the multilingual office, even though 
they may be at the beginning level.

Figure 1. Relationship between the CAO and CSO
Note: CAO = chief academic officer; CSO = chief school officer.

Secondary Principals Council 
K to 6 Principals’ Council

Mul	lingual Dept. 
Reading Dept. 

Language Arts Dept. 

Associate Superintendent (CAO) Associate Superintendent (CSO)

 by guest on December 30, 2011jel.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://jel.sagepub.com/


32  Journal of Cases in Educational Leadership 14(1)

Issues Come to a Head

At the district level, the departments can maintain their veneer of collegiality. Teachers 
may have to break through that veneer, especially if they work with the same students. 
For the first time, this school year, the language teachers all agreed when the principal 
decided to mix the level of students together with highest and lowest students all 
learning in the same classes. These and the principal’s other decisions in this 4th year 
were the proverbial straws that broke the camel’s back. Teachers have stormed into 
Principal Ramirez’ office and left her with a document of their concerns and issues, 
which included the following:

1. We want an accurate assessment instrument to measure the students’ reading 
levels and must know how to place students in classes. Right now, the stu-
dents are tested with an instrument that is actually designed for elementary 
students. This is really not acceptable.

2. We carefully divided the students into beginning, intermediate, and advanced 
English-language learners through observations and pretests we created. The 
principal has mixed all of the students so that there can be a balance among 
the skill levels in each class. How can we address their language needs if 
they are all over the place?

3. Some of the students are really weak. They cannot even write a sentence. 
They should be in a self-paced language lab or have at least half a day of 
ESL classes the first 6 weeks to semester break. Then they can begin to tran-
sition into academic classes at the 6-week or semester break. How can they 
be mixed into other classes if they cannot read or write?

4. Despite the strong feelings behind all of these demands, the last one is the 
most emotional and the one that brought the teachers together so strongly. 
“Our voice as language teachers is buried in the cross-discipline teams.” The 
other teachers do not have any language background, and these teachers act 
like we should “just get over it.” We feel the core subjects should serve the 
language learning.

The principal supports the philosophy of the core teachers: The language learning 
should serve the core content classes. The language teachers, especially the few 
remaining ESL teachers, are so frustrated by this attitude that their team interactions 
and ability to communicate have completely broken down. The language teachers 
cannot imagine preparing students who read at a 3rd-grade level, many of whom are 
barely at the 1st-grade level, for tests designed for native readers at a 9th- and 
10th-grade level. All of the language arts teachers forgot their division and joined 
because of their strong feelings about this last point. By the 4th year of the Academy, 
some practices had become institutionalized, even though decisions had been made 
hastily at first. Once they were put into place, they became standard operating 
procedures. It was in the fall of the 4th year that the phone call came.
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The principal has staffed the classes with permanent substitutes from her own and 
the neighboring campuses for today. For tomorrow, she has a slate of substitutes in 
place, and she is going to have a language summit with these teachers. You agree that 
this meeting is a priority.

As the CAO, you would rather not watch the new immigrant population flounder and 
your language departments fall into competitive disarray. You aim to put the focus back 
on the students and bring a task group together to solve this problem. Organizationally, 
you would like to bring the question about the location to the superintendent, for the 
Secondary Principals Council to discuss. You decide to revisit the idea of the central 
location and the expense of busing. Would it be better to set up two or three language-
learning centers among the high schools, build the infrastructure at the schools, and let 
students make the easier transition to their neighborhood schools? In this way, families 
and communities might be able to provide support for their students. You also want to 
revisit how the students are first received and welcomed by the U.S. school system. Do 
they need an intensive ESL experience? Should the students be taught in a dual-language 
program? Should some students be encouraged to bypass school and get their General 
Education Degree (GED) Would a Tech Academy where students can learn vocational 
skills help motivate students to stay in school and help them reach their personal and 
financial goals? Is there only one solution for working with this population?

