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Abstract 

Middle schools in the United States today have a large population of English learners 

(ELs), and many of them have been educationally labeled as long-term English learners 

(LTELs).  In some middle schools, over half of the ELs in seventh and eighth grades 

meet the criteria for classification as LTELs.  This is especially concerning as these 

students will shortly be moving on to high school with limited English proficiency, which 

will continue to affect their academic performance and may limit their choices in higher 

education and career paths.  This study explored the educational experience of LTELs in 

middle school by seeking out their perspectives regarding their academic and linguistic 

learning.  Student perceptions of learning have a significant impact on achievement, self-

esteem, motivation, and performance (Roeser & Eccles, 1998).  Using their own voices, 

LTELs shared their perceptions of what they believed they needed to grow during semi-

structured interviews.  Classroom observations revealed how LTELs responded to 

instruction as it was taking place.  An analysis of English proficiency test scores 

indicated there was no significant difference between LTELs and ELs not classified as 

long-term.  The results of the study indicated that LTELs already possess strengths and 

assets for learning, and dual-language competencies that could be used to enhance their 

experiences as bilingual and biliterate learners. They form relationships with teachers and 

peers that are central to their learning experiences (Cummins, 2000) and reflect 

Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural perspective in the way they learn through the medium of 

social interactions.  They require a safe, welcoming environment to overcome anxiety, as 

well as scaffolding of learning tasks to ensure they are able to interact meaningfully with 

instruction and meet the language demands of the content being taught.   
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

In my instructional practice as a teacher for English learners (ELs), I have worked 

with ELs who excel when given meaningful instruction and differentiated to meet their 

language proficiency levels. While some ELs would be at the beginning stages of English 

language learning, others would have studied English before entering the U.S. and have 

varying levels of proficiency. Among them, some would have had adequate previous 

schooling in their home countries while others would have attended schools in refugee 

camps or not at all, resulting in little formal education. Thus, students come to the U.S. 

with a wide range of language abilities and educational experiences, and they all bring 

their invaluable funds of knowledge, which incorporates cultural and community 

literacies that help them to navigate diverse and changing situations (Moll et al., 1992). 

As a middle school educator, some of the ELs I teach have been attending English 

for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) classes since kindergarten. These students are 

labeled as long-term English language learners (LTELs), and they continue receiving 

English language services in the upper grade levels (Flores et al., 2015). This educational 

construct of the LTEL applies to ELs who are still in the process of acquiring English 

language fluency after six or more years of instruction in the U.S. schools, as opposed to 

other ELs who steadily gain proficiency through the elementary years (Olsen, 2014). 

Observing this phenomenon, I wondered if the LTELs are somehow impeded in language 

and academic learning while their peers reach English language proficiency and exit the 

program. I also questioned if the LTELs’ perceptions of their learning experiences could 
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provide insights on how to improve their English proficiency and academic achievement 

during middle school. 

Problem Statement 

English language learners may reach a plateau in their academic and linguistic 

development during the middle school years. It is estimated that one-fourth to half of the 

ELs in middle and high schools who enroll during kindergarten become LTELs after six 

years or more of English language service; in California, the proportion of LTELs rises to 

three-fifths (Olsen, 2014). LTELs continue to struggle academically and do not become 

proficient in English as quickly as the other ELs do (Olsen, 2014). Among the diverse 

group of ELs, these students possess varying levels of proficiency in their first languages 

and English. Educational opportunities available to ELs prior to attending U.S. schools 

help shape their native language fluency; however, these opportunities can range from a 

formal education to the uncertainty of education for the refugees or children of migrant 

workers (Calderón & Minaya-Rowe, 2011). Factors that may lead to ELs becoming 

LTELs include insufficient language instruction due to inadequate programs and lack of 

professional development for teachers, switching between program models, high 

absenteeism, and interrupted schooling when families move between countries (Clark-

Gareca et al., 2020).  The labeling of learners with the educational construct of LTEL is 

problematic; despite the situations in which LTELs have not been provided sufficient 

instruction, they are still subjected socially in their classrooms to a deficit perspective 

(Shin, 2020). Some LTELs may also have learning disabilities that are undiagnosed or 

noticed later; such students may not receive both English language services and special 

education classes (Clark-Gareca et al., 2020). In addition, although it is important to 
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know student histories and their experiences with literacy, teachers generally do not have 

a ready source of data showing ELs’ proficiency in their first languages. Teachers must 

seek students’ stories and voluntarily learn more about them and their backgrounds and 

cultures. 

Most LTELs are born in the U.S. or brought to the country at a very young age. 

They typically participate in various English instructional programs and possess 

conversational English skills. Their needs include academic language proficiency and the 

ability to master grade-level content along with their native English-speaking peers 

(Calderón & Minaya-Rowe, 2011). Meeting these needs presents a challenge, and 

inequitable educational outcomes are often the result, due to the insufficient consideration 

of ELs in instructional strategies, deficit framing, and mediated instruction (Gibbons, 

2009).  

The LTELs may receive targeted language instruction in ESOL classes, but what 

more can be done to engage them to build their academic literacy and language 

proficiency? The LTELs’ previous experiences often lack fairness and equity in learning 

opportunities due to many possible causes such as limited access to curriculum resources, 

academic and social isolation, and development of a negative attitude and self-image 

(Estrada & Wang, 2013). They may be pushed into classrooms with lower expectations 

and less rigorous instruction, leaving them at a disadvantage in completing high school 

and pursuing jobs that require literacy, communication, and problem-solving skills 

(Gibbons, 2009). While there is pushback from some LTELs who think their 

[conversational] English is “just fine,” many become disengaged and disillusioned by the 

time they reach high school (Klein, 2016). With an improper emphasis placed on 
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standardized test scores, the LTELs may face increasingly negative perceptions about 

them, higher dropout rates, loss of morale, and fewer opportunities in education and 

employment (Sireci et al., 2008). Therefore, there is a need for an effective educational 

program, and the most crucial element for its success is quality instruction that ensures 

quality learning, delivered by qualified teachers who continuously improve (Calderón & 

Minaya-Rowe, 2011). A better understanding of the LTELs in terms of their 

academic/cognitive, sociocultural, and linguistic backgrounds can lead to instructional 

practices that invigorate teaching and learning. This study helps increase the 

understanding of LTELs’ perspectives and behaviors by examining their perceptions and 

encouraging expressions of thoughts and attitudes about their own successes and 

challenges. 

Study Purpose 

This study’s purpose was to increase understanding of the experiences and 

instructional needs of LTELs through an analysis of their perceptions regarding academic 

and language learning, their observed behaviors in academic settings, and data from the 

annual English language proficiency testing. The study is expected to improve LTELs’ 

teaching and learning. My focus here is on understanding LTELs’ day-to-day experiences 

from their perspectives and in their own voice. A focus on how LTELs perceive 

themselves and their educational experiences could provide valuable insights on how to 

enhance their learning. 

Potential Significance of the Study 

This study’s significance lies in the value of seeking LTELs’ perspectives 

regarding their academic and linguistic learning experiences and interactions in the 
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middle school environment. Student perceptions of learning in middle school can have a 

significant impact on their academic achievement, self-esteem, motivation, and 

performance (Roeser & Eccles, 1998). Their beliefs about how well the classroom 

environments fit their developmental needs can have a positive or negative impact on 

their growth (Eccles et al., 1993). Furthermore, this study allows LTELs to use their own 

voices and experiences to inform researchers and educators about what they need to 

increase their opportunities for language learning and academic growth. 

In addition, this study is important because LTELs experience significant 

consequences. For example, LTELs who are not yet fluent in English face a loss of 

educational opportunities as they are underrepresented in desirable courses and placed in 

remedial or developmental classes. Further, they may be denied entry into choice schools 

because of low test scores, low GPA, or discipline referrals for minor infractions that may 

be based on misunderstandings. 

At the time of this study, I had been working with LTELs for eight years as a 

middle school ESOL teacher. Of the LTELs that I taught in the seventh and eighth grades, 

41% were born in the U.S. and 59% in other countries, such as Nepal, Congo, Honduras, 

Somalia, and Ethiopia, and brought to the U.S. at a young age. Many of these students 

came as refugees, after living in refugee camps, and had experienced varying degrees of 

trauma in their young lives. They each had their own unique story, and I was fortunate to 

be able to hear what they were willing to share. During this time, I found that the LTELs 

spoke to their own strengths and challenges and were generally willing to express their 

thoughts when teachers listened without judgement. It is my hope that this study’s 

findings will increase understanding about the experiences and instructional needs of 
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LTELs and be used to create better, more effective methods of teaching and learning for 

this underserved population. 

Theoretical Framework 

This research is informed by Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural theory, which 

supports the idea that one’s identity, interactions with others, and perspectives on abilities 

and performance are socially constructed. It suggests that people think by creating and 

using mediation tools and focuses on the relationships between self and the 

socially/culturally produced contexts in mental development (Swain et al., 2011). 

Learning and development occur in the interplay between cultural activities and social 

relationships, with the use of mediational tools such as language, artifacts, and symbols 

(Nasir & Hand, 2006).  The sociocultural perspective has influenced my thinking around 

teaching and learning and provided a lens through which to view the society of the 

classroom, encompassing each student’s culture, language, and identity. Within this 

context, my focus was to increase understanding of the daily in-school experiences, 

instructional needs, and perceptions of the LTELs. 

A significant part of understanding LTELs’ experiences in the classroom is in 

examining their activities involving language learning. Opportunities and strategies for 

English language learning differ from class to class as LTELs move throughout their 

school day. The sociocultural theory provides a framework for understanding how 

language learners gain competency through mediated activities and socialization in a 

language learning community (Donato & McCormick, 1994). For example, student 

portfolios are used as a mediation tool to help them develop language learning strategies 

within a classroom culture, wherein dialogue and reflection occur (Donato & 
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McCormick, 1994). Mediation also takes place when teachers observe students struggling 

during a task, supply them with additional materials or dialogue, and watch how they use 

that information to solve the problem (Swain et al., 2011).  This describes a mediation 

tool referred to as scaffolding, in which assistance is given to co-construct knowledge, to 

the extent needed to support learning; when no longer needed to mediate instruction, the 

scaffold is gradually removed (Swain et al., 2011).  Language itself is a mediation tool as 

it serves as a means of communication with others and for silent mental activity (Nasir & 

Hand, 2006). 

The sociocultural perspective views language as a psychological tool and a mental 

function developed through the social and cultural world of the individual (Swain et al., 

2011). LTELs have experience with multiple languages and cultural contexts and possess 

a range of linguistic resources, being bilinguals and multilinguals; however, they have 

been viewed as linguistically deficient in schools (Flores et al., 2015). To challenge this 

deficit orientation, educators must increase their understanding of students in terms of 

their knowledge, resources, and strengths, which are culturally acquired through life 

experiences in their families and communities (Moll, 2019). The concept “funds of 

knowledge” means the knowledge and skills that families acquire historically and 

culturally to help them thrive in their environments (González et al., 2005; Moll et al., 

1992). Moll et al. (1992) stated that children are active learners and participants in their 

households and use their skills for activities within their homes and as mediators for 

communication outside the home. Such children come to school with their funds of 

knowledge, which are rich resources that can be used in classroom instruction (Moll et 

al., 1992). Funds of knowledge also represent students’ ideas and perceptions as they 
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express their connections to family and their identity (Moll, 2019).  In presenting 

students’ families and backgrounds in a way that is respectful and authentic, their 

knowledge and experiences can be appreciated through their resiliency, fortitude, and 

intellectual activities (González et al., 2005). 

Another concept of sociocultural theory that relates to student perspectives is that 

cognition and emotion are interrelated and that intellect and affect are inseparable (Swain 

et al., 2011). Emotions are shaped by culture and language, communicated through 

language and expressions, managed with strategies, and directed at people and things in 

ways that express partiality and perspectives (Prior, 2019). Vygotsky used the term 

“perezhivanie” to describe experiences lived through emotions, which were dynamic as 

they made meaning through the intellect and affect (Swain et al., 2011). Student 

perceptions are influenced by their minds and emotions, and a better understanding of 

how the instructional methods and climate impact LTELs’ teaching and learning can be 

gained through inquiry. 

Humanizing Pedagogies 

Alongside the sociocultural theory, this study draws on the principles that support 

humanizing theories. Humanizing pedagogies are based on Freire’s (1972) concept of 

humanization, which states that oppressed individuals are liberated when they 

acknowledge their situation and consciously engage themselves by participating in 

society. He addresses a humanizing pedagogy as a political and ethical teaching and 

learning that is inclusive and promotes social change through interaction with the world 

(Salazar, 2013). Fránquiz (2012) also discusses humanizing pedagogy by referring to 

Freire’s (1970) instructional description, which states that a humanizing pedagogy is 
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concerned with students expressing their own awareness instead of being manipulated; it 

seeks humanizing students and teachers together through dialogue, wherein they mutually 

investigate and solve problems. I incorporate a humanizing pedagogy with my classes 

and work to create an atmosphere where I solve problems together with ELs and 

encourage their input into our collaborative dialogues.  In designing this study, I 

considered that a way to humanize research is to present it in one’s own voice (Salazar, 

2013); likewise, this research seeks to present data and findings in the LTELs’ voices.   

A humanizing pedagogy can be placed in the context of the funds of knowledge of 

a community, where the students’ cultural resources are legitimized as sources of strength 

(Salazar, 2013). When this does not occur, ELs may feel isolated and disconnected from 

their linguistic backgrounds and family values. Salazar (2013) shared her experience 

navigating the U.S. educational system as follows: 

I went to school with all of my treasures, including my Spanish language, 

Mexican culture, familia (family), and ways of knowing. I abandoned my 

treasures at the classroom door in exchange for English and the U.S. culture; 

consequently, my assimilation into U.S. society was agonizing. One of my earliest 

memories is of wishing away my dark skin; I wanted desperately to be White, and 

I abhorred being la morena, the dark-skinned girl. I came to associate whiteness 

with success and brownness with failure. I was overwhelmed with feelings of 

shame over the most essential elements of my humanness. As a result, my 

experience in the U.S. educational system was marked by endless struggles to 

preserve my humanity. (p. 121) 
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When applying a humanizing pedagogy in the middle school setting, ELs’ experience can 

be mitigated through linguistically and culturally affirming actions. Educators can 

acknowledge their first languages and encourage their use in the classroom, show respect 

for their cultural heritage, and draw on their background knowledge. While utilizing ELs’ 

linguistic and cultural understandings, the educators also need to help them express and 

embrace their identity in inclusive educational settings (Fránquiz, 2012). A humanizing 

pedagogy counteracts the dehumanizing practices of the banking method of education, a 

subtractive approach that delivers English-only teacher knowledge that students must 

passively listen to and remember; such subtractive schooling harms ELs by creating 

distrust, dismissing linguistic abilities and cultural knowledge, and devaluing identity 

(Fránquiz, 2012). When ELs are involved in inclusive classrooms that incorporate a 

humanizing pedagogy, a community is created wherein students can retain a sense of 

belonging, identity, and citizenship; educators must construct a foundation with their ELs 

that respects their linguistic heritage and values their cultural understandings and 

literacies (Fránquiz, 2012). When teachers create humanizing educational experiences for 

the learners, the students can voice their own thoughts on oppression and state their 

perspectives about what they need in the educational setting (Salazar, 2013).  

It has always been important to me that the ELs in my ESOL and co-taught 

classrooms have equal access to all the instructions, resources, and opportunities 

available to their native English-speaking peers in a conscientious effort to ensure equity. 

In the school setting, there exists a culture of power that reflects the codes of the 

dominant group; implicit rules relate how one must talk, write, dress, and interact to 

succeed (Delpit, 2006). Explicitly teaching such codes makes it easier for students to 
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participate in the mainstream society, but they must also be taught the value of their own 

cultural codes and how arbitrary codes represent power relationships (Delpit, 2006). 

Within a humanizing pedagogy, value is placed on the linguistic and cultural backgrounds 

of all the students, along with an acknowledgement of what they can do with the 

resources and experiences they already possess (Fránquiz & Salazar, 2004).  

In practicing a humanizing pedagogy, I identify with many of my students, as my 

own educational background was significantly impacted by such practices. My parents 

raised me and my six siblings in a lower-middle class home. Our family moved from 

rural Missouri to the Illinois suburbs the year I was born, when the Department of 

Transportation deemed it vital to build the new Interstate directly through our house, 

which my father had built. However, we retained a small-town, self-reliant sensibility 

with Native American roots. While I did not feel my family was poor, I would not refer to 

us as privileged either. However, my mindset changed after taking an IQ test in the third 

grade. At that time, our public school district offered the Academically Talented (AT) 

program for kids with a high IQ score. This opportunity was a windfall, and 25 lucky 

children from the third-grade class, including me, were chosen to join a team of fourth 

through sixth graders at the same elementary school. For three years, I received full-day 

gifted instruction as well as arts education and monthly field experiences, culminating in 

a three-day all-expense paid trip to Chicago. There, I learned how to order steak and 

discovered that I definitely did not like it medium rare. My peers and I were tracked 

through high school, as we attended the same classes together with the highest 

expectations. In the AT program, I was taught the culture of power and how to interact in 

the dominant society. 
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This experience would not have been possible without the influence of 

humanizing pedagogies, where the strengths I brought to the classroom were valued and I 

was taught what I needed to know to interact with the dominant society of my more 

socioeconomically privileged peers. What I already knew at the beginning of the fourth 

grade was celebrated, and what I did not know was taught to me; learning occurred via 

the strengths I already possessed. I was humanized with my class, and I cannot recall ever 

being made to feel deficient.  

This humanizing experience in my education was based predominately on the 

way I felt in school, coming from a large, socioeconomically lower-middle class family, 

in which my opportunities thus far had been limited.  Yet, being racialized as white and of 

the dominant culture, I had always been privileged in language and literacy learning, 

even when I did not particularly feel that way.  I did not experience the racialized 

difficulties faced by many marginalized minority groups that would prevent me from 

accessing educational opportunities.  In my practice, I need to be cognizant of the daily 

inequities and discrimination faced by students from diverse linguistic and racial groups.   

Humanizing experiences for the LTELs in our classrooms involve building up and 

celebrating the strengths that they possess. It is my wish and responsibility that they be 

provided with enriching opportunities to learn and grow in an equitable environment, and 

enjoy the same acceptance that I encountered. By encouraging the expression of their 

perceptions, I aim to gain a greater understanding of how we can enhance educational 

experiences and meet their needs, from the LTELs’ perspectives. 
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Research Questions 

This study was conducted to increase understanding of the experiences and 

instructional needs of LTELs in middle school. Through this research, educators might 

gain insights on how to improve students’ progress in English proficiency and academic 

achievement. The research questions were as follows: 

1. Were there any significant differences in the mean scores of the four language 

modalities (listening, speaking, reading, and writing) between the LTEL and 

non-LTEL groups? 

2. How did the participating LTELs perceive their language and academic 

learning experiences in middle school? 

3. What aspects of performance, instruction, and behavior of the participating 

LTELs were observed in the content classrooms? 

In this case study of LTELs, their perceptions were the focal point as they 

expressed their identity, strengths and weaknesses, and views on learning in a large urban 

middle school in a multilingual and multiracial community.  

Delimitations 

This study was conducted in a middle school in a large Midwestern urban school 

district. All the LTELs from the seventh and eighth grades were asked to take home 

parental consent and student assent forms, along with the translated versions in their 

home languages. I explained to the students that this study was being conducted to learn 

more about the experiences and instructional needs of English learners in middle school 

and that participation was voluntary with no direct benefits to students. Further, there 

were no anticipated risks for the students. I asked the students to tell me about themselves 
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and their families, and their thoughts about language, learning, testing, and school 

experiences. I also explained to them that the study involved two interviews, each lasting 

no more than an hour, two classroom observations, and access to school records such as 

ACCESS scores, report cards, and class assignments. From among the students who 

returned both signed forms, participants were chosen based on purposeful sampling. Data 

collection occurred within the regular school day on the school grounds.  

Terminologies 

English Learner (EL): An English learner is a student who is in the process of 

learning English as a second language and receives English language services in school.  

Long-Term English Learner (LTEL): A long-term English learner is an EL who is 

still in the process of acquiring English language fluency after six or more years of 

instruction in the U.S. schools (Olsen, 2014).  

LTEL label:  The LTEL label is an educational construct that was originally 

intended to identify students in order to help them receive the English language 

instruction needed to participate and succeed in school (Olsen, 2010).  However, this 

label puts students at a disadvantage and presents them as linguistically deficient, despite 

their range of linguistic abilities in multiple languages (Flores et al., 2015).  

ACCESS for ELLs 2.0 Assessment: The “Assessing Comprehension and 

Communication in English State-to-State for English Language Learners” (ACCESS) test 

is an English language proficiency test used annually by school districts to monitor each 

EL’s progress in English language acquisition and help determine when their language 

proficiency levels are comparable to that of their native English-speaking peers (WIDA, 

2022a). The ACCESS assessment is designed and serviced by the World-Class 
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Instructional Design and Assessment (WIDA) Consortium, which comprises a 

collaboration of 40 member states in the U.S. (WIDA, n.d.-b). The classification of ELs 

as LTELs is based on their annual scores on ACCESS, which assesses students in the 

domains of listening, reading, speaking, and writing.  However, this classification has 

been problematized in that there are concerns of whether the test is measuring ELs’ 

English language abilities, or if it is measuring their content knowledge and other skills 

(Clark-Gareca et al., 2020).  Further, it is possible that some ELs’ test scores may be 

affected by frustration and discouragement over the testing process (Clark-Gareca et al., 

2020) or be inaccurate due to misunderstandings of directions and choices to not take the 

test seriously (Kibler et al., 2018). 

Funds of Knowledge: This refers to the knowledge and skills that families acquire 

historically and culturally to help them to thrive in their environments (Moll et al., 1992).  

Mediation: Mediation refers to the processes and tools used by students to learn 

and construct meaning. 

Chapter Summary 

Middle schools in the U.S. today educate a diverse group of ELs, with different 

backgrounds and varying levels of proficiency in their first languages and in English.  

Many ELs have been attending U.S. schools since kindergarten, and after receiving 

English language services for six years or more, are referred to as LTELs.  Remaining as 

LTELs is not in their best interest, as LTELs continue to struggle academically and face 

consequences, such as a loss of educational opportunities.  This study aimed to increase 

understanding of the experiences and instructional needs of LTELs through an analysis of 

their perceptions regarding academic and language learning, their observed behaviors in 
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academic settings, and data from annual English language proficiency testing.  By doing 

so, the insights gained could be used to create better, more effective methods of teaching 

and learning for LTELs. 
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Chapter 2 

Literature Review 

This study’s purpose was to increase understanding of the experiences and 

instructional needs of LTELs through an analysis of their perceptions regarding academic 

and language learning, observed behaviors in academic settings, and data from annual 

English language proficiency testing. The theoretical framework of this study combines 

the tenets of the sociocultural theory and humanizing pedagogical theories. This is to 

view the LTEL phenomenon through a lens that blends the social and cultural realities of 

the individual to provide equitable and self-affirming opportunities for growth. The 

framework helps determine how LTELs are affected by sociocultural aspects such as 

identity, relationships with others, language, and mediation tools and whether humanizing 

pedagogies influence their classroom experiences. This study aims to obtain a greater 

understanding of LTELs’ experiences and instructional needs. Therefore, this literature 

review focuses on the issues that LTELs encounter in their day-to-day instruction in 

middle school as well as their perceptions and behaviors regarding language and 

academic learning.  

Through the study, it is my hope that more effective teaching and learning 

strategies can be created and applied to support this underserved population. This is vital 

because the existence of the term “LTELs” implies that schools are failing to meet the 

instructional needs of an entire group of ELs. As this study is centered on LTELs’ lives 

within the school environment, the literature review covers topics that impact LTELs as 

individuals and students in their academic communities. Table 1 below illustrates the 

researchers reviewed for specific research topics. 
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Table 1 

Research Topics and Researchers Covered in the Literature Review 

Deficit-based Labeling of LTELs & 

Their Perspectives 

Teachers’ Attitudes Toward & 

Interactions with LTELs 

Asset-based Perspectives of 

LTELs & Researchers 

Clark-Gareca et al. (2020) Batt (2008) Brooks (2016) 

Colombo et al. (2018) Costa & Garmston (2002) Cummins (2000) 

Flores (2020) Cummins (2000) Daniel & Pacheco (2016) 

Flores & Rosa (2015) Cummins (2011) Danzak & Wilkinson (2017) 

Flores et al. (2015) Echevarría et al. (2004) García (2009) 

Kibler & Valdés (2016) Edl et al. (2008) García & Kleifgen (2020) 

Kibler et al. (2018) Klein (2016)  González et al. (2005) 

Liggett (2014) Liggett (2008) Johnson & Johnson (2016) 

Olsen (2010) Liggett (2014) Kim & García (2014) 

Rosa (2016) Lucas & Villegas (2013) Martínez (2018) 

Sahakyan & Ryan (2018) Lucas et al. (2008) Moll et al. (1992) 

Shin (2020) Pappamihiel (2002) Protacio et at. (2021) 

Thompson (2015) Shapiro (2008) Shim & Shur (2018) 

 Slapac & Kim (2014)  

 Slapac et al. (2020)  

 Slapac et al. (2017)  

 Song (2016)  

  

Deficit-based Labeling of LTELs and Their Perspectives 

In schools, LTELs encounter the viewpoint that the correct way to use language in 

school is to speak and write in standard English. In an academic setting, appropriateness-

based approaches are set in place to standardize language practices and provide a model 

for language use; however, these approaches frame LTELs as deficient, despite the 

strategic ways in which they use both their first languages and English (Flores & Rosa, 

2015). As English is deemed the appropriate language for the school setting in the U.S. 

LTELs are viewed as lacking the skills needed to participate and succeed academically 

(Flores & Rosa, 2015).  
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Flores and Rosa (2015) described raciolinguistic ideologies as concepts that 

portray the language practices of certain races to be deficient but consider similar 

linguistic practices to be normal when enacted by their White counterparts. They stated 

that raciolinguistic ideologies affect LTELs’ education such that they are expected to 

model their language after dominant white speakers while the white listeners may 

continue to racialize the former’s language practices and view them from a deficit 

perspective. The racialization of language degrades minority groups and portrays them as 

linguistically deficient (Rosa, 2016). A possible way to dismantle the ideology of 

appropriateness is to confront and break down society’s racial hierarchy, so that 

racialized communities are accepted and engaged in practicing language (Flores & Rosa, 

2015).   

Another raciolinguistic ideology that presents multilingual students as 

linguistically deficient is the conceptualization of academic language.  That is, academic 

language has been framed by educators as specialized language incorporating content 

vocabulary and a complex sentence structure that functions differently from social 

language, placing racialized students as linguistically lacking despite their home language 

abilities (Flores, 2020).  However, multilingual students are actually “language 

architects” in that they are able to manipulate their words in multiple languages to reflect 

their understanding of linguistic choices and meanings, which they have already learned 

through their cultural and community practices (Flores, 2020). 

In addition to raciolinguistic ideologies, labeling also portrays LTELs in a deficit 

manner in schools. In fact, the label LTEL was created based on deficits, used to explain 

the status of students who have not yet passed the language exams that U.S. schools use 
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to determine English language proficiency (Kibler & Valdés, 2016). This label was 

originally intended to identify students and help them receive the English language 

instruction needed to participate and succeed in school; it ensured data collection, 

monitoring, and planning of academic content so that ELs could access the school 

curriculum (Olsen, 2010). However, this label puts students at a disadvantage, as it limits 

them to the demonstration of knowledge in only one language; it presents them as 

linguistically deficient when they actually possess a range of linguistic abilities and 

competencies in multiple languages (Flores et al., 2015).  

The educational construct of LTEL and its subsequent labeling is therefore 

problematic for multilingual students, despite its original intent to ensure that they 

received English language services.  This construct manifests socially in schools in that 

the labeled students are subjected to a deficit perspective in the classroom, despite 

suggestions that their status as LTELs exists due to ineffective or insufficient services 

(Shin, 2020).  Further, it has been argued that even the term English learners, or ELs, is a 

deficit descriptor, as it prioritizes English as a primary language and ignores any 

additional languages that students possess (Colombo et al., 2018).  Alternately, asset-

based descriptors such as dual language learners, bilingual learners, and emergent 

bilingual learners, do not prioritize English, but instead acknowledge students’ greater 

linguistic repertoires (Colombo et al., 2018). 

While educators use labels to identify ELs, students may be unaware of these 

labels and have their own perspectives about this practice. When Flores et al. (2015) 

interviewed students to determine how they felt about being labeled, they unanimously 

rejected the label and found it to be offensive. The interviewer questioned the group of 
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students as follows: “You are called English Language Learners, or ELLs, according to 

this definition by the New York State Department of Education…Do you feel like you are 

English Language Learners? Why or why not?” The students all stated they did not feel 

that way; some of their reasons were, “I don’t feel that way because we live in the USA 

and because we have to know English” and “For most of us, it’s like our first language, I 

mean our main language” (Flores et al., 2015, p. 129). The students felt they had been 

judged unfairly for being bilingual and, having never heard the term LTEL, wanted to be 

seen as individuals; they saw themselves as bilingual speakers who move fluidly through 

different cultures and identities (Flores et al., 2015). Labeling students portrays them in a 

deficit manner and fails to reflect the linguistic strengths that they possess. 

Another study, conducted by Thompson (2015), explored the costs and benefits of 

conferring this label to students. While the intended benefit of the label was to highlight 

language needs and improve academic outcomes, she argued that it affects course 

placement and that separate EL classes are stigmatizing. One student from the study 

described his English Language Development (ELD) class as “really easy” and said that 

he “felt like, dumb, because all my friends were in high classes, and I was going from a 

top, regular class to the one that needs help” (Thompson, 2015, p. 35). Another student 

inferred that going to classes “for ELD and easier stuff” was no longer “normal” in 

middle school and seemed relieved with a placement that was “just normal” (Thompson, 

2015, p. 28). A further impact identified was anxiety over being seen as deficient, which 

may result in a fear of speaking and affect one’s identity and choices (Thompson, 2015). 

While the LTEL label was intended to help students receive improved language services, 
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it portrayed them in a deficit light instead of highlighting their linguistic strengths and 

diversity. 

Nevertheless, efforts persist in labeling LTELs to bring attention to their 

instructional needs. An example of an analysis of ACCESS testing data on a large scale 

could be viewed in a recent study by Sahakyan and Ryan (2018). The authors used data 

collected from ACCESS assessments of ELs across the U.S. This study was notable in 

that it presented a large-scale depiction of the potential LTELs identified over a six-year 

period in a cohort of learners across fifteen states. They found that the number of 

potential LTELs varied widely across the states, questioning if the policies of each state 

were a contributing factor.  They also found that ELs from Spanish-speaking families, 

and ELs who frequently moved, were more likely to be identified as LTELs.  This 

highlights the need to increase understanding of why ELs may become LTELs, and also 

to question the assumption that ELs must reclassify within a set number of years when 

they may need more time (Sahakyan & Ryan, 2018).  Labeling ELs as LTELs is 

controversial in that it could perpetuate inequities, but it also reveals the insufficiency of 

the current educational offerings and draws necessary attention to the unmet needs of a 

significant number of learners (Sahakyan & Ryan, 2018).   

While ELs are required to take their English language proficiency tests each year, 

for LTELs this can be a frustrating and discouraging process that may leave them with the 

impression that they have failed the test for yet another year (Clark-Gareca et al., 2020).  

Another concern with annual proficiency testing is whether the test is measuring ELs’ 

English language ability, or if it is measuring their content knowledge and other skills 

(Clark-Gareca et al., 2020).  As the ACCESS for ELLs test is completed online, the ELs 
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must interact with technology in order to follow the verbal prompts from the speaker on 

their computer screens, which involves several steps during the Speaking test: talk into 

the microphone on your headset and record your voice, click on the blue Record button 

and say your name, click the stop button (WIDA, 2020).  When the ELs speak to answer 

the prompts, they are speaking into the computer and not conversing with an in-person 

test administrator.  In a study conducted by Kibler et al. (2018), a mismatch was found 

between an EL participant’s English language proficiency scores and his performance in 

the classroom, which included a high passing score on his history state assessment.  He 

was close to proficient in listening, speaking, and reading, but scored at a beginning level 

in writing; the researchers thought that since he showed no signs of struggling with 

writing, his English assessment may have been inaccurate, or he may have misunderstood 

the directions, or chosen not to take the test seriously (Kibler et al., 2018).  Other 

possibilities for low English proficiency test scores may include the lack of bilingual 

instruction, inaccurate representation of abilities, lack of opportunity to develop academic 

language, inconsistent programming, and inadequate instruction (Kibler et al., 2018).  

Teachers’ Attitudes Toward & Interactions with LTELs 

Relationships with others are central to the school experience, and as educators 

interact with culturally diverse students, their influence can either empower or disable 

them (Cummins, 2000). Teachers possess their own awareness and perceptions of 

language development, equity, and diversity; interactions between teachers and students 

directly impact bilingual students’ success and struggles in school (Cummins, 2000). 

Lucas and Villegas (2013) advised that sociolinguistic competencies should be used in 

teaching ELs through strategies such as ascertaining linguistic and academic background 
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knowledge, applying principles of second language instruction, and identifying 

appropriate linguistic tasks to ensure successful learning during classroom activities. 

However, most content teachers do not receive sufficient training and preparation to 

provide such linguistically responsive instruction (Lucas et al., 2008).  

Educators have even expressed that the challenges they face include a lack of 

knowledge and skills in teaching ELs, insufficient understanding of diversity and 

multicultural education, and a lack of support (Batt, 2008). In one study questioning the 

professional development needed to overcome challenges, participants offered these 

comments:  

The problem in our school is that the mainstream teachers and administrators 

don’t understand LEP needs and how to teach them…Everybody needs to own 

these kids. Require all staff members to attend classes on how to work with ESL 

and ELL students. I have people in my building that refer to my kids as 

‘them’…We still have a high number of staff who say things like ‘They shouldn’t 

be here’. (Batt, 2008, p. 40) 

To meet these challenges, culturally responsive training prepares teachers to provide 

linguistically, culturally, and racially responsive teaching. Lucas and Villegas (2013) list 

three competencies that form the basis for linguistically responsive teaching. The first is 

sociolinguistic consciousness, which addresses the interconnectedness of language, 

culture, and identity within the social and political landscape. The second is valuing 

linguistic diversity, which reflects the active support for such diversity. The third is the 

inclination to advocate for ELs and understand that ELs need active and willing support 

to access opportunities socially, politically, and educationally (Lucas & Villegas, 2013). 
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An example of culturally responsive teaching can be seen in the following response of an 

educator participating in a focus group at a dual language conference.  

 I think Culturally Responsive instruction is acknowledging that students are not 

 coming as blank slates; they come with skills that may not be valued in an 

 American school but are valued where they come from, and it is our job to access 

 those and use them to  leverage their understanding of the classroom and academic 

 language but not to diminish what they know or already have. (Slapac et al., 2017, 

 p. 188) 

Educators may further examine their ability to be linguistically and culturally 

responsive through various cultural learning experiences. After realizing that intercultural 

backgrounds were viewed by some as deficits, Slapac and Kim (2014) created an 

interactive questionnaire to promote intercultural conversations, where teachers could 

understand and draw on the cultural resources of international faculty members. The 

questions were based on the authors’ experiences as immigrants and their conversations 

with other international faculty members and students. By engaging in intercultural 

conversations, teachers may become more responsive to the needs of ELs, more aware of 

their own biases around culture, and more culturally responsive (Slapac & Kim, 2014).  

The development of pedagogical expertise aids in teaching and scaffolding 

instruction for LTELs. Lucas et al. (2008) advised educators to become familiar with 

ELs’ backgrounds in language and academics, examine the language requirements of the 

tasks being assigned, and provide necessary linguistic skills so that ELs can participate 

fully in tasks. Scaffolds include using visual supports, supplementing text with study 

guides and outlines, modifying oral language with repetition and extra processing time, 
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facilitating the use of native languages, providing opportunities to work with peers, and 

minimizing anxiety by enforcing policies of respect and cooperation (Lucas et al., 2008). 

When LTELs experience severe anxiety in mainstream classes, they may avoid 

interaction with others and face difficulty concentrating (Pappamihiel, 2002). Coping 

strategies that may reduce anxiety and create a more equitable environment include 

granting extra wait time, encouraging native language use with peers, and refraining from 

requiring students to speak in front of the class (Pappamihiel, 2002). 

Interactions between educators and LTELs in the classroom are influenced by 

teachers’ perceptions, assumptions, and unintentional biases. Educators may be unaware 

of the degree to which their preconceived notions about different races and cultures 

influence their own ideologies (Liggett, 2008). The idea of linguicism connects linguistic 

discrimination to race, creates a hierarchy of social groups, and implies that the 

discrimination of ELs based on English language proficiency and accent is routine, 

natural, and permanent (Liggett, 2014). LTELs may also encounter gaps in achievement 

influenced by language and education policies and institutional acts such as cutting 

federal funding for bilingual programs (Liggett, 2008).  

Edl et al. (2008) surveyed suburban teachers to examine how they rate the 

popularity, academic competence, and athletic abilities of Latino ELs, native English 

speakers, and English-proficient Latino students. The Latino ELs were consistently rated 

lower than the other groups and viewed as less competent and popular than their English-

proficient peers. This implies that language proficiency was a determining measure in 

lowering teachers’ perceptions of ELs’ social and intellectual abilities (Edl et al., 2008). 

ELs who are at risk of developing academic difficulties may also struggle with "the 
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stigma associated with low teacher expectations of academic competence" (Shapiro, 

2008, p. 51). However, Edl et al. (2008) also found that teachers’ perceptions may change 

over time. Their study observed that as the teachers became more familiar with their 

Latino ELs and the ELs became more socially integrated, the teachers’ perceptions of the 

differences between the groups lessened; they began to view students’ competencies as 

more alike (Edl et al., 2008). 

As teachers and LTELs interact in the classroom, misunderstandings can arise 

around the learners’ knowledge and fluency in second language acquisition. While LTELs 

may appear to be conversationally fluent, their social language differs from their fluency 

in academic language, as proficiency in the latter develops over the years (Cummins, 

2000). Academic language is acquired predominately through literacy engagement in 

printed text and is generally not found in social conversations (Cummins, 2011). 

However, because LTELs largely have good social English skills, teachers often do not 

understand how they could still be trying to master English in content area specific 

language (Klein, 2016). One teacher said, "Oh, don't tell me this kid's an English learner. 

She speaks just fine. She cussed me out." Another added, "Well yeah, she can do that, but 

ask her to explain a process or to write something academically, and she can't" (Klein, 

2016, p. 22). Teachers may question why LTELs do not make progress despite 

interventions such as parent conferences and hence need training on how to recognize, 

empathize with, and teach ELs (Klein, 2016). 