Many considerations, most of which are emotionally charged, must be made with 
information from many different sources. You want to be involved in leading the teach-
ers to improving the overall institutional response for as many of the stakeholders as 
possible. Finally, you want to see if teams of teachers could be empowered to lead, 
especially if the school is small enough for the teachers to work closely with each 
other and know the students.

What Are the Next Steps?
You are starting to see that this school is a fulcrum for the issues that lie beneath the sur-
face at some of the schools, and between and among the various departments working 
with language. As the tension increases between the level of where the students actually 
perform and where they need to be, principals at the various schools are pressuring teach-
ers to change and focus on test-preparation strategies. You have been reviewing research 
for adolescent language learners and literacy issues (Chamot, 2005; Echevarria, Vogt, & 
Short, 2010; Walqui, 2000) and have not read research that directly supports the princi-
pal’s choices. However, one of her ideas resonates with you: “Every teacher needs to be 
a literacy teacher at this school.” You are not sure what that looks like or what it means. 
Clearly, these discussions needed to take place at the Principals Council, as working with 
the literacy issues cannot be the purview of the language departments alone. You have 
agreed to attend the language summit so that progress can be made, but you also have 
called the superintendent to suggest that the language-learning issue has come to a head. 
You want to tell her that a new strategy and strategic planning session on how to approach 
this topic need to be coordinated with the Principals Council.
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Is the goal of passing standardized tests best serving the students? You dare not 
speak out this question loud, but this thought has been keeping you up at night. You 
would like to hear from those closest to the problem because they are holding a sum-
mit, after all. The literature on practices encourages leadership to support the team 
efforts, but if teachers cannot make their own decisions, are they really working in 
collaborative teams?

Teaching Notes
To discuss the issues, it will help to have some theoretical background and definitions. 
Information is given in these teaching notes that can be used to help answer the ques-
tions at the end.

Institutional Context
Powell and DiMaggio (1991) described four tendencies or patterns that might keep 
institutions from changing and adapting to their environment, as suggested by Scott 
(2001). These tendencies include the following:

• Those who exercise power perpetuate the status quo;
• Entrenched complexities (political, financial, and cognitive) make change 

difficult;
• Organizations are built from assumptions that often are not questioned, but 

then constrain us; and finally,
• These assumptions become paths along which institutions develop.

Because schools are complex systems set up for learning and comprised of multiple 
stakeholders, educational leadership must incorporate a balance between differing ideas 
and elements that constrain, stabilize, and legitimize the school. This balance is especially 
delicate in schools with differences regarding cultural, symbolic, and internalized assumptions 
(Schein, 2004; Scott, 2001). The school’s mechanisms and processes need to adapt to 
assure effective educational outcomes. Thinking out of this box is the challenge we now 
face; but for many of us, crossing the border of that box calls for more heroics than we feel 
we can achieve. Many of our students have crossed borders; schools, of necessity, must 
learn to do the same (Guajardo, Guajardo, & Carmen Casaperalta, 2008).
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Instructional Institutional Context (Distributed Leadership)
When multiple channels and manners of authority and information are created in a 
school, it moves from a one-way model to one in which the school attempts to estab-
lish nonlinear mechanisms and controls (Mitchell, 1998). This institutional flexibility 
is particularly important in serving a population that often faces a rough transition to 
a new culture and is required to learn a new language in an educational system with 
stringent national mandates, as outlined by NCLB Act of 2001. This nonlinear model 
of information flow is designed to create a more dynamic environment (Mitchell, 
1998) in which the school communities, and especially the students’ linguistic needs, 
influence the decisions that are made.