Thus, there is a clear need for quality professional development and instruction to 

assist and equip educators to teach ELs. Song (2016) conducted a study with sixth to 

twelfth grade content teachers, and one of her goals was to investigate whether 
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methodical professional development in EL instructional strategies would have an effect 

on teachers’ attitudes. This three-year professional development experience involved the 

sheltered instruction observation protocol (SIOP), developed by Echevarría et al. (2004), 

in which quality tools for teaching ELs are provided through 8 components and 30 

features. Song’s study also implemented guided coaching, wherein it referenced Costa 

and Garmston (2002) in characterizing such coaching as skilled assistance to help 

teachers plan, deliver, and reflect on their instruction through guided questioning, 

paraphrasing, summarizing, and acknowledging. At the end of this study, the majority of 

the teachers expressed a positive attitude, responding that with professional development 

they had the tools and strategies necessary for supporting ELs in their mainstream 

classrooms and were not frustrated in teaching them. Only 27 percent reported that they 

were frustrated with teaching ELs with low English proficiency levels, despite having 

received many SIOP training and guided coaching sessions over two years (Song, 2016).  

Slapac et al. (2020) conducted another study on how professional development in 

EL instructional strategies affects teachers’ views. Over three professional development 

sessions, the researchers focused on the pre-assessed needs of the teacher participants: 

developing language instruction with differentiation and supports for ELs and cultivating 

relationships with multilingual families and communities. Prior to these sessions, the 

teachers had expressed their frustrations with challenges such as a lack of support in 

resources and administration, lack of parental engagement, and personal inability to meet 

the needs of ELs. At the end of the sessions, the teachers expressed more culturally and 

linguistically responsive views. Some of their comments included plans to “create 

assignments that reflect student background knowledge and compare that to standardized 
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assignments”; another commented on “Learning more about where other teachers call 

home and their cultural, linguistic, and ethnic background can help strengthen the 

community” (Slapac et al., 2020, p. 295). Another impact of the professional 

development sessions was a reported increase in building relationships with ELs and their 

families, attentiveness to ELs’ academic and linguistic needs, and advocacy in 

confronting discrimination (Slapac et al., 2020). Such studies show that quality 

professional development opportunities are beneficial and necessary to assist teachers in 

meeting the needs of ELs.  

Asset-based Perspectives of LTELs and Researchers 

Instead of focusing on labels that emphasize what LTELs do not know, an asset-

based perspective looks at the strengths that students possess and how they reveal what 

they know. ELs show a strength in learning as they experience additive bilingualism; they 

learn English while continuing to develop cognitively and academically in their first 

languages and display greater metalinguistic skills (Cummins, 2000). Martínez (2018) 

focused on looking beyond labels and found that bi/multilingualism is one of the many 

linguistic strengths students bring to the classroom. Building on linguistic competency 

supports language and literacy learning; one example of these competencies is code 

switching as a bilingual tool, in which speakers can communicate shades of meaning and 

shift their voice for different audiences (Martínez, 2018). “Research has suggested that 

this kind of back-and-forth between two languages requires a great deal of bilingual skill 

and is actually more characteristic of the speech of balanced and proficient bilinguals” 

(Martínez, 2018, p. 517). When we think beyond the labels given to multilingual 
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students, we can recognize students’ brilliance, competence, and potential while building 

on their strengths and rich linguistic repertoires (Martínez, 2018). 

Bilingual education is an educational model that encourages the use of all the 

linguistic resources that students possess. It is a complex system that uses more than one 

language in daily instruction to teach both content and additional languages and provides 

meaningful and equitable education that fosters students’ understanding of different 

languages and cultures (García, 2009). In bilingual education, the norm is for educators to 

interact with students using multilingual practices that promote learning and 

communication as well as appreciate their proficiency in multiple languages (García, 

2009).  

One of the ways bilinguals use multiple languages is translanguaging, wherein 

communication occurs across all linguistic resources as they construct meaning for 

themselves and others (García, 2009). Daniel and Pacheco (2016) interviewed four 

multilingual teens and found that they all wanted to maintain and strengthen their home 

languages while learning English. A translanguaging practice they had in common was 

using their first languages to take notes, study for tests, write drafts, compare texts, 

discuss assignments, and translate for their families (Daniel & Pacheco, 2016). A 

translanguaging pedagogy in schools encourages bilingual students to use all their 

linguistic resources in their classrooms and be recognized for their strengths in language 

and literacy, instead of being viewed as deficient (García & Kleifgen, 2020). Educators 

can open learning spaces to support translanguaging and provide learners with 

opportunities to use their competencies in multiple languages to increase their literacy 

and express how they think and feel (García & Kleifgen, 2020).  
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In viewing LTELs from an asset-based perspective, educators can observe the 

strengths that LTELs already possess as they first enter the classroom. This asset-based 

perspective is effectively illustrated by the funds of knowledge concept (González et al., 

2005; Moll et al., 1992). ELs’ funds of knowledge portray each individual as a complete 

child, not just a student, with knowledge and abilities that span multiple active contexts at 

home, school, and community (Moll et al., 1992).  These multidimensional experiences 

of ELs become visible as researchers and teachers learn more about students’ daily lives 

at home and in their communities, as well as how they view the world (González et al., 

2005).  Learning techniques that draw on the ELs’ funds of knowledge are empowering 

and counter the bias in educational practices that marginalize multilingual students 

(Johnson & Johnson, 2016). By including ELs in the design and implementation of 

classroom learning activities, Johnson and Johnson (2016) incorporated the ELs’ 

interests, increased their engagement and productivity, and created an environment where 

they were invested in the learning process as leaders.  ELs’ funds of knowledge are 

incorporated into classroom environments when engagement with their families occurs 

and strategies used in their homes are built upon (Protacio et al., 2021).  Through their 

action plans to increase participation of EL families in activities such as Open 

House/Diversity Night, Literacy Night, and parent-teacher conferences, four middle 

school teachers challenged the deficit view of teachers in their buildings, as they 

witnessed the engagement of ELs’ families, increased their communication with ELs’ 

parents, and built bridges through cultural sharing (Protacio et al., 2021). 

While there is research on the perspectives of ELs, studies about the perceptions 

of LTELs are more limited. A study that was aimed specifically at the experiences and 
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thoughts of LTELs was conducted at a Texas high school (Kim & García, 2014). All the 

thirteen participants, who were native Spanish speakers, voiced their motivation to 

succeed in school and perceived that they had shown significant progress in language 

learning and academics. Most had not received language services for several years and 

felt they were not ELs any longer. They expressed positive experiences in bilingual 

classrooms and found language services to be helpful but would have liked even greater 

support. A challenge they experienced in middle school was transitioning from a largely 

bilingual instruction to an all-English instruction with limited language support. They 

also expressed concerns about placement in less rigorous classes and the need to develop 

greater academic language and writing skills. Despite the largely positive perceptions by 

students, Kim and García (2014) documented that the participants had not sufficiently 

developed academically or in English language proficiency and questioned what could 

have been done differently to prepare them for college and careers. 

In another study directed specifically at LTELs, five Latina participants were 

encouraged to tell the researcher what they were thinking as they constructed meaning 

from academic texts (Brooks, 2016). How they voiced their perspectives through making 

inferences and connecting to their personal lives and background knowledge was 

interesting. For example, when reading a short story about a Puerto Rican man’s fears 

about approaching a white woman on a subway platform, one participant shared her own 

discomfort around Caucasians due to an experience she and her cousin had. They had 

offered to help an older white lady carry her things and were rejected. The participant 

was able to voice her comprehension of racial discrimination reflected in the text and 

express her skills with literacy by actively constructing meaning (Brooks, 2016). In 
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another study, a Latino LTEL expressed his perceptions about identity as he sought 

opportunities at school as opposed to getting involved with neighborhood gangs (Danzak 

& Wilkinson, 2017). With his perception of himself as a successful bilingual student, he 

made new friends from other countries, pursued new sports, and joined the drama club. 

He expressed that his English language classes were helpful, and it was important for him 

to finish high school, graduate from college, and make his mother proud (Danzak & 

Wilkinson, 2017). 

Considering these studies, a question may arise on the possible differences 

between the perceptions of the student participants and those of their teachers. Shim and 

Shur (2018) conducted a study of ELs’ perspectives and found a mismatch between ELs’ 

and the teachers’ perspectives, with very different opinions about the former’s learning 

experiences. The participants were fourth graders who had been in the U.S. for three to 

four years: while they were not LTELs, their data are interesting in noting the mismatch 

between the perceptions. Identifying the factors that limited learning, ELs stated that the 

classes were boring, the teachers were mean, and they were not allowed to talk or engage 

in topics that interested them. Their teachers expressed that the students spoke too often 

in their first language, at home and school, delaying their English development; they 

thought that the parents did not sufficiently value education. This indicates a clear 

misunderstanding of the language needs and a mismatch between ELs’ and teachers’ 

perceptions (Shim & Shur, 2018).  

Chapter Summary 

This literature review focused on LTELs in terms of deficit-based labeling and 

perspectives, teachers’ attitudes and interactions, and asset-based perspectives. The 
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current case study’s purpose was to investigate the perceptions of LTEL students, so that 

future teaching can be informed by the learners’ perspectives, behaviors, and patterns in 

language and academic learning. An increased understanding of the way LTELs perceive 

their instructional needs can provide insights on how teachers can more effectively 

engage and instruct this group of English learners. Viewing this phenomenon through the 

sociocultural theory and humanizing pedagogical theories, we can consider the whole 

learner in sociocultural contexts that are culturally affirming. 
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Chapter 3 

Methodology 

This chapter outlines the methodology used in this study, including the research 

design, population and sample, researcher’s role, data sources and data collection, data 

analysis, protection of human rights, and summary. This study’s purpose was to increase 

understanding of the experiences and instructional needs of LTELs in middle school and 

thereby gain insight into how to improve their progress toward English proficiency and 

academic achievement. The following research questions were investigated during this 

study: 

1. Were there any significant differences in the mean scores of the four language 

modalities (listening, speaking, reading, and writing) between the LTEL and 

non-LTEL groups? 

2. How did the participating LTELs perceive their language and academic 

learning experiences in middle school? 

3. What aspects of the performance, instruction, and behavior of participating 

LTELs were observed in the content classrooms? 

Research Design 

A mixed methods design was used in this study. The first part involved collecting 

qualitative data, that is, interview responses and classroom observations. A qualitative 

case study was used to observe in depth the perceptions and experiences of LTELs. 

Merriam and Tisdell (2016) described a qualitative case study as an “in-depth description 

and analysis of a bounded system” (p. 37) in which researchers collect data and use an 

inductive method to search for meaning. The second part involved collecting quantitative 
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data to enhance the case study. These data consisted of ACCESS test scores in the four 

language modalities of listening, speaking, reading, and writing. By combining the 

qualitative and quantitative data, I addressed the research questions and gained a greater 

understanding of what was happening. The strengths of case studies include an inductive 

strategy that allows the researcher to collect data to investigate and conceptualize and an 

end product with rich and descriptive results (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The mixed 

methods design offers the benefit of producing findings that allow for a deeper 

understanding and explanations, as the questions of what and theories of why are 

addressed (Roberts, 2010). 

The approach for this case study was instrumental, in that the focus was to gain 

insights into and increase understanding of the research questions, instead of focusing on 

particular cases (Stake, 1995). The focus of the case study was the phenomenon of the 

LTEL. An inductive approach was used to increase understanding of LTELs through, for 

example, listening to their personal narratives, asking questions about their perceptions, 

and observing their classroom interactions with teachers and peers. By analyzing 

ACCESS scores that have commonly been used for annual language proficiency 

assessments, narratives were created integrating the qualitative data from the interviews 

and observations. This approach helped paint a picture of the students’ perspectives, their 

expressed needs and strengths, and their trends in language gains and plateaus. Student 

perceptions were used to help explain the quantitative data and gain insights from their 

voices.  

The following assumptions were made in this study: 
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1. The participating LTELs gave honest answers to the questions posed in the 

structured interviews and were able to clearly express their perspectives. 

2. The participating LTELs could remember their learning experiences and 

perceptions regarding academic content and language acquisition. 

3. Due to my positioning as an insider in the classroom, while I was conducting 

observations, LTELs would perform and behave in class similar to how they 

normally would when an observer was not present. This assumption was also 

maintained by another teacher in a previous insider research; the class did not 

seem to be influenced by her during her observation, and the faculty believed 

this was due to her position as an instructor for many of the students (Unluer, 

2012). 

The Researcher’s Role 

As the researcher, I conducted all the observations and interviews and 

independently transcribed and analyzed the collected data. I was predominantly 

positioned as an insider, since positive teacher-student relationships within the participant 

pool had already been established during the previous school year. Merriam and Tisdell 

(2016) describes this insider relationship with respect to teacher researchers as one where 

teachers are complete insiders in the school and classrooms. However, there were 

instances where I would refer to myself as an outsider. When the LTELs referenced their 

home experiences and time spent living in other countries or states and mentioned other 

cultural and linguistic experiences, I did not possess any “insider” knowledge, as my 

interactions with them were restricted to the school setting, while they were in the 

classrooms, passing in the hallways, eating lunch, or at recess.  
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My positionality as the researcher in this study, as well the participants’ ESOL 

teacher, was as a white, middle-class, English-speaking member of the middle school 

community.  As such, it was important to examine my own bias, as well as my awareness 

of equity and critical consciousness of racism and linguicism in my school.  This 

awareness is a necessity in order to act as an advocate for equitable and socio-politically 

just educational practices for racially and linguistically diverse students (Song et al., 

2021).  

Setting 

This study was conducted in an urban Midwestern middle school, in a district 

where, according to a district-affiliated website, 83% of the students were African 

American, 11% Caucasian, 3% Hispanic, and 3% Asian. 51% of the students were male 

and 49% female. Overall, 13% of the students were English language learners. The 

middle school (grades sixth through eighth) had a 14:1 teacher-to-student ratio. The entire 

school population received free lunch and the necessary school supplies. Apart from 

English, the top four spoken languages were Spanish, Nepali, Somali, and Swahili. There 

were two ESOL teachers in the building who supported ELs in their content classrooms 

as well as teaching classes in English for speakers of other languages. Their role was to 

support ELs in all of their content classes, act as a resource and advocate for them, and 

coordinate language translation services for them and their parents as needed. In addition, 

the ESOL teachers provided support to content teachers by sharing information about 

ELs’ instructional needs and English proficiency levels as well as recommended 

strategies and scaffolds that might make instruction more meaningful. Within this setting, 
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observations were conducted in six content classrooms and interviews took place in the 

ESOL classroom. 

All the ELs in my school, including LTELs, had different cultural backgrounds, 

English proficiency levels, learning styles, and personalities. Some of them had attended 

ESOL classes, as their English proficiency scores from ACCESS testing placed them at 

the basic levels of Entering and Emerging, which indicates an understanding of everyday 

words and phrases and language for familiar topics (WIDA, 2022a). However, the 

majority of the LTELs I taught had English proficiency scores in the intermediate levels 

of Developing and Expanding, which indicated an understanding of language related to 

specific topics and the ability to communicate about those topics (WIDA, 2022a). I 

provided their language instruction in co-taught classrooms. Overall, there are six levels 

of proficiency (on a scale of one through six): Entering, Emerging, Developing, 

Expanding, Bridging, and Reaching. The final two levels of Bridging and Reaching 

indicate that the learner can understand the English language and use it effectively to 

participate in all academic classes (WIDA, 2022a). When students reach the final two 

levels, they are generally reclassified or exited from the language instruction educational 

program, as the data indicates that English proficiency is no longer an impediment to 

their achievement in the classroom (Rumpf, 2019). 

Sampling Methods 

The study site was chosen for its accessibility, as I was one of the two ESOL 

teachers in the building when the study was conducted, and had been teaching there for 

eight years. Participants were chosen based on purposeful sampling, with initial criteria 

of being classified as LTEL and secondary criteria of having diverse ethnicities and 
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genders. Merriam and Tisdell (2016) considered purposeful sampling as a method to 

increase understanding among a sample of people from which inquiry-based learning was 

desired. All seventh and eighth grade ELs in the school who were classified as LTELs 

were given parental consent and student assent forms, along with translated versions of 

the parental consent forms in their home languages (see Appendix A).  Those LTELs who 

returned both signed forms within a two-week period were selected.  The number of 

LTELs in that school year was 12 in the seventh grade and 8 in the eighth grade. Overall, 

6 LTELs (30%) returned both signed forms.  

Participants 

The selected LTEL participants will be referred to by pseudonyms in this study to 

maintain confidentiality.  Of the six participants, three were in the seventh grade and 

three were in the eighth grade.  Their pseudonyms were Aaden, Carlos, Elena, Luis, 

Maria, and Samir.  All the participants had initially entered the district in preschool or 

kindergarten and continued to receive English language services in the district’s ESOL 

program.  I would like to introduce these participants, as they have graciously shared 

their perceptions of their learning experiences at school and also have shared a little about 

themselves.  Here are a few details about their families that they chose to share with me. 

Aaden was born in the U.S., and his family was originally from Somalia. They 

moved to the U.S. so they could have a better life. The primary home languages of the 

family are Somali and English, although they predominantly speak English.  Aaden does 

not speak Somali, but he can understand the language when his mother speaks it to him. 

At school, Aaden considers himself to be the “cool person” to be around and feels he has 

a different mindset than other people.  He is very sociable, loves to talk, and has many 
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friends.  He displays many strengths as he interacts with his classroom community.  He 

asks for help when he needs it, is persistent in continuing requests until he obtains what 

he needs, and is cooperative when working with his teachers.  He also has a good sense 

of humor, and his class laughed along with him when he played a prank on a peer, 

replacing her normal chair with a very short one.  Another skill he shows is in selecting 

trusted individuals within his environment that he can turn to for assistance and 

affirmation.  For example, when I was observing in his classroom, he was concerned that 

he had left his iPad in his previous classroom and asked me to help locate it.  He also 

asked if he could come to my classroom to pray during Ramadan, to which I replied 

affirmatively and appreciated that he felt comfortable in asking for this accommodation.  

While he is in the classroom, he feels that teachers should put themselves in the students’ 

shoes, and enjoys going to classes where the teacher is energetic and talks to everyone. 

Carlos was born in the U.S., and his parents were born in Mexico.  They moved to 

the U.S. to find jobs and to have a better future. Carlos speaks fluent Spanish and can 

read and write a little in Spanish as well.  He has access to a variety of printed materials 

in Spanish in his home, such as books, a calendar, and a Bible, and attends a church 

where he only speaks Spanish.  He likes to play soccer with his friends, and said, “Most 

of the time they picked me to be on the team.  Makes me feel good because it’s like them 

telling me that I’m good at soccer.”  Carlos has a great sense of humor and loves to make 

jokes, both in English and in Spanish.  He said that he participates in the classroom, but 

added, “Sometimes I’m not sure of what I’m going to say or if it’s correct or not.”  

However, I observed that when Carlos was engaged with instruction, he called out 

answers in his excitement, and did not appear to be discouraged by incorrect answer 
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attempts.  He worked with a partner and a small group to solve word puzzles, and was 

conversational and social with his peers and teachers.  Strengths that he displayed during 

class included asking the teacher for help and listening attentively when the teacher was 

working with him one-on-one.  At one point during class, he picked up his materials and 

moved to another desk across the room, appearing to be moving away from distractions.  

When learning new content in class, he appreciates when teachers first provide 

information about what he will be learning, and then let him use that information to get 

an idea of what he will have to do. 