Discussions of distributed leadership are sometimes not joined with actual learning 
and curricular issues. With regard to adolescent English-language learners’ needs, the 
pressing need to perform in core classes seems to take precedence over language acqui-
sition. In the 1st year, the student may attend core classes and even follow the topic but not 
be able to speak. In the 2nd year, the student may be able to speak socially. Inexperi-
enced teachers might assume that the student is following, even though following the 
academic topic requires much more than social language. Students may form study 
groups, have cousins who grew up in the U.S., be hard workers, or find ways of their 
own to succeed. The clever students learn how to fill in the blanks on worksheets and 
keep up at times because their native speaking counterparts are not as motivated. Stu-
dents are often left to their own devices in large classes. Teachers who work in teams 
may find ways to make appropriate changes in the classrooms, especially if the teach-
ers have genuine empowerment, rather than being contained in teams that follow a 
principal or department chair’s script (Hargreaves, 2008a).
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Creation of Teams (and Professional 
Learning Communities)
Theoretically, a learning community involves students, teachers, and administrators 
reciprocally engaged in learning (Hord, 2004; Knight, 2007). The professional learn-
ing community continuously seeks to share learning and act on this shared knowledge 
with a goal of enhancing the effectiveness of all of the adults involved in the learning 
organization for the students’ benefit. Professional development and teamwork are 
hallmarks of professional learning communities and are some of the mechanisms 
through which teachers can lead at a school. Rather than seeing teamwork as the vehi-
cle for leadership, teachers who have operated with a good deal of autonomy in the 
past may consider teamwork as a constraining new aspect of their work, especially if 
the activities are largely prescribed by outsiders. If team members have a voice and 
can use the time productively to work together for the students and set goals based on 
their lived realities, then a genuine enthusiasm can take place. For teams to become 
learning communities, those involved will ideally have true decision-making ability 
and be empowered to use the information they glean from their experience to inform 
school-wide decisions, or at least decisions for the students they teach.

The International Academy was set up to work in cross-discipline teams so that 
teachers who shared the same 100 students could work and plan together with the 
goal of creating cross-discipline projects, in time. The International Academy had 
three such teams. A team leader that the principal appointed conducted the Tuesday 
meetings, and the team leader, the principal, and to some extent, the team members 
set the meeting agenda. The Thursday sessions were ongoing professional develop-
ment sessions that the principal either conducted or coordinated with others from the 
district. These two team meetings comprised the main decision-making mechanisms 
for the school. Departments met after school or via email correspondence, and there 
were only one or two school-wide meetings for teachers in a year. At the team meet-
ings, the new teachers found the teams to be supportive and important. They depended 
on the knowledge base created in these meetings. Veteran teachers and teachers 
experienced in working with second-language learners felt the team meetings were 
prescriptive and constraining. It seemed to them that the teams were vehicles for 
acculturating the teachers to the principal’s way of doing business. In addition, some 
teachers found that sharing problems made them feel vulnerable, until they realized 
that the administration was supportive and the confessions were not handled in a 
punitive manner.
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Healthy teams are comprised of two or more people who interact, individually and 
collectively, through dialog toward a common goal. Optimally, the goals are created 
and set by the team toward results that will benefit the organization and interconnect 
with others who work individually or as teams. Team members can draw on the col-
lective wisdom of skills, experiences, and judgment. Team members in schools work 
collectively on what traditionally has been handled alone. At the International Acad-
emy, the teams acted in ways that the principal largely prescribed.
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Adolescent Language-Learning Issues
Adolescents who come to the United States to learn in schools have a steep mountain 
to climb in a short amount of time. Students are expected to perform at a high level of 
proficiency immediately in the core classes. The academic language that is required is 
specialized, so learning language for social settings or in second-language classes 
cannot always help students reach the challenging level of the core classes. Sheltered 
instruction is an instructional approach in which teachers use strategies to help English-
language learners work with challenging materials while also developing their English 
usage (Echevarria, Short, & Powers, 2006). Some teachers modify the texts. Others 
might include learning strategies such as vocabulary development, analyzing ques-
tions before reading, using titles for understanding main ideas, or taking advantage of 
visual cues. Students can work with difficult text depending on what they are expected 
to produce. The first time they work with difficult material, simple retrieval of facts 
can be enough. The speed with which students are expected to work at a proficient 
level is daunting.

Besides the language-learning issue, adolescents may have economic responsibili-
ties for their families. Females may be expected to help out with younger siblings 
or housekeeping responsibilities. Males are often expected to shoulder economic 
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responsibilities for the families. Students who may be perceived as low performers in 
school or seen as poor students may be given important roles with high expectations 
and respect at home or in the community (Rubinstein-Avila, 2003). This dichotomy in 
their identity may be hard for some students to negotiate. Identity formation is another 
critical aspect of adolescent education (Suårez-Orozco, Suårez-Orozco, & Todorova, 
2008). Students who are not pulled into the school environment by peers may need 
teachers, counselors, or school groups to create the social capital that a peer group 
would develop. New immigrant adolescent students, especially, need the connection 
with teachers to fill in the gaps from a limited social setting or lack of community 
networks that other students find through their lifelong connections (Suårez-Orozco, 
Rhodes, & Milburn, 2009).
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Language Policy Issues
The issues about policies regarding English-language learning are of central concern 
and compound the process of learning the English language in schools. In some states, 
California and Arizona, for example, students are immersed in English-only instruction 
with laws that have reversed the scholarship and traditions of bilingualism, the voter 
initiatives, and Proposition 220 in California and Proposition 207 in Arizona (Gándara, 
Rumberger, Maxwell-Jolly, & Callahan, 2003; Gutiérrez et al., 2002). With adolescent 
learners, English-only is often the norm, which explains why, without supportive adults 
and peers, students will find schooling a daunting and demanding task. To compound 
the issue, one-time standardized tests, in English only, are required for graduation 
(Valenzuela, 2004). When the goals seem unattainable and the schools offer no teachers, 
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counselors, or support groups, students may first start skipping classes and then pro-
ceed to fail a class here and there; the next step is a free fall out of the door.

Graduation rates are calculated in different ways, but for language learners, the rate is 
high. Students are offered ESL classes and sheltered courses such as math and social 
studies during their 1st year. In some states, students have to leave the ESL services after 
two semesters, although in others, the students may never leave ESL services; both ways 
can seal their fate for nongraduation. Often lacking in high schools is support during the 
core content classes after the initial year in ESL labs that support sophomore, junior, or 
senior classes; peer tutors or note taking/study skills are not the norm in schools. Students 
who enter a support program such as Advancement via Individual Determination (AVID) 
learn note-taking strategies and receive support for classes and guidance on what to con-
sider after high school (see AVID website, www.avid.org). Although the AVID program 
does not address language-learning issues per se, it gives students access to the insti-
tutional knowledge (Stanton-Salazar, 1997) and windows to the future by offering adult 
supports and help in navigating the school system.

At the International Academy, students were placed in reading and composition 
classes instead of ESL classes their 1st year. In addition, students attended social stud-
ies, math, and physical education (PE), art, or music (see Tables 1 and 2).

Rather than striving to meet the expectation to take standardized tests, which are in 
place for students to show success for all students, English-language learners need to 
take assessments that can show the areas in which additional language learning can 
benefit the student. In many states, schools give entrance tests that do not register 

Table 1. Scores on English-Language Tests

International Academy (%) Stafford High School (%)

Beginning 36  7
Intermediate 33 18
Advanced 23 35
High advanced  8 40

Source: State and school data.

Table 2. Scores on English/Language Arts 10th State Tests

International Academy Stafford High School

English/language arts 10th passing score 
(Hispanic/Latino)

87.4% exempt 76%

English 10th-grade test (Anglo/White) NA 96%
English 10th-grade test (African American) NA 87%
9th-grade retention rate 22.8% 34.4%
10th-grade retention rate NA 15.3
Attendance (Hispanic/Latino) 92.1 86.9