Elena was born in the U.S., and her parents were born in Iraq.  She speaks fluent 

Arabic, and speaks in both Arabic and English when at home with her family.  She enjoys 

spending time with her older sister and her dear friends at school.  She feels that some 

people are “funny and weird” like her, and some people are different from her in their 

religions and cultures.  Elena is usually quiet in the classroom and expresses empathy for 

her classmates.  Though she would enter her classrooms on time, she felt that tardy 

students were treated unfairly, as their teacher locked the door and wouldn’t let them in 

when they started banging on it.  She also found it unfair when a teacher spoke to 

students in a mean way, or would not allow them to go to the nurse, the restroom, or the 

water fountain.  Elena spoke to others with kindness in her voice, and enjoyed classroom 

environments that were cheerful and happy.  When her teacher asked students to pick a 

partner for a read aloud, she did not look around or get up from her seat.  However, 

another girl came to her, and she spoke animatedly with this partner as they worked 

together.  Elena showed strengths in her classroom performance by following directions, 
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taking turns reading aloud, underlining key text, and following along with her finger 

while reading.   

Luis was born in the U.S., and his parents and grandfather were born in Mexico.  

He speaks fluent Spanish, and speaks both Spanish and English at home.  He has a close 

family and enjoys spending time with his little sister and his grandparents who live just 

down the street.  He believes that it is important to be respected and to show respect.  He 

did not use Spanish much during his school day, except in communicating with his 

Spanish-speaking friends.  His favorite subject in school had always been math, and he 

excelled in it during elementary school.  He would use his math skills whenever he went 

to work with his dad, using measurement tools to mark and cut materials.  However, in 

middle school he feels math has become complicated, and uses a strategy to deal with this 

difficulty.  He said, “Doing work sometimes confuses me, stresses me out.  But mostly I 

cool down, relax, and then reread what is happening.”   Luis showed strengths in his 

interactions with his classroom community by talking easily with his peers and teachers 

and answering questions verbally during class discussions.  He also used technology in 

the classroom through writing an essay on his iPad and checking to see what other 

coursework had been assigned. 

Maria was born in the U.S. and her parents were born in Mexico.  She speaks 

fluent Spanish and can also read and write a little in Spanish.  She translates for her 

mother at times, and her mother encourages her to mix her words, using both Spanish and 

English.  She enjoys spending time with her family and says they are always together.  

She recalled a time when her dad was very tired, so she went to his job at a store to help 

him out.  With her playful personality, she argued with him over who was better looking, 
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and was proud of herself for beating him in the argument.  She is currently looking 

forward to her quinceañera and has already started looking at dresses. One of her greatest 

strengths in the classroom is her ability to seek help from her bilingual peers and obtain 

explanations and answers in both Spanish and English.  She shared, “My experience here 

in middle school is very fun, but it’s also very hard because sometimes you won’t 

understand something that the teacher gives you.”  In her classes, Maria follows 

directions, copies notes into her notebook, responds to teacher questions, and completes 

writing tasks.  She showed strengths in her classroom interactions by responding to 

teachers’ prompts, being friendly towards her peers, and socializing at the appropriate 

times during class.   

Samir was born in Somalia and came to the U.S. when he was two years old.  His 

parents were born in Somalia as well.  Samir speaks fluent Somali, and speaks both 

Somali and English at home.  He also likes to make jokes, and enjoys playing sports and 

reading, just not out loud.  He expressed that he becomes nervous whenever the teacher 

calls his name and everyone stares at him.  He appreciated his reading teacher for giving 

him sentences to write every day, so that he could learn new vocabulary words and how 

to spell them.  Samir had positive interactions with his classroom community.  While he 

was sitting quietly and listening to the teacher at the beginning of class, his peers soon 

came and surrounded him when they got the opportunity to socialize.  He was well-liked 

by his peers and was cooperative with his teachers.  He showed respect and a willingness 

to help when his teacher remarked that students’ assignment papers were on the floor.  

Samir voluntarily picked the papers up for the teacher without commenting or 

complaining. 
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 The rationale for basing this case study on LTELs was to examine their 

perceptions and learning patterns and consider how their perspectives could enhance 

teaching and learning. I anticipated that the data gathered from the participants would be 

sufficient to obtain deep meanings and patterns of learning and thought. Merriam and 

Tisdell (2016) stated that the data obtained from interviews, observations, and documents 

in a case study provide a great deal of information, but the challenge is to keep them 

organized and readily retrievable. 

Instrumentation and Data Sources 

ACCESS 

To answer my first research question, quantitative data from ACCESS testing 

were collected.  ACCESS for ELLs 2.0 is an English language proficiency test used 

annually by school districts to monitor ELs’ progress in English language acquisition and 

help determine when their language proficiency levels are comparable to that of their 

native English-speaking peers (WIDA, 2022a).  Annual technical reports for ACCESS for 

ELLs are published to display its validity and reliability (Center for Applied Linguistics, 

2021).  Located on the WIDA website, these numerous technical reports provide the 

evidence for the assessment’s reliability (Fox & Fairbairn, 2011).  

The annual ACCESS test scores and the status of continued participation in 

English language services after six years of instruction in U.S. schools were used to select 

participants who were classified as LTELs. ELs received individual student reports of 

their English proficiency levels on a scale of one through six, from Entering, Emerging, 

Developing, Expanding, and Bridging to Reaching, wherein listening, speaking, reading, 

and writing scores as well as composite scores were generated to summarize their overall 
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performance (WIDA, 2022a). The individual ACCESS scores of participating LTELs in 

the four domains were analyzed and compared. The collective building level ACCESS 

scores of the seventh and eighth grade EL population who were not classified as LTELs 

were also analyzed to note any differences, or lack of variance, in the progress patterns. 

The ACCESS scores in each of the four language modalities were used to collect the 

baseline data on whether there were gaps or significant differences in growth. 

Interview Protocol 

The interviews were conducted to answer my second research question about how 

participating LTELs perceived their language and academic learning experiences in 

middle school. The interview protocol was designed to follow the humanizing pedagogy 

principles presented by Salazar (2013). These principles are actionable to “operationalize 

the theoretical assertions…to illuminate the perceptible dispositions, knowledge, and 

skills that educators need to humanize pedagogy” (Salazar, 2013, p. 138). The protocol 

consisted of open-ended questions on the following seven categories based on the 

humanizing theory: identity and critical consciousness, student narratives, resources and 

prior knowledge, content and learning strategies, achievement and mainstream 

knowledge, student/teacher relationship and classroom culture, and language testing 

(Salazar, 2013) (See Appendix B for the Interview Protocol).   

The following principles were presented by Salazar (2013) to guide the practical 

application of the humanizing theory in the school setting:  

1. Identity and Critical Consciousness – ELs’ social reality, diversity, and culture 

are vital; they question cultural norms, oppression, and their personal 

autonomy. 



THE LONG-TERM ENGLISH LEARNER  53 

2. Resources and Prior Knowledge – ELs’ build on valued experiences, 

linguistics, and strengths; their prior knowledge is valued and used to build 

new skills. 

3. Content and Learning Strategies – ELs make meaningful connections with 

content that reflects diversity, encourages student input, and supports first 

language use; they use learning strategies to make meaning from the content, 

increase comprehension, and self-monitor. 

4. Achievement and Mainstream Knowledge – ELs are held to high expectations 

in achieving academically and socially, building on their cultural experiences; 

they learn new ways to interact to be successful.  

5. Student/Teacher Relationships and Classroom Culture – ELs form supportive 

relationships with teachers who create a safe environment, encourage active 

learning, support first languages, respect cultural heritage, and make personal 

connections that communicate concern for student needs; they have improved 

educational experiences in classrooms where oppression and dehumanizing 

ideology are actively rejected and dispelled (Salazar, 2013). 

This protocol was intended to determine how participants perceived their 

language and academic learning experiences as well as to provide an opportunity for 

LTELs to express themselves and tell their stories. 

Observation Protocol & Writing Samples 

The observation data were collected to answer my third research question on the 

aspects of performance, instruction, and behavior of participating LTELs observed in the 

content classrooms. The observation protocol provided a structure for the classroom 
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observations of LTELs and their content teachers, which included a space for classroom 

setting diagrams, low-inference observational field notes, and high-inference researcher 

interpretations (see Appendix C). This protocol was a revised version of the TESOL 

Observation Protocol by Song (2016), adapted with her permission. The participating 

LTELs’ behaviors and classroom interactions were carefully noted, and attention was paid 

to the opportunities given to them to talk and collaborate with peers. Notes were taken on 

how LTEL participants responded to classroom instruction, including how actively each 

participant was engaged and how they performed and behaved during the instructional 

time.  In addition, recent writing samples were taken from the participants’ EL student 

portfolios to examine the features of their writing at their current language proficiency 

levels.  These EL portfolios contained samples of student work which had been collected 

from their classes throughout the semester by myself and the other ESOL teacher in the 

building, as part of our routine responsibilities.  I personally scored the writing samples 

featured in this data collection, using the WIDA Writing Rubric (WIDA, 2022b). 

Data Collection 

The data collected during this study provided insights into participating LTELs’ 

perceptions and gave me the opportunity to examine the teaching and learning 

experiences of LTELs. In conducting this research, sources of both quantitative data and 

qualitative data were collected to create a fuller picture of the LTELs’ experiences from 

their stories and data. These sources included semi-structured interviews, classroom 

observations, writing samples, and analysis of ACCESS test scores.   



THE LONG-TERM ENGLISH LEARNER  55 

Quantitative Data 

To visualize the language acquisition patterns, quantitative data were collected to 

answer the first research question: Were there any significant differences in the mean 

scores of the four language modalities (listening, speaking, reading, and writing) between 

the LTEL and non-LTEL groups? After obtaining permission from the school district’s 

Research Review Committee, I began compiling a list in Excel of the 2021 ACCESS test 

scores from testing that occurred in my building. The student names and identification 

numbers were removed from the list and numbers were randomly assigned to each line. 

Through the University of Missouri – St Louis Technology Support Center, I downloaded 

SPSS software in preparation for the data analysis.  

Qualitative Data 

Qualitative data were collected to answer the second and third research questions:  

How did participating LTELs perceive their language and academic learning experiences 

in middle school; what aspects of performance, instruction, and behavior of participating 

LTELs and their teachers were observed in the content classrooms?  The qualitative data 

sources included semi-structured open-ended interviews and classroom observations. The 

semi-structured interview responses provided answers to support my research questions 

by inviting participants to express how they perceived their language and academic 

learning experiences. The classroom observations were conducted to provide a glimpse 

into the behaviors of the participants and their instructors during content learning classes, 

in which I noted, analyzed, and interpreted my observations. 

Semi-structured Interviews. I conducted individual interviews with all six LTEL 

participants and then transcribed them personally. The purpose of the interviews was to 
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hear LTELs express their perceptions about their language and academic learning 

experiences. Additionally, they were asked about their identities and personal resources 

and encouraged to take this opportunity to share their stories. Each participant was 

interviewed individually in the ESOL classroom for about thirty to forty-five minutes, 

guided by a semi-structured, open-ended interview protocol. The interviews occurred 

during the school day, from February 25 through March 2, 2022. When each participant 

had returned their consent forms, I asked them individually which class period they 

would not mind missing for the interview. Then, I obtained permission from the teachers 

of those classes, so that I could escort the students from their classrooms to the ESOL 

classroom. During the interviews, I read the questions from the interview protocol, and 

the interviews were audio-recorded using Voice Memos, an iPad application, which was 

password protected. After recording, each file was downloaded to a secure, password-

protected laptop, backed up on a secure flash drive, and then permanently deleted from 

the iPad. I transcribed all of the interviews personally, and kept the transcripts on the 

secure laptop and secure flash drive.  

As the LTEL participants all attended classes in the school district for six years or 

more, I thought they would be most comfortable conducting the interviews in English. 

However, I began each interview by offering the students the option of participating in 

their first language, aided by a language interpreter. All the participants stated that they 

wanted to be interviewed in English. Five out of six of the participants had scored a four 

or above in Oral Language on their 2021 ACCESS test, which is an equal combination of 

their listening and speaking scores. A listening score of 4.0 or above indicates that the 

student can understand oral language in English and participate in class discussions. One 
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participant had a lower score of 3.3 in Oral Language but had previously demonstrated 

the ability to participate in class discussions during ESOL classes. All the participants 

were encouraged to respond to questions using all of their linguistic resources and were 

told that translation services would be made available when requested to facilitate the 

interviews. With the exception of a few phrases spoken in Spanish, the participants spoke 

only English in their responses. 

Classroom Observations. Participants were observed in content-area classrooms 

for one hour each in English/Language Arts (ELA) and Math, so that each student was 

observed for a total of two hours. The observations were conducted from March 2 

through March 10, 2022. I had previously spoken with and obtained permission from the 

six teachers of the respective ELA and Math classes for the observations. I informed them 

that I would observe the LTELs in their classrooms and note their actions, performance 

during instruction, and interactions in the classroom environment. I recorded my 

observations in a journal and on the classroom observation protocol sheets. Soon after 

each observation, I reviewed my field notes, reflected on my notes, and wrote an 

observation report. This fieldwork allowed me to determine how the participants and their 

peers interacted with the environment, the curriculum, any differentiation or supports, the 

teachers, and each other. Two observation sessions were undertaken for all the 

participating LTELs.  During one of the observations, I was able to observe two of the 

participants at the same time when they were attending the same class. In the first 

observation session, I acted only as an observer and did not interact with the class. In the 

second session, I acted as an active participant, walking about the room and assisting with 
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the classroom activities.  In total, I spent eleven hours observing the participants in their 

classrooms. 

These classroom observations helped to answer my third research question: What 

aspects of the performance, instruction, and behavior of participating LTELs were 

observed in the content classrooms? The observations provided data on the actual 

educational experiences occurring in the classroom and the students’ interactions in that 

environment. Merriam and Tisdell (2016) offered several reasons to use observation as a 

data source, including the acquisition of contextual knowledge, noticing the behaviors 

and interactions that are routine to the participants, triangulating the findings, and 

recording interactions and events in the moment. Classroom observations were important 

to this research because the study itself was conceived out of my observations and 

wonderings about the LTEL phenomenon.  I wanted to learn if the LTELs were somehow 

impeded in their language and academic learning, while other ELs made gains in English 

language proficiency.  In observing their behaviors in academic settings, I hoped to 

increase my understanding of their day-to-day experiences and see how they responded to 

instruction, their teachers, and their peers.  I wondered if there would be some aspect of 

their observed behaviors, or actions during instruction, that could explain why they 

seemed to reach a plateau in academic and linguistic development.  For example, I could 

observe their classroom preparedness and their cues indicating additional support was 

needed.   The observation protocol I used had columns in which to write low-inference 

observational field notes, noting the exact actions of the LTEL participants and their 

interactions with their classroom community.  Soon after each observation, I read and 

reread what had occurred in each action and interaction.  Then I wrote my interpretations 



THE LONG-TERM ENGLISH LEARNER  59 

of the LTELs’ behavior that I had witnessed, including areas that showed strengths in 

their performance and interactions, as well as the potential for growth. These sessions 

provided many opportunities for me to observe how LTELs responded to various 

situations and allowed for a reflection on how students’ interview responses compared 

with their actual interactions in class.  

In addition, writing samples were gathered as data sources to inform the case 

study and triangulate findings. These artifacts were added to enrich the understandings of 

the participating LTELs. Merriam and Tisdell (2016) suggested that a qualitative study 

involving classroom instruction would lend itself to the collection of documents such as 

classroom assignments and grade reports as relevant materials to be interpreted by 

researchers. The addition of these artifacts helped me answer the third research question, 

in which I observed behaviors and performance in the content classrooms. The 

documents were reviewed to illustrate and substantiate the information collected through 

interviews and observations. They provided evidence on how the participants were 

performing in their teaching and learning contexts. 

Timeline 

The timeline for collecting data for this study was the 2021-2022 school year, 

when students had returned to the in-person classrooms from their virtual learning 

experiences due to the COVID-19 pandemic. On December 31, 2021, the initial 

application to the University of Missouri – St. Louis Institutional Review Board was 

approved by a full committee review. On February 16, 2022, amendments for the 

necessary translations of parental consent letters were approved. Subject recruitment 
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began on February 22, 2022. Participants were chosen, and student interviews and 

classroom observations were conducted during a four-week period.  

Quantitative and qualitative data were collected concurrently throughout the data 

collection window. Whereas the quantitative method presented hard data on English 

language proficiency levels and the pattern of gains, the qualitative approach painted a 

picture around the data from the perspective of the participants. Roberts (2010) described 

the combination of these approaches as a powerful way to deepen understanding by 

examining what is happening and the possible causes. As data from each method was 

collected during this study, they were combined to increase understanding and present a 

broader perspective of the findings.  

Data Analysis 

Braun and Clarke (2012) advised utilizing a six-phase approach to focus on the 

data in different ways, such as analyzing data across the data set and taking a closer look 

at the interesting aspects of a phenomenon. I used this method to focus on and analyze 

my qualitative interview and observation data. The six phases began with becoming 

familiar with the data, which was done by reading and rereading the data, making copious 

notes, and seeing the data actively. During this phase I created an Excel spreadsheet to 

enter data to code, which I frequently printed out to consider various details about the 

data.  The second phase involved generating initial codes, that is, labels for the features of 

the data, which are descriptive, succinct, and interpretive. After writing the code and 

marking the text it represented, then I continued reading and created new codes. The third 

phase of this thematic analysis was to search for themes. This was an active step as the 

themes were derived from the clusters of codes as meaning was constructed. The fourth 
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phase involved reviewing the potential themes by checking if the data were meaningful 

and relevant to the associated theme. The fifth phase involved defining and naming the 

themes, so they were accurately represented, related to the research questions, and told a 

story about the data. The final sixth phase involved putting the data into a report, or 

flowchart, to see a story about the data that used themes to communicate a clear argument 

in support of the research questions (Braun & Clarke, 2012).  

Qualitative Data Analysis 

Following Braun and Clark’s (2012) approach, I began my qualitative data 

analysis by familiarizing myself with all the interview data, which I had collected from 

February 25 through March 2, 2022 and then personally transcribed.  I made handwritten 

notes on the transcripts as I reviewed the documents and wrote comments in the margins 

and between the lines to become more familiar with the data.  Circling words, 

highlighting, and writing comments were all useful strategies in generating meaning from 

the context, and were helpful in creating codes, or data descriptors, to reflect those 

meanings (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  I copied all of the transcripts into an Excel 

spreadsheet and used open coding to initially assign codes to the participants’ interview 

responses (See Appendix D for an excerpt from the codebook).  I printed off the codes 

from my Excel spreadsheet, cut them apart, and grouped and regrouped them to find 

commonalities through constant comparison.  A sample of the initial codes may be 

viewed in Appendix E.   

I continued my thematic analysis by identifying patterns in the codes, placing 

them into categories, and performing axial coding (see Appendix F). Liamputtong (2009) 

identified the two main steps in thematic analysis as making sense of the data from each 
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transcript and then trying to make sense of the collection of data as a group.  After all of 

my interview data was coded, I found that many of the codes had the same meanings but 

contained different words, such as “mixes L1 and L2” and “translanguaging.”  For those, 

I picked one name to represent the code and typed the selected wording for the codes into 

the Excel spreadsheet.  Then after much consideration, I merged some of the similar 

codes and grouped them into categories that represented the commonalities between 

them.  This phase of the analysis involved clustering the codes together in such a way 

that they reflected patterns in the data that were meaningful and descriptive (Braun & 

Clark, 2012).  I gave each category a name and these categories became my concepts.  

These concepts needed to be aligned with the research questions, reflect all relevant 

codes, and meet the purpose of the study (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).   I compared these 

concepts again to the codes in my list, and compared the concepts to each other, 

questioning how they fit together to tell the overall story of my data.   From these 

concepts, I was able to identify four themes that emerged from the interview data.  After I 

had completed the thematic analysis for my interview data, I repeated this process to 

analyze my observation data, from which two additional themes were identified.  The 

observation data had been collected from March 2 through March 10, 2022. 

After I had analyzed and coded the interview and observation data, I selected 

writing samples from the participants’ EL student portfolios to include as artifacts, which 

exemplified their writing abilities at their current English language proficiency levels.  I 

scored and analyzed these samples using the WIDA Writing Rubric (WIDA, 2022b).  

This rubric provided a measurement for writing ability in three areas:  Linguistic 

complexity at the discourse level, language forms at the sentence level, and vocabulary 
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usage at the word/phrase level.  It allowed for a score of one through six in each of these 

areas, with one being a beginning score and six being the highest score.  I analyzed which 

score best fit each writing piece at the discourse level, sentence level, and word/phrase 

level, and retained the lowest of the three scores as an overall score.  Then I interpreted 

what those scores meant. 

I also analyzed coded data under the sub-theme of “Making Learning Experiences Better” 

in the areas of strategies and needed supports, from perceptions the participants had expressed 

during their interviews.  After looking at these codes, I wrote out the statements they made that 

indicated the types of interventions they believed would improve their learning experiences.  I 

then put together a montage of these ideas from the participants’ statements, to express their 

collected perceptions of what an ideal classroom experience may be like. 

Quantitative Data Analysis 

To analyze the quantitative data from the ACCESS test scores, I ran a one-way 

multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) using SPSS software. The mean scores of 

each language modality of listening, speaking, reading, and writing, were compared 

between the LTEL group and the non-LTEL group of seventh and eighth graders in the 

building who took the ACCESS test. The independent variable was the group, and the 

dependent variables were the four language modalities; the MANOVA tested for any 

significant differences between the groups in listening, speaking, reading, and/or writing. 

A MANOVA was the most suitable analysis to run because there were four dependent 

variables being analyzed simultaneously. This helped determine whether any of the 

dependent variables showed a significant difference before undertaking an examination 

of the variables independently. Descriptive statistics and graphs were prepared to depict 

growth and variance in composite and domain scores, as well as to give a big picture of 
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the English proficiency levels of the LTEL group and non-LTEL group, which included 

all the seventh and eighth grade ELs represented in the school building. The analyzed 

data were examined further to look for patterns or trends, or even a lack of variance in 

growth. The baseline data were gathered to show if there were any gaps or significant 

differences in growth in the tested areas between LTELs and ELs who were not classified 

as LTELs. 

This analysis was conducted to create a visual of the overall pattern of the 

ACCESS scores and the proportion of ELs who were classified as LTELs. The reliability 

of the WIDA ACCESS for ELs test was strengthened through standard-setting procedures 

that determine the scoring for language proficiency levels and technical reports provided 

on the WIDA website (Fox & Fairbairn, 2011). By categorizing these data, the scope of 

the language proficiency levels became more apparent and lent support to the importance 

of increasing our understanding of LTELs. Although the LTEL label could perpetuate a 

deficit perspective, it could also draw attention to the need for increased educational 

opportunities and equity of outcomes for a group who are at a disadvantage in meeting 

their goals (Sahakyan & Ryan, 2018). 

Validity 

Validation is a means to evaluate the accuracy of a study, which has added value 

through “time spent in the field, the detailed thick description, and the closeness of the 

researcher to participants in the study” (Creswell, 2013, p. 250).  I used several methods 

to ensure that the findings of this study were credible and trustworthy.  Triangulation has 

been proposed as an effective strategy to increase the internal validity of research by 

cross-checking and comparing multiple data sources (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The data 



THE LONG-TERM ENGLISH LEARNER  65 

sources that were triangulated in this study were semi-structured interviews, classroom 

observations, and artifacts including writing samples and ACCESS test scores.  

Another method I used to increase validity was thick description.  Rich 

descriptions of the study can be applied to participants, setting, and activity and provide 

interconnected details (Creswell, 2013).  I applied thick descriptions to the participant 

profiles to help the readers envision the background and culture of the LTEL participants, 

and endeavored to richly describe their experiences so their voices would be elevated.   

The third method I employed was researcher’s reflexivity.  This strategy 

communicates how researchers influence the research process through their biases and 

assumptions (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  As a researcher, who was also the participants’ 

ESOL teacher, I had my own predetermined assumptions about what the participants 

were capable of linguistically and academically.  I also had pre-established relationships 

and a positive rapport with them, in which I frequently acted as an advocate.  As a 

researcher, I had to be mindful of my potential biases and not allow them to affect the 

actions or responses of the participants.  I also was careful to mentally visualize my role 

during research activities as “the researcher” and not as “the teacher.”   

Protection of Human Rights 

The participants’ confidentiality was assured and no real names were used. As 

discussed earlier, parental consent and student assent forms were distributed to all the 

participants. The forms disclosed what was being asked of the participants and gave a 

brief description of the study.  They stated that participation was voluntary, participants’ 

identity would not be revealed, and there were no anticipated risks associated with the 
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research. The parental consent forms and student assent forms were reviewed in class, 

sent home, and then collected with parent and participant signatures.  

This study was approved by a full committee review from the University of 

Missouri – St. Louis Institutional Review Board (see Appendix G). It was also approved 

by the Research Review Committee of the school district in which the research was 

conducted. 
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Chapter 4 

Findings & Interpretations 

In this chapter, the findings and interpretations of the analyzed ACCESS data, 

interviews, and observations regarding the educational experiences of LTELs in middle 

school are presented. The six LTEL participants were Aaden, Maria, Elena, Samir, Luis, 

and Carlos. Their voices were featured to provide the LTELs’ perspectives in this 

research study. 

This chapter has three main sections, with each section providing findings for a 

research question. The first section describes how quantitative data was collected and 

provides the results of a one-way MANOVA analysis of ACCESS scores. The second 

section presents the interpretations of LTELs’ responses about their experiences of 

language and academic learning from their own unique perspectives. The third section 

provides the interpretations of actions and behaviors that were observed as the LTEL 

participants engaged in their classroom environments.  

Results for Each Research Question 

Findings on Research Question 1 

“Were there any significant differences in the mean scores of the four language 

modalities (listening, speaking, reading, and writing) between the LTEL and non-LTEL 

groups?” 

Null Hypothesis: There is no difference in the mean scores of the four language 

modalities between the LTEL and non-LTEL groups. 

Alternate Hypothesis: There is a significant difference in the mean scores of the 

four language modalities between the LTEL and non-LTEL groups. 
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The quantitative data collected consisted of ACCESS test scores for all the 

seventh and eighth grade ELs in the study’s middle school site. These data were analyzed 

using SPSS software. 

A MANOVA was performed to determine whether there was a difference between 

the LTEL and non-LTEL students on four language proficiency test scores from ACCESS 

(see Table 2). The dependent variables were the four language domains: Listening, 

Speaking, Reading, and Writing. The independent variable was Group (LTEL, non-

LTEL).  

The Box’s M test (p = .627) was not statistically significant and indicated a 

homogeneity of variance-covariance matrices of the dependent variables across the levels 

of the independent variable. The homogeneity of variance was also indicated through 

Levene’s test of homogeneity of variance (p > .05). The differences between the groups 

on the combined dependent variables was not statistically significant, F(4, 28) = 1.267, p 

= .306, Wilks’ Lambda = .847. Therefore, analysis indicated that there were no significant 

differences in the mean scores of the four language modalities between the two groups, 

and the null hypothesis was retained. 

A univariate analysis was also performed to determine if there were any group 

differences in each of the four dependent variables, which were the language domains of 

Listening, Speaking, Reading, and Writing. The results of the Tests of Between-Subjects 

Effects showed that in each language domain, there were no statistically significant 

differences in the language scores in each domain between the groups.  In Listening, the 

group difference was F(1,31) = 0.025, p = .876.  In Speaking, the group difference was 
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F(1,31) = 3.528, p = .070. In Reading, the group difference was F(1,31) = 0.817, p = 

.373. In Writing, the group difference was F(1,31) = 1.266, p = .269. 

The following data were expressed as mean +/- standard deviation. Students in 

both groups (LTEL, non-LTEL) scored the highest in the Listening test with similar 

scores (5.07 +/- 1.18 and 5.14 +/- 1.33, respectively). While the results were not 

statistically significant, differences were noted in the order of mean scores from the 

highest to lowest in each group: the sequence of variables from the highest mean to the 

lowest mean for LTELs’ was Listening, Writing, Reading, and Speaking; the sequence of 

variables from highest mean to lowest mean for non-LTELs was Listening, Reading, 

Speaking, and Writing. After the highest scoring variable of Listening, results for both 

groups (LTEL, non-LTEL) for the remaining three variables in the descending order were 

as follows: Writing – 2.82 +/- 0.51 and 3.06 +/- 0.68, Reading – 2.80 +/- 1.09 and 3.21 

+/- 1.50, and Speaking – 2.60 +/- 0.78 and 3.18 +/- 0.96, respectively (see Table 2).  

Table 2 

Results of the Test Scores in Each Language Domain 

Language 

Domain 
Group 

Number of 

Students 
Mean 

Standard 

Deviation 

Listening 

scores 

LTEL 21 5.07 1.18 

Non-LTEL 12 5.14 1.33 

Writing scores 
LTEL 21 2.82 0.51 

Non-LTEL 12 3.06 0.68 

Reading scores 
LTEL 21 2.80 1.09 

Non-LTEL 12 3.21 1.50 

Speaking 

scores 

LTEL 21 2.60 0.78 

Non-LTEL 12 3.18 0.96 
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Specifically, the results suggest that although the mean growth score in each 

language domain for the non-LTEL group was slightly higher than that of the LTEL 

group, there was no statistically significant difference between the scores.  In looking at 

LTEL and non-LTEL as separate groups, the data from this analysis with a relatively 

small sample size indicated no outstanding difference in their average scores.  While 

educational systems had put in place the LTEL label to distinguish LTELs from non-

LTELs, this difference did not manifest in these results of mean scores in ACCESS 

testing.  This result further indicated that, from a statistical point of view using this data 

set, a line placed between LTELs and non-LTELs separating them as groups did not exist. 

Findings on Research Question 2 

“How did participating LTELs perceive their language and academic learning 

experiences in middle school?”   

The themes that emerged from the interview data to support Research Question 2 

were as follows: (a) LTELs’ strengths and assets for content and language learning, (b) 

LTELs’ competencies in English learning and testing, (c) the role of relationships in 

learning experiences, and (d) LTELs’ challenges and interventions (see Figure 4.1). 
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Figure 1 

Emerging Themes from the Interview Data Analysis 

 

LTELs’ Strengths and Assets for Content and Language Learning 

The LTEL participants perceived their language and academic learning 

experiences in middle school through the strengths and assets that they brought to school 

with them. During their interviews, each participant shared how they were strong, and 

their comments reflected how these strengths have influenced their learning.  

Multilanguage use. The participants perceived their linguistic strength in their 

ability to interact with others as bilingual speakers. All the participants commented on 

why it was special to be able to speak in more than one language. They felt they had more 

opportunities to speak, knew what other people were saying, were different in a good 
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way, and could be understood by some people who did not understand English. Luis 

explained why it was special to use more than one language as follows: 

Cause its more opportunities to speak. Let’s say you go to like the country that 

your parents or anybody go to. You can speak that language every day. You speak 

English to them … so they’re confused and all that. Like “What do you say?” or 

like in Spanish, “Qué dijiste?” They mostly just say [they are asking] that cause 

they’re confused and everything. Then you tell them in Spanish, “Well I speak 

English a little,” and so from there it’s good to have a new language, cause it’s not 

bad. (Interview, March 2022) 

Similarly, Carlos and Samir said that speaking more than one language was special 

because you can talk to more people who may only speak one language. 

Carlos, Luis, and Maria were all fluent speakers in Spanish, Elena in Arabic, and 

Samir in Somali. However, while Aaden’s parents primarily spoke Somali and English, 

he comprehended his first language only when spoken by his mother, with most of the 

language forgotten. Aaden’s comments were especially poignant in his appreciation of 

being bilingual: 

My mom, she speaks six different languages and my dad too. But like, I feel like 

since I was born in the United States, I didn’t really get like, I was around so 

many people that speak English, I forgot. I did. I never knew how to speak my 

own language [Somali].  But if my momma speaks it to me, I understand like 

perfectly. I know everything she’s saying. I just can’t speak it back to her. She 

mostly speaks to me in English cause, I don’t know. If she’s mad, she’ll speak to 

me in all English. (Interview, March 2022) 
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The other five participants shared their stories of how they interacted with others as 

bilingual speakers. Carlos, Maria, Luis, Elena, and Samir spoke two languages when at 

home with their families. They mostly spoke their first language with their parents, with 

the exception of Elena, who mostly spoke English. She explained that when her parents 

were trying to explain something, they said it in English, but when asked what food she 

was making, her mother responded in Arabic. Carlos said his parents spoke a little bit of 

English but spoke Spanish with him “when we’re around each other or on the phone.” He 

added, “With my mom and dad I speak Spanish, but with my siblings I speak English.” 

Samir mostly spoke Somali with his parents and siblings and also heard Somali in his 

church. While he seemed very confident in his ability to speak Somali, he said that he 

used to be a better Somali speaker when he was in elementary school. “I was very good, 

but now I’m pretty good at Somali. But not like before. I was better.” 

Another strength as a bilingual is the ability to use translanguaging. While the 

other participants may have had this ability, only Maria mentioned its use. She explained 

how the process of translanguaging worked for her.  

Sometimes I just like knowing. I read it, and if it’s in English that I read it, but 

then process it in Spanish in my head. So like when I process it, it makes it much 

easier to know what it means. I hear you in English, but then in my head’s going 

all in Spanish…  When I go out somewhere and like when you say it to me [in 

English], I process it in  Spanish, cause it’s easier and I get more Spanish than 

English. And it’s like, it’s just easier [in Spanish]. (Interview, March 2022)  



THE LONG-TERM ENGLISH LEARNER  74 

I asked if she responded in English, and she replied, “Yeah. It takes me like a minute to 

understand what you’re saying.” Another way she processed language was to hear words 

spoken in Spanish and respond in English. Maria gave this example: 

I go to these classes and they help you with your school homework or just in 

regular talking about your life. They say it to me in Spanish, but then I will 

answer them in English cause it’s easier when somebody tells me in Spanish and I 

answer in English. (Interview, March 2022) 

While at home with her mom and stepdad, she mixed Spanish and English words 

(Spanglish). She gave this example of an interaction:  

I will start talking to you in Spanish, but then I will put some English words in it 

and when I don’t know. Like, for inference, this is a word I never get. It’s beans! 

And I always say like, I don’t know how to say beans. I said like, “Mom I want 

some beans!” And it’s a word like, I always mix up the words with Spanish and in 

English. (Interview, March 2022) 

Her mother supported and encouraged the translanguaging and mixing up Spanish and 

English words (Wei, 2018). Maria also said that her mother told her, “English is not hard 

nor Spanish cause you’re bilingual.” She also told her to “use more Spanish and English, 

both at the same time. Like, mix the words and I don’t care, just use it.”  

Maria also used translanguaging with her friends at home and school. She said, “I 

only have Mexican friends at home and so I always talk to them in Spanish and English, 

English and Spanish.” When asked if her friends also mix the languages, she replied, 

“Sometimes, yeah, not all the time.” She also said that “one word in English is multiple 

words in Spanish” and that she could say things in different ways in Spanish. For 
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example, she said, “Like sorry. It’s in how my mom says, perdóname, lo siento, 

disculpame. And basically that all means sorry. Different ways to say and like in different 

occasions to use it.” 

Bilingual and biliterate learning. Participants perceived another linguistic 

strength in their capacity for bilingual and biliterate learning. They had their own lived 

experiences and resources as bilinguals in their homes and communities. Along with their 

English learning, some of them made efforts toward reading and writing in their home 

languages.  

Four of the six participants recalled seeing or interacting with printed materials in 

their first languages at home. Some of the items they saw were books, calendars, wall 

hangings, the Bible, and legal documents such as passports and birth certificates. In her 

house, Elena saw a copy of the Quran written in Arabic that her family reads.  

Three of the participants could read only a little in their first languages. Carlos 

said he could also write some words in Spanish.  He wrote in Spanish when he was in a 

place where only Spanish was spoken, specifically at a church he had attended. Samir 

could read a little Somali, and Maria had been trying to learn to read Spanish, using her 

Spanish books at home. While Luis said he did not read or write in Spanish, he applied 

his available resources to communicate with others in text in Spanish. When he wanted to 

send a text message or type a word in Spanish, he used the microphone at the bottom of 

the screen, so that he could say the word in Spanish and have his device produce the word 

in text in Spanish. 

Two participants expressed an interest in using printed materials in their first 

language in the classroom. Maria thought her learning experiences would be better at 
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school if her work sometimes contained both Spanish and English. She said, “I can learn 

how to read in Spanish if sometimes my work was like that.” Carlos stated, “It’s ok if 

they give me a paper that’s in Spanish too. There’s still some words I don’t know, that I 

know in Spanish but I don’t know in English.” By providing multiple language texts for 

reading and allowing LTELs to use their home language and English (translanguaging), 

teachers could enhance their learning in reading and writing. 

Teachers could also enhance LTELs’ learning experiences by encouraging and 

utilizing speaking in their first languages. However, the participants’ use of their first 

languages was limited to what they personally initiated during the school day. Carlos, 

Luis, and Samir used their first languages for socialization. Carlos used Spanish in 

socializing to make jokes with his Spanish-speaking peers, so that only they could 

understand. Luis used Spanish at times to communicate with his Spanish-speaking friends 

but said he could also help Spanish-speaking peers if they did not understand English 

well. Samir used Somali to talk to his cousin: “When he asks me something in Somali, I 

had to say back in Somali.” Maria used Spanish to get help from her Spanish-speaking 

friends in understanding what words meant in Spanish and English, but Elena said she 

really did not use Arabic during her school day.  

While Luis said he only used Spanish sometimes during the school day to 

communicate with his friends, he also felt his teacher was being unfair when he did not 

allow him to speak to his friends in Spanish. Luis shared: 

He doesn’t let us speak Spanish. Cause sometimes I need to communicate with 

people. But like, I get it, it’s this school, middle school it’s called. It’s English 

only. But sometimes I feel like talking to my friends in Spanish. “Hey bro, go do 
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this. Hey like, go do that.” Just feel calm and safe. We just speak English. 

(Interview, March 2022)  

Although Luis would have liked to use more Spanish in the classroom, he perceived that 

middle school was “English only” or at least it was for this one class.  

While the other LTEL participants did not express feelings of being restricted 

from speaking in their home languages, one can infer from their responses that their 

teachers’ recognition of their bilingual abilities was superficial. Maria shared that some 

teachers recognized that she could speak another language by her accent, and Aaden said 

it was by his features. Elena said some asked what language she spoke. Samir thought 

that only the ESOL teachers knew that he spoke Somali. Carlos felt his teachers “almost 

don’t care” that he was bilingual, but they did not mind if he spoke in Spanish. These 

perceptions of the LTELs were unfortunate, because information was shared with each 

teacher at the beginning of the school year about the ELs in their classrooms. Teachers 

were informed of the LTELs’ home languages and what their proficiency levels were in 

terms of ACCESS scores and were given descriptions of what the LTELs could do in 

each language domain (listening, speaking, reading, writing). However, this information 

was either not communicated or not utilized with the LTELs in a way they would 

perceive as meaningful.  