Source: State and school data.
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progress until a student is at a third- or fourth-grade reading level. This means that 
teachers have no feedback about the actual needs of a particular student. Rather than 
giving this feedback, a “0” or “Beginning” is written in the file, meaning that the stu-
dent is not at the proficiency level measured by the test. More accurate placement 
measures and ways in which students could individually work in their areas of need 
would serve the diverse needs of the English-language learners.
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Issues of Segregated Education 
and Student Dropout Rates
A big issue regarding the International Academy is where the school should be 
located. Some argue the two schools that have the highest Hispanic/Latino popula-
tion should have the infrastructure built up at their school. In this way, a fraction 
of the students would need to be bused, and more students could be schooled in 
their own community. Proponents argue it would be better to keep the schools 
in their neighborhood. Thus, students could learn with their English-speaking 
peers, the infrastructure at neighborhood schools could be built up to support English-
language learners, and the community could come forward to support the schools, 
as well.

Stafford High School, the school in the north, does not have room to house the 9th 
and 10th graders from the International Academy. One reason for the lack of room 
for extra students is their rate of 9th- and 10th-grade retention. Despite the creation 
of the International Academy, 32% of the students at Stafford High School are 
English-language learners. Their parents opted out of the extra support of the Acad-
emy and chose to stay at the neighborhood school. The retention rate of the students 
at Stafford in 9th grade is 35.4%, and in 10th grade it is 15.3%. If the students had 
more academic and social supports, there might not be such a swell of students 
retained at the 9th and 10th grade. Tragically, many of those retained drop out before 
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reaching the 11th grade. The size of the 9th grade is 420 students; the 10th grade has 
410 students. The graduating class is comprised of 287 students. Aside from the 
space, certain aspects of the expenditures could benefit if the campuses were joined 
(see Tables 3 and 4).
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Table 4. Graduation/Completion Rate Stafford High School

Graduation Received GED Continued high school Dropped out

Hispanic/Latinoa 53.3 0.0 25.2 21.5
African American 56.7 4.5 26.9 11.9
White/Anglo 78.3 4.3  8.7  8.7

Source: State and school data.
aThe data for Hispanic/Latino at the neighborhood school might include some who have transferred from 
the International Academy. At this point, the tracking is not kept separately.

Table 3. Breakdown of Total Operating Expenditures per Student

International Academy (in US$) Stafford High School (in US$)

Overall expense 14,311 8,118
Instruction  8,256 4,852
Instructional-related services  1,012   423
Instructional leadership   258   128
School leadership  1,932   716
Support services  2,702   463
Other campus costs    151  1,536

Source: State and school data.
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Economic and Community Context
The institutional and curricular issues must also take into account the school popula-
tion’s daily, lived experiences.

Economic issues. Many of the students need to work to support their families, which 
may mean students will need to miss school during the day hours. Discussions about 
holding night school or classes in a flexible format have not gotten very far. At pres-
ent, if a student in a neighborhood school fails, he or she may move to an alternative 
school. Some argue it would help if an alternative school structure could be considered 
before it becomes a punitive matter. Technology Academies and project-based techni-
cal curricula can be areas to explore for motivating urban school students (Castellano, 
Stringfield, & Stone, 2003; Plank, DeLuca, & Estacion, 2008). Partnering with com-
munity colleges on dual credits can encompass vocational subjects as well as aca-
demic classes and thereby give some of the students charged with financial obligations 
to their families, opportunities to remain in school.

Community issues. Another argument for keeping students at their neighborhood 
schools is that the newcomer students would see the need for speaking English. With 
so many Spanish speakers at the Academy, there is no need to use English. If the stu-
dents were mixed with the other students in the school, they would have to reach and 
try to use the new language. It might make sense to use the time spent on the buses for 
after-school study groups and allocate the extra resources for academic resources. 
Furthermore, community members are more likely to become involved with their 
schools if they are in their neighborhood.