Academic, athletic, and social skills. All the participants perceived that they 

possessed strengths in the form of academic, athletic, and/or social skills. Five 

participants spoke of their academic skills. Samir and Luis felt they were skilled in 

reading. Samir thought reading was his best subject, and said, “I’m good at reading. I like 

reading to myself at home. I read a lot.” He thought his teacher knew he was good at 
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reading: “I think I had the highest score for the reading test.” Luis described himself as a 

descriptive writer with good reading abilities. He said he wrote with texture in it and 

added, “I like reading books before I go to bed or sleep, or really just read graphic 

novels.” Maria felt her best subject was English. She explained, “I understand more 

English than in any other years. I think I’m listening more because at home I’m listening. 

I’m more than talking. I’m listening to a lot of people.” She added, “I used to get all Fs. 

My grades were not good, but my mom told me once you got in middle school, 

everything was good. Now I have all A’s and good grades, and I improved more.” Maria 

also expressed her ability to ask questions and seek help from teachers and peers. Samir, 

Carlos, and Luis felt they were skilled in math. Samir said his strengths helped him to get 

better grades in school. Carlos stated, “I know how to do multiplications and questions 

like that, and I know how to write more words.” Luis said he could easily do math in his 

head. He told a story of a practical, hands-on math application: 

My dad, whenever I go with him to work he tells me, “Hey go cut this”, and helps 

me use a tool. So from there I know what’s going on. He tells me, “You have to 

mark it like this,” and I’m like, “Ok, let me try.” (Interview, March 2022) 

When I asked Elena to tell me about how she was strong, she paused for a long moment 

and responded that she could not think of anything. However, she did state that her best 

subject was math, and she was focusing on her teacher and doing her work.  

Three of the participants spoke of their athletic skills. Aaden, Carlos, and Samir 

all felt they were good at soccer. Carlos said, “I’m very good at soccer because most of 

my life I’ve played soccer. Maybe my friends want to play soccer. Most of the time they 

picked me to be on the team. Makes me feel good because it’s like them telling me that 
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I’m good at soccer so they want me on their team.” Aaden said he was good at basketball 

and soccer and learned to be that way by training with his uncles. Samir said he was also 

good at running and football. 

Three participants spoke about how they expressed their social skills. They used 

social skills to interact and communicate with others in the middle school environment. 

Carlos said that he had a good sense of humor: “I like to make jokes and just joke 

around.” Aaden and Luis expressed their social skills in ways that demonstrated their 

sense of self-efficacy. Aaden shared these thoughts: 

Don’t let people overpower you. If you want to do something, do it because you 

want to do it, not because somebody else wants you to do it. Like say my friend 

went to school. If I don’t want to go to that school, I’m not. I’m just not going to 

go there cause he goes. (Interview, March 2022) 

Luis shared his sense of self-efficacy as follows: 

It’s not like a bad influence, but like when people start to be racist and everything, 

that’s when you have to start speaking English and telling them why you speak 

that language. Really it’s not nothing, but people just like making fun of Spanish 

sometimes. (Interview, March 2022) 

Aaden also showed a particular social strength in his ability to empathize and speak for 

others. He shared the following story about helping a peer: 

It was in third grade. Our teacher … there was this white lady, you know. Then it 

was this Muslim girl in our class. She just moved here. She just moved to America 

so she didn’t know how to read English. She knew how to read in her language. 

So the words didn’t make sense to her. And the teacher just treat her like, she was 
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treating her bad.  She would be like, “Come on you, you really telling me you 

don’t know this? So what are you in the grade for?” And like, calling her, treating 

her real bad. So that day, I had to help her report the teacher cause she didn’t 

know how to speak English to report her.  So, she just stood there, like she started 

crying. I felt bad for her. (Interview, March 2022) 

While Aaden was very social and skilled in his ability to speak to others, he expressed an 

internalized perception that this was a problem. He said, "I’m not gonna get on here and 

lie. I’m very social-like. I like talking a lot. That’s a problem, like I like talking a lot. I’ll 

admit that too.” He also did not think his strengths helped him at school. Instead of 

internalizing that being social and talking were problems, he might have recognized these 

characteristics as strengths if teachers had utilized these skills to provide enhanced 

learning experiences. 

LTELs’ Competencies in English Learning and Testing (ACCESS) 

While this group was labeled as LTEL, the participants perceived that they had 

learned English at a young age or had always known how to speak English. In their 

language and content learning in middle school, they did not identify with a continued 

need to learn English. They felt they had already learned English before entering 

elementary school. Instead, they perceived their language learning as opportunities to 

expand their vocabulary and improve academically. 

Grew up speaking English. Aaden, Elena, and Carlos all perceived that they had 

grown up speaking English. They claimed English was their main language, and they had 

little or no memories of speaking another language when they were very young. Aaden 

described his acquisition of the English language as follows: 
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English had only just been to you. I know how to like, I grew up speaking at least 

like when I was four. I was speaking English here. I never had, nobody had ever 

had to teach me English. I knew English. (Interview, March 2022) 

Carlos described his acquisition of English in a similar fashion: 

I didn’t really have to learn English because, you know when you like, you go to a 

country that you hear it most and then you start picking up on it? That happened 

when I was a child. So I learned how to speak English because I lived there only 

more. (Interview, March 2022) 

Elena was unsure if she learned English or Arabic first, or if she learned them at the same 

time, but she insisted that English was her first language. The participants considered 

English to actually be their first language, as it was the predominate language they could 

remember speaking.  

Luis, Maria, and Samir all claimed to have learned English when they started 

attending preschool. Luis and Maria said their first language was Spanish, and Samir said 

his first language was Somali. They all said they picked up English quickly when they 

began preschool, through their efforts to communicate with teachers and friends. They 

also said they knew either no English or very little English before starting school. Maria 

described how she learned English through attempting to communicate with a new friend: 

One time I said, “I like your jacket,” and I said it to her in Spanish. And the girl 

was, “I don’t know what you’re saying.” And then that’s like at the instant I 

picked up on it. And I said, “I like your jacket,” in English, and I don’t know how 

I just picked on it. (Interview, March 2022) 
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English learning for vocabulary and academics. The participants perceived that 

their language learning in middle school was not actually learning English, but instead 

was expanding their vocabulary and helping them to improve academically.   They felt 

that ESOL classes were helpful in going over words, improving grammar, and reading 

books. Carlos, Maria, and Luis all considered reading books to be one of the best 

supports in learning. Luis commented, “Books helped me more to read, like into it and 

get into it more.” Maria felt that ESOL was helpful when going over words and reading 

because “There’s so much stuff I don’t know in books and it’s easier to pick up.” 

Pronunciation was important to Maria and Samir. Samir said, “I’ve seen the words a lot 

and I don’t know how to really say it well. And sometimes I just don’t know that I can’t 

pronounce them right.” 

The participants expressed mixed feelings about their English language learning 

in middle school. This sentiment was best expressed by Samir: “I think I was pretty good. 

It’s kind of good, kind of not. It’s medium.” Carlos said he was not sure: “In elementary 

school it was easier. I felt like I was almost ahead. So most of this, most of the tests were 

very easy.” The other four participants thought their language learning in middle school 

had been a good experience. Aaden added, “It’s better than in my elementary,” and Maria 

felt that her language abilities had improved. 

All the participants expressed the strategies they felt provided the best support for 

continuing English learning and helping them grow. These strategies included hearing 

others speak in English, rereading text, repeating words, asking questions, and viewing 

pictures and videos. Maria and Aaden used technology, relying on their school-issued 
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iPads. Maria would look things up on the Internet, and Aaden used the camera function. 

He used this strategy: 

Take a picture of it. I don’t remember what I did in sixth grade, cause we didn’t 

have no iPads. This year I take a picture of this, so if the teacher remind me I can 

go to my iPad and see if I have it. Yeah, that’s a strategy I use. (Interview, March 

2022)  

Influence of language testing (ACCESS). All the LTEL participants had taken 

the ACCESS test annually since kindergarten, yet they expressed limited knowledge of 

what the test meant. Before ACCESS testing began last January, all students who were 

scheduled to take the test were given a practice test online and given time to use the 

program’s practice tools. In addition, at the beginning of the school year, the students 

were tasked with creating a goal sheet, using their current ACCESS scores and a list of 

language descriptors. However, these efforts were inadequate in preparing them for the 

test, and more time was needed to engage them with the test items in all four language 

domains. When the students reviewed their individual score reports from their last 

ACCESS, their self-perceptions from language testing often became negative, as they 

internalized why they did not score higher or pass the test. Instead of focusing on their 

positive language growth, many felt they needed to try harder or do better on ACCESS.  

All the participants expressed that they knew ACCESS was a test they took every 

year and that their individual report showed how they had scored on it. However, only 

Luis could explain that the scores actually measured their listening, speaking, writing, 

and reading abilities. Other participants had vague ideas about how ACCESS measured 

“what you did good and what you did bad,” and if they passed ACCESS, they would not 
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have ESOL next year. While Luis felt positive about the test, having enjoyed getting time 

out of class, some participants had negative feelings, including Carlos, who said, “Looks 

like I was doing very bad.” There was a general perception among participants that their 

scores meant they had not passed the test. 

When I asked the participants if they felt their English language proficiency was 

measured properly by this test, all but two said that their scores should have been higher. 

Elena agreed with the scores, but replied, “I don’t know” to further questions about why 

she agreed and what the scores meant to her. While Aaden agreed with the scores, he 

stated he could do better.  

As they reflected on their scores, their self-perceptions grew negative, and they 

expressed a need for improvement rather than confirming their growth. Samir said the 

test “makes me feel like I want to get better.” Carlos said, “It means that I didn't try hard 

enough. And that I think I should try harder, next time.” However, he also expressed, 

“I’m at least trying my best.” Luis shared, “I expected this, expect to get sometimes low.” 

Maria stated, “I should learn how to read more” and “I should improve.” She added, “I 

didn't even know that I'm not good at it.” Aaden questioned, “Was my English good 

enough?” He added, “I wanna say these scores don’t mean anything. They mean a lot. I 

feel like, I can do better than that.”  

Three participants made a few positive comments as they reflected on the 

domains in which they had shown the most growth. Aaden felt he had grown the most in 

Writing, stating, “The other time I didn’t write as much. This time I had a lot to say and 

to write. And I put my words and then I did good.” Samir felt that he had grown the most 

in Listening, saying, “I listen more. And didn't skip a lot. I think I used to skip a lot, like 
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everything.” Maria also felt she improved the most in Listening and said, “I improved 

because I think I'm getting better at listening to the questions that they asked me.”  

The Role of Relationships in Learning Experiences 

The LTEL participants perceived their language and academic learning 

experiences in middle school in view of their connections or relationships with others. 

When positive relationships with teachers existed, participants perceived their teachers 

wanted them to do well and felt they exhibited concern for their wellbeing. Relationships 

with friends were also a vital aspect of each participant’s school day and influenced the 

way they perceived their learning experiences.  

Relationships with teachers. Having positive relationships with teachers at 

school affected how the participants perceived their learning experiences. All the 

participants expressed that they had teachers who cared about them. They felt their 

teachers showed they cared through various actions, including checking up on how they 

were doing, helping them, and giving them attention. In Carlos’s words, teachers showed 

they cared by “helping me with stuff that I’m stuck on or by explaining it more so I can 

understand.”  

Carlos and Maria both further qualified their thoughts, stating that some of their 

teachers cared about them while others did not. Carlos said, “I think some of them do 

care about me and want to help me learn. And others just give me stuff and then expect 

me to do it all in a short amount of time.” When asked about whether teachers cared 

about her, Maria said: 

Some teachers do and some teachers are just like, “Stop it with this girl.” Cause 

some teachers just say that I talk too much in their classes and I don’t let them 
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teach. But then some teachers are like, they’re really nice and they don’t care. 

Sometimes they show it by giving me less work. And sometimes when I’m not, 

when I finish other work, I’m just there sitting down doing nothing. I’m talking to 

the teacher. (Interview, March 2022) 

Furthermore, most of the participants expressed that teachers had high expectations for 

them. These expectations included doing their best, being respectful, and completing their 

work. Aaden described his teachers with high expectations as follows: 

They don’t give up on you. They’ll keep pushing you to do, like he pushed me to 

do the work and stuff. Like every time I didn’t do my work, he still didn’t give up. 

He’ll still try to push me to make me do it. (Interview, March 2022) 

Carlos and Maria clarified that some of their teachers had high expectations and some did 

not. Luis was the only participant who felt that his teachers did not have high 

expectations for him. He said, “Mostly my teachers don’t, but mostly parents do.” 

Relationships with friends. During their interviews, the participants mentioned 

their friends many times, as their interactions with them were woven throughout their 

school experiences. The participants perceived that their relationships with their friends 

improved the school days and affected their disposition toward their language and 

academic learning. They spoke about how interactions with their friends helped them 

throughout the day.  

Maria, Luis, and Carlos communicated with their friends to receive instructional 

help and to help others. Maria’s Spanish-speaking peers helped her with her English, both 

at school and on the bus. She would ask them, “What does it say? What does this mean?” 

She would then repeat the words her friends said. Luis shared, “If one of your classmates 
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is confused in Spanish and they can’t really talk English, then help them out.” Maria 

enjoyed talking to her friends and working together in class. Carlos thought it would also 

be helpful to talk with friends before class. He said, “I feel like we should have that so we 

could talk to each other a little bit, maybe five minutes or so, and then start class so we 

would have more time to talk and then we can start focusing. And I feel like that would 

help us a lot more.” 

The participants also communicated with their friends during the school day for 

socialization.  This socialization helped them to enjoy their day, and helped some 

participants to feel secure and relieved from stress. Carlos shared, “I feel ok at school 

because I get to see my friends and I get to have fun at school, but I have to be like on 

high alert because if someone wants to fight me or something, then I have to fight.” I 

asked if it was often that he felt that way, on alert, and he replied, “If I’m with my 

friends, no, but some days that’s not with me, then yeah.” Luis said that talking to his 

friends in Spanish helps him feel calm and safe. When I asked Elena what the most 

important thing was for her in middle school, she replied, “My friends.” She recalled a 

bad day when a falling out with a friend made her so sad that it was all she could think 

about, and she cried about it when she went home. On one of Elena’s best days, 

Valentine’s Day in sixth grade, she said she was really happy about being able to talk to 

her friends. 

Other participants also shared stories about their best day at school, in which they 

recalled events of celebration and socialization. Maria recalled her best day in the sixth 

grade. She enjoyed playing outside, eating popcorn and snow cones, and watching 

movies, and said, “We were just there having fun.” Samir recalled his best day at school 
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and talked about being able to spend the whole day playing in the park outside. Carlos 

shared, “My best day was when we watched the movie and my friend, me and my 

friends, could talk a little and watch the movie too.   And it was just very chill.” Luis felt 

that a reason for staying in school was to have more friends to hang out with. 

Beyond the school day, relationships form between home and school. When the 

participants reflected on how home and school were connected for them, some had 

difficulty expressing how these two could be connected. Half of the participants said 

there was no connection. Luis explained, “Life at home, you just leave that over there at 

home. School, you leave it at school. Stuff that you have between people or friends or 

family members, leave it with them.” Similarly, Maria said, “Everything I use at home I 

keep at home, and at school at school. There’s nothing.” Aaden thought home and school 

could not be connected because they (he and his family) were different from here. Elena 

could connect the two through homework but revealed a conflict with her parents. She 

said, “I really don’t do it. I’m too lazy. They tell me to do it, but I get annoyed with 

them.” Carlos connected the two through activities he enjoyed in both locations: playing 

soccer and making jokes. Samir applied a value he had learned in his home to connect the 

two, which was to never disrespect somebody. If stronger relationships had existed 

between the LTELs’ homes and school, then they would have had a structure in place to 

better support their learning. 

LTELs’ Challenges and Interventions 

The participants perceived their language and academic learning experiences in 

middle school through the challenges they confronted and interventions they received. 

They also expressed the types of interventions they would have liked to receive. Some 
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challenges they encountered were interactions they perceived to be negative or hurtful 

and perceived wrongs that were allowed to occur in the school environment. Other 

challenges occurred when participants felt their needs were not met or they did not 

receive differentiated instruction that could have made instructional content meaningful 

for them. The participants expressed their views on how their experiences could be 

improved through confronting challenges and making interventions.  

Negative encounters with teachers. The participants were challenged by 

interactions with teachers that they perceived to be negative or hurtful at times. Elena, 

Luis, Maria, and Samir shared instances in which they felt they were treated unfairly in 

class. While I was unsure of whether these instances were unfair based on the 

participants’ EL status, or if other students were treated similarly, the events still affected 

the participants’ perceptions of their middle school experience. One instance was the 

restriction of their movements and activities that the participants deemed necessary. Elena 

explained what this unfair treatment looked like, that she had experienced in one of her 

classrooms: 

 One of my teachers does that. When she just locks the door cause some of the 

students haven't come to class yet. And then she's just like, “Attendance,” and 

people just start banging on the door to go in. And then, when she doesn't let us 

like, go somewhere. There's this one time where one of the students wanted to go 

to the nurse, and the teacher didn't let them. And when one of the students wanted 

to get water, but she wouldn’t let them either, or like the bathroom and stuff. Or 

like, throw something away, and then someone gets up, then she tells them, “What 
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are you doing? Sit back down.” And the student just says I'm throwing something 

away. And she's just like, she says it in a mean way. (Interview, March 2022) 

Samir shared that he felt it was unfair when “The boys can’t go to the restroom and the 

girls can. Cause the boys, like boys did some fighting a lot in the restrooms. The girls did 

too. The girls even fight even more than us.”  

Maria and Samir both felt they were treated unfairly when their integrity was 

questioned. Samir described an experience with his teacher that occurred in the restroom: 

These kids was fighting and the teacher came in and she saw me in there, so she 

thought I was part of it, and I kept on telling her it wasn’t me, but she kept on 

saying it was me. So I don’t like that. (Interview, March 2022) 

Maria described an experience that occurred in the cafeteria with the lunchroom staff: 

At lunch today, it was like two lunch ladies. They came up to me cause the lunch 

man he said, “That girl over there, she didn’t pick up her trash”, and I’m like I 

didn’t even eat your lunch today because I wasn’t hungry and I ate the cookies 

and the popcorn. And so they made me clean up the whole table and it was very 

dirty. (Interview, March 2022). 

Maria and Samir felt quite offended when they were accused and their honesty was 

questioned and denied. Maria and Samir also disliked when teachers yelled at them.  

Wrongs encountered in the school environment. The participants were 

challenged by the perceived wrongs or misdeeds that made them feel uncomfortable in 

their school setting. Aaden, Elena, Carlos, Maria, and Luis shared their thoughts. Elena 

was uncomfortable “when people just touch your head [hijab] and stuff. And when … 

some of the teachers they screamed.” Maria shared what made her feel uncomfortable: 
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Sometimes in class I don’t like when people come in your class and disrupt. 

Disruptive students; it is very annoying. And you never know what’s going to 

happen. If there’s gonna be an intruder in the class, or somebody with a gun or 

somebody with a knife, or something like that. (Interview, March 2022) 

Luis and Carlos both became uncomfortable when they thought about fights. Luis 

explained: 

Whenever somebody fights, in sixth grade, I used to get anxiety. I would see 

somebody fighting like, or getting somebody expelled. I would feel like, my body 

would go like cold, frozen. Not the kind where you feel cold but like empty in my 

body. I can’t even feel a bone. (Interview, March 2022) 

Carlos also felt insecure about others in the school who may want to fight with him and 

was on “high alert” if he was not with his friends.  

A challenge faced by Aaden was bullying, starting in elementary and continuing 

through sixth grade. He said: 

Not really helpful with all the looks. People look at me different. That’s what I 

didn’t like. They used to be like, “Oh, look at the kid that don’t know how to 

read.” I still knew how to talk and everything that everybody else do. But they 

used to treat me different cause I was ESOL. Used to go home and cry, cause 

bullying and stuff like that. Sixth grade, I didn't have the latest clothes out. I didn’t 

have like the best shoes they had. I didn't have that. So they would try to make fun 

of me and stuff like, make fun of my shoes. Like now, I really don't care like, 

that's just how it is.” (Interview, March 2022) 
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Conflicted Feelings about Academic Learning. The participants were also 

challenged by their perceptions of conflicted feelings about their academic learning 

experiences. Some felt their needs were unmet, and they were anxious or stressed about 

the tasks and requirements of middle school. Luis thought middle school was tough and 

he had to put a lot of effort into it. Maria said, “My experience here in middle school is 

very fun, but it’s also very hard because sometimes you won’t understand something that 

the teacher gives you. I feel sometimes stressing and hard, but then sometimes just feel 

good about it.” Samir said he felt good about his learning, but it was not at the point that 

he wanted it to be. Aaden shared, “It was a struggle at first, but now that I’m actually 

paying attention, I get it.”  

The participants also shared how they participated in classes. Maria and Samir 

participated by answering questions. Maria also joined the Kahoot app on her iPad; she 

participated in everything and did not sit out. Elena focused on the teacher, what she was 

saying, and did her work. Carlos and Luis said they mostly participated. Carlos was 

unsure at times if what he was going to say was correct. However, he would try his best 

to say the words and read aloud. Luis paused his participation if he had other things to 

work on.   

Carlos, Samir, and Maria expressed anxiety and stress over some of their 

academic learning experiences. Carlos shared the challenge with the anxiety he faced as 

he dealt with his classwork:  

There was one day that I had, in all my classes I had more than three assignments 

to do. And it was all stacked up on my shoulder. I almost doubted myself, that I 

couldn’t finish it all, so I didn’t even try. I think our teachers should go more easy 
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on us because we’re still not, well most us are still not at the point where they 

think we are at, what they want us to be. (Interview, March 2022) 

Carlos said he felt stressed: “I have a lot of work piled up and I feel like I have no time to 

finish it all.” He also was uncomfortable: “I have to speak in front of the whole class 

because if I miss any words, then I might be considered dumb or something.” Samir was 

uncomfortable speaking in front of the class and did not like to read aloud in front of 

everybody. He said, “When everybody stares at you when the teacher calls your name, I 

just get nervous.”  

Aaden expressed conflicted feelings of being offended during instruction about 

his own culture with a teacher he liked. He said, “They try to teach me about my own 

religion.” He shared this story:  

It's no disrespect to her, but like, how are you teaching me about my own stuff 

like that? And she tried to make it seem like she'd know more than me. It’s no 

disrespect. She just read about it like and some of the stuff that she reads about is 

not true. (Interview, March 2022) 

I asked him if she ever asked for his opinion and he said, 

Yeah she had, she have come up to me. I told her like, some of the stuff that she 

sees, it’s not what it really is. Like praying three times a day, like you pray five 

times a day actually. I have to correct her about that. (Interview, March 2022) 

Making learning experiences better. The participants expressed what types of 

interventions could improve their learning experiences in middle school. These included 

language supports, differentiation, and time for non-instructional activities. All the 

participants offered ideas for interventions.  
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For learning new material, Elena said pictures and videos were helpful, along with 

better explanation of the content. Carlos also said he understands more when teachers 

show him pictures and give more information about what they are learning. 

When writing more than one paragraph, Elena said she needed support. Carlos 

suggested that his writing assignments should be differentiated, that is, shorter and easier. 

He also wanted help to spell words, and said, “I feel stuck because I don't know how to 

write that word, so if I write it wrong, they might not know what I'm trying to say.”  

Maria and Carlos wanted teachers to slow down when they were teaching and 

speaking. When asking questions, Samir said teachers could help by repeating the 

questions and making sure that he heard them. Luis wanted teachers to explain the work 

again and recap what had happened if he missed a day. Maria wanted teachers to write 

down their problems or write what they were doing so everyone could understand.  

Aaden wanted his teachers to put themselves in the students’ shoes and make the 

students want to come to the classes. He said, “I feel like teaching now, they just expect 

you to come in their class and they just give you some work to do and they just sit there. 

They gotta make their class to where people want to come.” He appreciated teachers who 

were “energetic” and “talking to everybody.”  

Carlos thought his learning experiences could be better with more non-

instructional time. He said, “I think they should let us have more fun, more days of just 

relaxing, maybe watching a movie. Or classes where if you're really stressed out, maybe 

you could just go to and just chill.” He wanted to have days where there was less work 

and more time to sit down and talk to each other. Luis also wanted to take breaks from 

doing work for a little while. 
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Virtual learning. During the COVID-19 pandemic, the school district pivoted to 

virtual learning and distributed iPads to students so they could attend classes and 

complete coursework online. This was a challenging time for the LTEL participants, and 

they shared their perceptions about their online learning experiences. Five participants 

perceived that virtual learning was not a productive learning experience.  

Five of the participants used the following words and phrases to describe how 

they felt about their virtual learning experiences: “I didn’t like them,” “not that good,” 

“terrible,” “horrible,” and “very bad.” Four of the participants said that they slept during 

the classes. The participants made these statements about their virtual instruction: “I 

barely learned,” “don’t really learn anything,” “never listened,” “just turn it off,” and 

“doing something else.” Luis felt the work was harder on the iPad, but in person, he 

would “get the hang of it instead of just messing up every time.”  Samir said, “Every time 

they told me something, I didn’t get it at all.” Maria would screen record the classes and 

then do something else, like hanging out with her sister. Aaden shared this perspective on 

his virtual learning experiences during the pandemic:,  

I didn’t like them. Like, you're at home and you're in the bed. Like you're just 

gonna, you feel like you could do what you want cause you're in your own house. 

Like the teacher can't tell you what to do on the iPad. And just literally, just turn it 

off and go to sleep. Like, when you’re at school, it’s better. The teacher’s in front 

of you and if you go to sleep though she could tap you, wake you up. And when 

you at home and you can just get off the call, then just turn off your iPad or 

something. They’ll have to get a call. That's why our virtual didn't make no sense 

to me, like when it first came out like, nobody gonna come. Like nobody gonna 



THE LONG-TERM ENGLISH LEARNER  96 

listen to this. They can just literally move the iPad, just not come. That's why I 

liked the school reopening cause it made sense. (Interview, March 2022) 

Carlos was the only study participant who actually enjoyed his virtual learning 

experience. He preferred virtual learning because he did not have to write on the board 

and spell words. He did not have to wake up early and go to school but could just wake 

up and sign into his classes on the iPad. He felt he did not have to ask his teachers for 

help because everything was in front of him on the iPad and he could ask Siri for help. 

He also enjoyed the breaks or free time built into the online learning schedule.  

Findings on Research Question 3 

“What aspects of performance, instruction, and behavior of participating LTELs 

were observed in the content classrooms?”  

The themes that emerged from the data collection were as follows: (a) LTELs 

engaged in the learning process and (b) LTELs’ performance during instruction (see 

Figure 4.2).  

In this section, references to the LTEL participants and their teachers were taken 

from my observation logs, dated March 2 to March 10, 2022. In addition, the LTEL 

participants’ ACCESS scores from each language domain were referenced, to illustrate 

what testing had indicated they could do at their language proficiency levels. I also 

included samples from the participants’ EL portfolios, which were a collection of samples 

and reports from throughout the school year that gave evidence of performance in the 

four language domains.  
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Figure 2 

Emerging Themes from the Observation Data Analysis 

 

LTELs Engaged in the Learning Process 

I observed the LTEL participants in two of their content classrooms, for a total of 

six hours in math and six hours in ELA classes. These observations provided real-time 

data on how LTELs responded to the instruction taking place and their actions while 

engaging with the instruction. I watched as the participants used the Writing, Listening, 

Speaking, and Reading modalities, while learning with the whole class and interacting 

with their teachers one-on-one. 

Writing. I observed all of the LTEL participants writing in some form during 

classroom instruction. This included taking notes, writing essays, writing answers to 

prompts, and writing answers to math problems. Most of the writing was done on paper, 

but in Luis’s ELA class, students were instructed to write their essays on their iPads in 

the Microsoft Teams platform. The eighth grade teachers used Microsoft Teams 
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frequently, so in addition to writing his essay, Luis was able to check and catch up on 

other assignments online. 

In the domain of Writing, the participants’ ACCESS scores ranged from 2.0 to 

3.3. This placed them in the Emerging and Developing proficiency levels (WIDA, 

2022a). Based on WIDA’s (n.d.-a) Can Do Descriptors, which lists what language 

learners can be expected to do at each level of language development, the LTEL 

participants could perform the following tasks: (at level 2) complete pattern sentences 

and connect simple sentences and (at level 3) produce short paragraphs and give opinions 

with reasons.  Taking notes and writing multiple-paragraph essays were level four skills, 

and therefore scaffolds would be needed for the participants to perform seventh and 

eighth grade writing tasks.  However, I did not observe much differentiation taking place, 

as supports such as teacher-created notes were available for the whole class. Yet, with this 

support, the participants were able to take notes by copying down what the teacher had 

written on the board, instead of writing down what the teacher said. The teachers also 

supported the participants and other students using one-on-one interactions. During one 

of these interactions, I noticed that Luis’s ELA teacher was preparing a scaffold for him. 

As they discussed the multi-paragraph essay assignment, she wrote down the ideas that 

he had expressed to her verbally and gave him the paper to focus his writing.  

Writing samples were taken from the participants’ EL portfolios to examine the 

characteristics of their writing at their language proficiencies. WIDA (2022b) provided a 

writing rubric to detail the linguistic complexity, language forms, and vocabulary usage 

that determined each level. The samples were scored according to the rubric and show 

some variance between participants’ ACCESS scores and their current writing abilities.  
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Carlos. Carlos scored a 2.0 on ACCESS Writing and produced these samples 

below (see Table 3).  

Table 3 

Writing Samples from Carlos (with transcribed text below) 

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

      

They like to eat fish and nuts  In my opinion I think that immigrants shold be able to 

come to the U.S. anyday they want. You can get food 

anyday they want.  Working in Mexico does not pay very 

much and you can work in the U.S. to make more money.  

People get locked up in immigration camps and I 

disagree with that.  People who already live in the U.S. 

do not get treated 
 

Note. The first sample was rated 2 and the second sample was rated 3 based on the WIDA 

(2022b) Writing Rubric.  

These samples show what Carlos can do independently and how his writing was 

elevated with the use of a scaffold. The first sample was rated 2.  At the discourse level, it 

showed emerging expression of an idea.  At the sentence level, it showed a simple 

sentence structure.  At the word/phrase level, it showed general content words. The 

second sample showed improvement and was rated 3.  At the discourse level, the second 

sample showed expression of an expanded idea.  At the sentence level, it showed a 



THE LONG-TERM ENGLISH LEARNER  100 

developing range of sentence patterns.  At the word/phrase level, it showed appropriate 

and specific content words.  

In the second sample, Carlos had dictated to the teacher what he wanted to write, 

and she wrote it down for him. Then, he copied those words onto his paper. He had 

difficulty thinking what to write and writing it down simultaneously, but when he told the 

teacher his thoughts, he communicated more thoroughly.  This exercise was helpful for 

Carlos, in that his expression was not impeded by his difficulty in spelling words. 

Luis. Luis scored 2.4 on ACCESS Writing and wrote these samples (see Table 4). 

Table 4 

Writing Samples from Luis (with transcribed text below) 

      

          

The wetner changus because it a seson o that happens.  They follow the animols to to the 

hitor aka america.  They moved to america so they can grow there crops. 

 

 

Note. Both these samples were rated 2 based on the WIDA (2022b) Writing Rubric.  
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These samples were written independently and no scaffolds were used. The first 

sample was rated 2 because comprehensibility was compromised.  In his language 

complexity, he showed an attempt to organize his writing.  In his language forms, he 

demonstrated his use of conventions but the spelling errors made it difficult to read.  In 

his vocabulary usage, he used specific content words.  The second sample looks more 

comprehensible, but it was also rated 2 because the first three lines of the answer were 

copied and were not his thoughts. He wrote the last line on his own though, and it showed 

emerging expression. 

Samir. Samir scored a 2.6 on ACCESS Writing and produced these samples (see 

Table 5). 
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Table 5 

Writing Samples from Samir (with transcribed text below) 

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

          

How does the Holiday season make you feel? it doesen’t make me feel anything because I 

don’t clebart it  but if I Did it would make me feel happy because I get to get presents but 

it boes make me mad to because it cold every day and I can’t go to my cousin house 

because of the weather 

 

            

           

In my opinion school should be more relevant relate to my future career.  they should tech 

us about how to make money and not how to find rocks.  Let the student pick class that 

the relate to the most.  Let them make their own club to do to after school, like a business 

club. 

 

 

Note. The first sample was rated 3 but the second sample showed improvement and was 

rated 4 based on the WIDA (2022b) Writing Rubric.  
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These samples were written independently. However, Samir wrote the second 

sample after discussing his topic with his teacher and was able to express his ideas 

verbally before he wrote them down. The first sample was rated 3, with developing 

organization and specific content words.  At the sentence level, he used conventions in 

his first sentence, but needed to follow through to the end of the response. The second 

sample was rated 4.  As Samir discussed his response with his teacher, he had time to 

organize how he wanted to frame his answer, and put more thought into how he would 

craft it. His improvements included an organized expression of ideas, use of conventions 

throughout, and vocabulary that was specific and fulfilled the writing purpose. 

Maria. Maria scored 2.9 on ACCESS Writing and wrote this sample (see Table 6). 

Table 6 

Writing Sample from Maria (with transcribed text below) 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

                    

Causes   They were trying to leave because there was no freedom.  And because the 

emperor was cruel and didn’t anyone be free. 

Effects   So as a result people were not free to do what they want to do.  

 

 

Note. This sample was rated 3 based on the WIDA (2022b) Writing Rubric.  
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Maria wrote this sample independently. She scored a 3 because the writing 

showed developing organization and some specific words, but grammatical structures 

were still developing.  Her writing was generally comprehensible throughout, and she 

used conventions and specific vocabulary.  The grammar she used in her writing reflected 

errors that she usually did not make while speaking, so she may have benefited from first 

saying out loud what she wanted to write. 

Aaden. Aaden scored a 3.1 on ACCESS Writing and wrote this sample (see Table 

7). 

Table 7 

Writing Sample from Aaden 

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Note. This sample was rated 4 based on the WIDA (2022b) Writing Rubric.  

Aaden wrote this sample independently. He scored a 4, at the Expanding level, 

which is the highest level displayed by the participants in Writing. His writing showed 

connected text with an organized expression of ideas and used specific and technical 

content words. What is notable about this piece of writing is he wrote down his words 

just as he would have used them if he were speaking.  His ideas are clearly conveyed and 
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they are connected in a logical flow.  His writing also shows that he had comprehended 

the lesson the teacher had taught about making a prediction and could make it personally 

relatable. 

Elena.  Elena scored a 3.3 on ACCESS Writing and wrote this sample (see Table 

8). 

Table 8 

Writing Sample from Elena (with transcribed text below)  

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

                     

The story I would like to share is about my summer break.  so on summer break me and 

my Family are going on vacation.  We are going to Turkey, and Iraq  We are going to see 

Family.  The best Part about traveling is the Food so i can’t wait to travel.  also on 

Summer break i Plan on watching a bunch of anime and i also Plan on getting enough 

sleep and that’s al i’m going to be doing on Summer break. 

 

 

Note. This writing sample was rated 4 based on the WIDA (2022b) Writing Rubric.  

Elena wrote this sample independently. She scored a 4 because the writing 

showed an organized expression of ideas and a range of sentence patterns. Along with 

Aaden, this placed her at the Expanding level. Writing at this level approaches 
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comparability to the writing of English proficient peers.  Her writing showed connected 

text that clearly expressed an idea.  She used specific vocabulary that fulfilled her 

purpose for writing and used appropriate conventions.  

Listening. I observed all the LTEL participants listening during portions of their 

classroom instruction. They listened as the teachers taught and gave directions, as videos 

and PowerPoint slides were shown, and as teachers called out with questions. The 

participants showed that they were actively listening when they followed the teachers’ 

directions given during instruction. For example, Elena followed her teacher’s directions 

by underlining the key points in the story they were to read. The participants also showed 

they were listening by responding verbally to the questions the teachers posed. 

In the domain of Listening, the participants all scored a 6.0 on ACCESS, with the 

exception of Luis, who scored a 4.2. The highest possible score of 6.0 placed those 

participants at the Reaching Level, meaning they could generally understand oral 

language in English and participate in all content classes (WIDA, n.d.-a). At 4.2, Luis 

was at the Expanding Level, meaning he could generally understand oral language in 

English and participate in class discussions. A difference between the two levels was that 

the former has expectations of synthesizing information and conveying it with precision 

while the latter has expectations of discussing and applying information (WIDA, n.d.-a). 

Based on WIDA’s (n.d.-a) Can Do Descriptors, the participants could perform the 

following tasks: identify the main ideas and details during a discussion and complete 

tasks based on oral discourse at level 4. At level 6, no tasks were listed because the 

expectation of understanding oral language had been satisfied. The listening skills 

expected by teachers in the participants’ classrooms consisted of listening to lectures, 
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videos, and questions and following directions. Scaffolds for listening were not needed 

due to the participants’ high listening proficiency levels. Additionally, listening samples 

from participants’ EL portfolios showed that they could listen to short passages and select 

the correct answers to the questions asked, supporting their high ACCESS listening 

scores. 

Speaking. All the LTEL participants responded to instruction by speaking. Half of 

them spoke in class, while the other half were quieter during instruction and spoke only 

to their peers or teachers in one-on-one conversations. The forms of speaking that I 

mostly observed were verbally responding to teachers’ questions during whole class 

instruction, calling out answers along with the class, and discussing content with a group 

and in pairs.  

Carlos and Luis gave verbal responses to their teacher’s questions during 

instruction. Carlos answered with words and phrases, as the teacher had presented a word 

puzzle to solve. He did not always say the correct words but kept trying and was 

acknowledged by the teacher in a positive way. Luis was the first to answer when his 

math teacher asked a question. After he responded, he watched and listened as other 

students gave their responses. He was part of an active discussion, and he and his peers 

talked back and forth with the teacher during instruction.  

Maria, Carlos, and Luis called out answers along with the class during instruction. 

During these times, it seemed customary for the class to respond by just calling out the 

answers instead of raising their hands. As his teacher went over the answers to the word 

puzzle, Carlos called out the answers loudly with the class and was completely engaged 

in the lesson. 
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Elena, Samir, and Aaden did not speak aloud during whole group instruction, but 

they did discuss instructional content with a partner or the teacher. All the other 

participants discussed the content in pairs as well. Elena said to me that she did not 

understand what she was supposed to be writing about. I explained how to write a 

summary and then she turned back to her partner, continuing to discuss how to write their 

response. Samir discussed with his teacher while solving math problems and listened and 

responded to the instruction. Aaden told me that he needed help. During our discussion, 

he figured out his math problem and typed the answer into a computer. Luis used 

speaking skills to help a peer.  She asked him if he was busy and could he help her, and 

he was able to help her out by discussing her topic with her.  