Community-building issues. Community building and a strong school–home connec-
tion is a goal of the school. The advisory period was a 35-min class created to assist 
with relationship building between students and the teachers. Some teachers began to 
use the advisory time as a study period or focused on developing college awareness. 
The advisory times were also a way to connect with the families. The families’ pres-
ence in the neighborhood would benefit the school, students, families, and the com-
munity itself.
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Case Study Questions
Instructions: Discuss the questions within small groups. Volunteers from each group 
can act as recorders/reporters to share the small groups’ responses with the whole 
group.

Question 1: What questions does the principal put on the agenda for the lan-
guage arts summit? Which ones do the teachers put on the agenda? Who else 
should the principal consult? Do you want anything on the agenda, and if so, 
what?

Question 2: How do you find accurate assessments to show progress with Eng-
lish learners? How do you serve the language-learning needs of your stu-
dents? Where can you go to find this information out? How do you create 
the opportunity and incentive for curriculum departments to create cross-
departmental working relationships on the issue of literacy?
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Question 3: How do you support English learners? When are they ready to be 
in core content classes? What supports do the students need for core classes? 
What supports do core teachers need?

Question 4: What about the state-mandated assessments: How do you prepare 
for these tests, which are written at grade level, and how do you interpret the 
results? If the students are reading at a third- or fourth-grade level, how do 
you prepare the students for these tests?

Question 5: How do you develop teamwork among teachers who are used to 
working alone? How are teachers empowered and their decisions honored? 
How do the principals who work with their peers at the Principals Council 
learn how to broach these tough issues? How does the Principals Council 
interact with the CAO and curriculum departments?

Question 6: How do you help a principal develop dispositions, knowledge, and 
practices that respect and include the community (outside of the school)?

Question 7: How do you find out the reading levels of the students in the vari-
ous subgroups that attend the neighborhood schools? Are the recent adoles-
cent immigrants the only subpopulation that needs literacy support? What is 
literacy?

Question 8: How do you convince content teachers that they need to be literacy 
teachers as well as the teachers of their content? How will they be coached 
or trained? Who will coach or train them? How will you set that up, if you 
do decide that this aspect is needed in schools with immigrant or low-literacy 
populations?

Question 9: How can a team structure be created during the school day across 
the disciplines for a multidimensional communication system among teach-
ers? The teachers want to discuss the way in which they teach the students 
and issues about the students themselves. How can they be encouraged to 
learn from each other with regard to the literacy and content needs? How can 
these conversations be set up? How can the teachers within content areas also 
stay in touch with each other if they work in cross-discipline teams?

Question 10: Where should the recent adolescent immigrants be educated? 
What are the issues that surround this decision? How will students transition 
out of the program? Should students transition to their home neighborhood 
school or continue at the neighborhood school on the same site where they 
are educated?

Question 11: What options exist for altering the school day? Should academics be 
the only focus for an urban school? What sociocultural-political-economical 
considerations are involved?

Question 12: What kind of alternative graduation plans can be developed? Can 
collaboration with local technical or community colleges come into place? 
How will the students graduate in 4 years?

Question 13: What taken-for-granted aspects of school are hindering the prog-
ress of the recent, adolescent immigrant student population?
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Summary Chart for Answers to Questions

Situation
Summary of 
key points

Who leads 
this change?

Who else needs 
to be included?

What action 
is needed?

 a.  Placement of students in 
classes

 b.  Training for teachers in 
language development

 c.  Training for teachers in 
cultural awareness

 d.  Support for students in classes
 e.  Support for students at the 

neighborhood schools
 f.  Creating cross-discipline teams
 g.  Creating departmental teams
 h.  Communication processes 

among team members and 
between teams

 i. Location of school
 j.  Options for altering the school 

day
 k.  Partnership with community 

colleges and technical schools
 l.  Including community and its 

issues in school planning
m. Other
 n. Other

Note: Participants who could be considered for the chart are as follows: chief academic officer, chief 
school officer, Secondary Principals Council, principal, department head (multiple departments), teachers 
(multiple subject areas), teachers acting in cross-discipline teams, teachers acting in department teams, 
others (as defined by team of discussants), or others if needed.
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