In Speaking, the LTEL participants’ ACCESS scores ranged from 1.6 to 3.8. This 

wide range of scores placed the participants at the Entering, Emerging, and Developing 

English proficiency levels (WIDA, n.d.-a). Based on WIDA’s (n.d.-a). Can Do 

Descriptors, the participants could perform the following tasks: use general vocabulary 

and answer select questions within context of the lesson at level 1, state the main ideas 

and describe situations at level 2, and retell ideas and state big ideas with details at level 

3. During my observations, the participants used speaking most often to verbally respond 

to the teacher’s questions during the lesson and while discussing content in groups and 

pairs.  A couple of the questions I heard teachers ask were, “What is empathy?” and 

“What does happiness and success mean to you?”  To simply state an opinion is a level 3 

speaking skill and to substantiate your opinion with reasons is a level 4 speaking skill. 

Therefore, the participants would require scaffolds to perform these speaking tasks in the 

seventh and eighth grades, as well as for other level 4 speaking expectations, such as 
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paraphrasing and summarizing, explaining and comparing, and defending a point of view. 

The EL portfolios showed that Maria, Elena, and Aaden had scored at level 4 or higher 

throughout the year on brief speaking assessments where they spoke for a minute or two 

in response to a prompt. Samir, Carlos, and Luis had at least one level 2 or 3 score and 

some higher scores. I wonder if the variance in speaking scores was due to the familiarity 

of the participants with the topic or the questions being asked. 

Reading. I observed the participants’ reading during classroom instruction. The 

instructional materials they read were notes, problems, prompts, and assignments. They 

also read directions written on the white board, PowerPoint presentations on the SMART 

board, and text from workbooks and worksheets. In addition, they read from iPad and 

computer screens. Elena took a test in math where she read and clicked on the answers on 

her iPad, Luis read instructions for his essay on his iPad, Samir used his iPad to read 

about his content topic on Google, and Aaden read math word problems on a computer 

screen. Elena used two strategies to read: reading aloud with a partner and tracing the 

words with her finger as she read. (Elena’s partner was also an LTEL.) Elena’s ELA 

teacher utilized the reading strategy of underlining key points in the text, which she also 

used in Carlos and Samir’s ELA class. Other reading strategies that the seventh grade 

ELA teacher regularly employed were front-loading content vocabulary with pictures, 

reviewing academic vocabulary, and reading with a partner. 

In Reading, the participants’ ACCESS scores ranged from 1.7 to 3.3. This placed 

them in the Entering, Emerging, and Developing English proficiency levels (WIDA, n.d.-

a). Based on WIDA’s (n.d.-a) Can Do Descriptors, the LTEL participants could perform 

the following tasks: identify common words and find single word responses in text at 



THE LONG-TERM ENGLISH LEARNER  110 

level 1, locate the main ideas in simple sentences and follow the text read aloud at level 

2, and use context clues and answer questions about explicit information in texts at level 

3. However, many seventh and eighth grade reading tasks required the level 4 and 5 skills 

of identifying figurative language, matching cause and effect, applying multiple 

meanings of words, and inferring meaning. Scaffolds would be needed for the LTEL 

participants to be able to perform effectively at these levels. I reviewed reading samples 

from the participants’ EL portfolios, which showed how they responded when reading a 

short passage and answering comprehension questions. Most of the participants’ 

portfolios contained reading samples at levels 2 or 3, while Elena and Samir had scores at 

levels 4 and 5. I wondered if the growth in scores evidenced by Elena and Samir’s 

portfolios could be due in part to their seventh grade ELA teacher’s use of reading 

strategies in their classrooms.  

LTELs’ Performance during Instruction 

As I observed the LTEL participants in their content classrooms, I saw the ways in 

which they performed and conducted themselves during instruction. Much of that 

performance was conducive to learning. Yet, I also observed challenges in the classroom 

that were detrimental to their performance during lessons. 

Performance Conducive to Learning. While the participants were engaged in 

learning, I observed behaviors that were mostly on task, meaning they were appropriate 

for learning. I also observed student/teacher interactions that enhanced their performance 

in the classroom. During these interactions, I watched how the participants responded to 

the teachers’ behavioral strategies.  
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Behavior. The participants expressed many productive behaviors while engaged 

in learning. Many of these behaviors demonstrated that they were paying attention in 

class. They faced the instructors and looked at the lesson materials being presented on 

SMART Boards, white boards, and paper. They had their supplies, such as paper and 

pencils, on their desks, ready to be used. Luis showed an example of paying attention 

when he was talking with the students around him and became quiet when the teacher 

started writing on the board. He began taking notes and looked at the board without being 

told to. The teacher wrote the do-now, or opening task, on the board and explained the 

assignment, and Luis wrote his solution to the prompt on his paper. Maria also paid 

attention as she sat at her desk and took out her notebook and pencil. The teacher put the 

information on the SMART Board and Maria began taking notes and writing down the 

math problems.  

The participants showed their classroom participation by asking questions, 

engaging in instructional conversations, helping their peers, and seeking help from the 

teacher. Luis participated in ELA class as he listened to the responses from the teacher 

and his peers and called out his own responses periodically. He also laughed at 

appropriate times and his eyes followed the teacher, indicating that he was highly 

engaged during instruction. 

The participants showed that they were on task during instruction by being 

attentive, sitting up in their chairs, talking about the content, and being quiet when 

appropriate. Aaden was on task in math class as he watched the teacher demonstrating 

practice problems and listened as she posed questions to the class. His eyes were on the 

board, and he sat up straight and still. Carlos demonstrated his ability to stay on task as he 
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solved the word puzzles in ELA class. He showed stamina as he conversed with his 

classmates throughout the class and actively attempted to solve the puzzles together. 

Samir also demonstrated on task behaviors as he used his iPad to look up his writing 

topic on Google for more information and took pictures of the math examples written on 

the board. 

Interactions with Teachers. All the LTEL participants engaged in one-on-one 

interactions with teachers. These interactions included instructional conversations, 

redirections, affirmations, and assistance with tangible needs. Some of these interactions 

were initiated by the participants and some by the teachers. The participants initiated such 

interactions with teachers most often when they needed help with an assignment, and I 

observed the teachers responding readily to their requests. Elena walked to the teacher’s 

desk to ask a question about her math test; at another time, she called out as the teacher 

was walking past her desk and asked him a question about the work on the board. Luis 

also went to the teacher’s desk to ask his questions and waited there as she worked with 

another student. The teacher was supportive and welcoming and explained more about his 

essay and what he was arguing for in his writing.  

The teachers initiated interactions with LTEL participants most often when they 

noticed that they needed help with their work. Carlos and Samir’s math teacher sat with 

them at their desks and helped them with their math problems, returning repeatedly 

throughout the period. Aaden’s teacher worked with him at his seat to log onto Khan 

Academy and returned to help him with his questions. Luis’s teacher checked to see if his 

essay was finished and called him to her desk so that she could look it over and discuss it 

with him. 
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Teachers’ Behavioral Strategies. As the participants interacted with their 

teachers, I watched how they responded to the teachers’ behavioral strategies. Proximity 

to the teacher was one strategy that served as a motivator for some of the participants. For 

example, Carlos and Samir worked on their written responses if a teacher was close by 

and taking an interest in their work. Carlos stood near his desk, but when his math teacher 

walked over, he sat down, picked up his calculator, and started working on his problems.  

Aaden’s math teacher helped him at his seat, and he worked well and paid 

attention while she was there. Conversely, Aaden sat at the farthest desk from the teacher 

in ELA. As he sat unnoticed, he quietly engaged in off task behaviors, such as discreetly 

playing with a cell phone, putting his head down, and facing away from the SMART 

Board. I wonder if he would have paid attention had his behavior been noticed and 

addressed by a teacher in proximity.  

As I was walking about the eighth grade math classroom and observing as an 

active participant, I checked in with Aaden to see how he was doing. He asked me 

questions, and I helped by explaining the math problems. While we were talking, he 

figured out the answer and typed it into the computer. Yet, as soon as I walked away, he 

stopped working. He repeated this process with his math teacher and maintained this 

tendency to stay on task as long as the teacher was close by. When he asked her a 

question, she sat down and worked with him. He stopped working soon as he was left on 

his own. However, it is unclear whether he stopped working because the teacher was no 

longer nearby or because he needed more support or confidence to continue solving the 

problems. 
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Teachers’ prompts were also a motivating factor for the participants. When Samir 

was out of his seat talking to a classmate, his math teacher directed him back to his seat. 

He asked, “Samir, how are yours looking?” Then, Samir listened and responded as the 

teacher worked with him on his problems. Maria’s class watched a video clip, and the 

ELA teacher asked the class to put their heads down and reflect on what success and 

happiness were. When the teacher said, “Heads up,” Maria kept her head down, so the 

teacher tapped her elbow gently and said, “Up, up.” This small prompt allowed Maria to 

start writing and complete her response.  

Half an hour into the class, Aaden sat at his desk with no materials out. I 

approached and asked him if he had a pencil and his notebook. He replied, “Yeah” and 

took them out of his book bag. Then, he proceeded to write notes from the board and 

listened while I briefly explained the proportion charts he had noted. Again, he responded 

to my proximity and actively participated in the learning activity. Samir also sat at his 

desk without his materials out and his head down. When I approached and explained his 

assignment and opened his workbook to the correct page, he immediately started reading. 

When I checked back later, his notebook was closed. I asked if he had finished his 

writing. He said, “Oh, am I supposed to write it in my notebook?” With more prompting, 

he opened his notebook, read the questions again to himself, and started writing.  

The use of non-instructional time was also a motivating strategy for positive 

behavior and performance. During this time, the participants were able to socialize and 

engage in conversations. Two teachers used this time as a reward for positive behavior 

and allowed students to pick snacks to munch while they talked to their friends. In 

Maria’s ELA class, her teacher played a variety of soft music in the background, such as 
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country, jazz, and rhythm and blues. She called out to each student to count the classroom 

bucks they had, and they took turns going to the back of the room to pick their snacks. As 

the students socialized, they appeared happy and calm. 

Challenges that Impede Learning. While much of the LTEL participants’ 

performance was conducive to learning, I observed challenging factors that were 

impediments to their learning process. One such factor was a lack of differentiation 

provided by teachers, which made it difficult to determine the extent to which LTELs 

could meaningfully interact with instruction. Another factor was distraction from 

learning, causing momentary or extended periods of disengagement. During these 

periods, I noted what the participants were doing in place of learning activities.  

Lack of Differentiation. One hindrance that affected performance was a lack of 

differentiation by teachers, or a lack of scaffolds constructed on LTELs’ behalf. The 

participants that I observed were receiving the same instruction and doing the same 

assignments as the rest of their class, without additional materials or scaffolded support 

on paper. The one exception was the eighth grade ELA class, when the teacher called 

Luis up to her desk to scaffold his essay writing. She asked him questions about his topic 

and then wrote down his responses for him, telling him to start with those ideas. 

However, I did note that instructors addressed LTELs often, assisting them and 

supporting them verbally, by restating directions and working with them individually.  

Still, these efforts were also made on behalf of other students, and were not specifically 
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differentiated for LTELs. In addition, such support was given only after the lesson had 

been delivered.  

Distractions. I observed times when each of the participants were engaged with 

instruction, but then briefly paused to focus on something else. These distractions 

occurred for various reasons, and the participants were generally able to return to their 

learning activities. The biggest distraction I observed was preoccupation with cell phones. 

Elena, Luis, and Aaden would frequently check their phones during class. Most of the 

time, they would look at their phones and put them back in their pockets or bags or lay 

them down on the desk. Another distraction was personal iPad use. Maria and Samir 

would shift between working on their assignments and looking at their iPads. Maria had a 

video playing silently on her iPad, with subtitles. She would alternately watch the video 

and catch up with her notes and math problems. Samir had a game running on his iPad, 

and he would play it between periods of working on his assignments. Other distractions 

for Carlos, Luis, Samir, and Elena included interactions with peers, wherein playing and 

off task talking interrupted their learning.  

At times, these interruptions lasted longer than mere pauses, during which the 

participants did not readily return to their learning activities. In most cases, this occurred 

in the second half of the class when students were working independently. The most 

frequent distractions during this period were cell phones, iPads, and excessive playing 

with peers. For example, Elena had been able to alternate between looking at her phone 

and doing her work for most of the class but then spent the last half watching videos with 

her reading partner. Similarly, Maria had been glancing up from her iPad during 

instruction, but during the last quarter of the class, she did not look up from the video. 
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During this time, she missed an explanation of how to do additional math problems and a 

description of a group assignment for the following day. Other participants missed 

instructional time when their communication with peers devolved into excessive playing, 

and they shifted their attention away from the learning activities. These distractions were 

not unique to LTELs but were prevalent in the classrooms among many students. In some 

cases, teachers redirected students’ behavior to return to the learning activities, and in 

other cases, the behavior was allowed to continue.   

There were occasions when I saw some of the participants briefly put their heads 

down on their desks while one participant did so for an extended time. Luis put his head 

down on his desk twenty minutes into the math lesson. Prior to that point, he appeared to 

be listening as the teacher reviewed the math problems. He used a calculator and called 

out answers to the teacher’s questions along with others from the class. After she moved 

on to graphing linear equations, he put his head down and glanced up occasionally as she 

talked about vocabulary. I did not observe any scaffolds being used to support the 

vocabulary and wondered if this was a contributing factor to his disengagement. He kept 

his head down for most of class, saying he did not feel well.  Yet previously when I had 

interviewed Luis, he said that in middle school, learning new material in math was 

complicated and it sometimes confused and stressed him out. He also said, “When I don’t 

feel like it … I just tell the teacher I’m not feeling good today or I don’t want to have so 

much pressure on me.” I wonder if the challenge of a lack of differentiation, or the stress 

of learning unfamiliar material were the underlying causes of his loss of instructional 

time. 



THE LONG-TERM ENGLISH LEARNER  118 

Chapter Summary 

This chapter began by describing the interpretations of the findings from the 

quantitative data analysis. No significant differences were found in the mean scores of the 

four language modalities between the LTEL and non-LTEL groups. The next section 

described the interpretation of the findings from the interview data analysis regarding 

how participating LTELs perceived their language and academic learning experiences in 

middle school. The findings helped me develop four themes: (1) LTELs’ strengths and 

assets for content and language learning, (2) LTELs’ competencies in English learning 

and testing (ACCESS), (3) the role of relationships in learning experiences, and (4) 

LTELs’ challenges and interventions. The final section discussed the interpretation of the 

findings from the observation data analysis regarding the aspects of performance, 

instruction, and behavior of the participating LTELs observed in the content classrooms. 

Two themes were developed: (1) LTELs engaged in the learning process and (2) LTELs’ 

performance during instruction.  

In the next chapter, the interpretations of findings will be discussed in relation to 

previous literature. The study’s implications and suggestions for future research will also 

be provided. It was my intent that the findings from this study would increase 

understanding of the experiences and instructional needs of LTELs in middle school and 

add to the limited research on this underserved population of English learners. 
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Chapter 5 

Discussion 

This chapter opens with a summary of the study and views on the quantitative 

hypothesis.  A discussion of the key findings follows, based on the themes that emerged 

and were introduced in the previous chapter. Finally, the chapter closes with the study’s 

research implications, limitations, recommended future research, and conclusion. 

Summary of the Study 

When English language learners receive instruction in U.S. schools for six years 

or more and remain in the process of acquiring English language fluency, they are 

educationally labeled as LTELs.  This label is problematic in that despite multilingual 

students’ range of linguistic abilities in multiple languages, they are still viewed from a 

deficit perspective in schools and receive insufficient instruction.  To help such students 

reach English language proficiency and succeed academically, it is important to 

understand more about their instructional needs and experiences. One way to increase our 

understanding is to determine LTELs’ perspectives and hear them voice their perceptions 

about language and academic learning. These insights can inform researchers and 

educators on how to more effectively engage and instruct this group of ELs. The 

literature review reflected topics that influence LTELs as individuals and as students in 

their academic communities. These topics included the deficit-based labeling of LTELs 

and perspectives, teachers’ attitudes toward and interactions with LTELs, and asset-based 

perspectives of LTELs and researchers. 

This study’s purpose was to increase understanding of the experiences and 

instructional needs of LTELs through an analysis of their perceptions on academic and 
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language learning, their observed behaviors in academic settings, and data from annual 

English language proficiency testing (ACCESS). Six LTEL participants were interviewed 

regarding their perspectives about their educational experiences in middle school. The 

participants were also observed in their math and ELA classes to obtain data on the 

activity occurring in the moment, while they were interacting with instruction and their 

classroom environment. For quantitative data, a one-way MANOVA was performed to 

determine if there was a significant difference between the mean scores of LTELs and 

non-LTELs on four language proficiency test scores from ACCESS. For qualitative data, 

open coding was used to develop themes from the interview transcripts and observation 

logs, in which statements and observations were assigned codes and placed into 

categories.  The themes that emerged were as follows: LTELs’ strengths and assets for 

content and language learning, LTELs’ competencies in English language learning and 

testing (ACCESS), the role of relationships in learning experiences, LTELs’ challenges 

and interventions, LTELs engaged in the learning process, and LTELs’ performance 

during instruction.  

Views on Quantitative Findings 

 The views in this section address the first research question:  Were there any 

significant differences in the mean scores of the four language modalities (listening, 

speaking, reading, and writing) between the LTEL and non-LTEL groups?  After the 

quantitative data was analyzed, the null hypothesis was retained, in that there was no 

significant difference in the mean scores of the four language modalities between the 

LTEL and non-LTEL groups.  However, although not statistically significant, I noted a 

few differences from the analysis. The mean scores for all the language domains for 
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LTELs was slightly lower, by .07 in Listening, .24 in Writing, .41 in Reading, and .58 in 

Speaking.  The total range of the mean scores for the LTEL group was 2.60 – 5.07, while 

the total range for the non-LTEL group was 3.06 – 5.14. This seems to suggest that the 

non-LTEL group performed slightly better than the LTEL group.   Furthermore, the 

lowest mean score for the LTEL group was in Speaking (2.60), while the lowest mean 

score for the non-LTEL was in Writing (3.06). This suggests that the most difficult 

domain for the LTELs was Speaking and the most difficult for the non-LTELs was 

Writing.  This causes me to wonder if the LTELs’ slower pace in developing academic 

language was the primary factor in delaying growth for all other areas, as academic 

language is necessary for growth in reading and writing as well.  I also wonder if the 

LTELs’ insistence that they had always known English, or had learned it at a young age, 

led them to underestimate the need to keep expanding their vocabularies.   

 Another concern in regard to the findings based on ACCESS scores is the 

possibility for inaccuracy in testing due to some LTELs’ possible disengagement with the 

testing process out of frustrations and discouragement (Clark-Gareca et al., 2020), 

misunderstandings of directions, or choices not to take the test seriously (Kibler et al., 

2018).  Also, with Speaking showing as the LTELs’ most difficult domain, I wondered if 

the mechanics of the testing process may have played a role in suppressing scores.  The 

ACCESS test is administered to ELs online, and they respond to prompts from the 

computer and not from a human test administrator.  In Speaking, they must interact with 

technology by listening to prompts voiced by the computer program and speak their 

responses into a microphone on a headset (WIDA, 2020).  LTELs do not receive 

additional prompting if their answers are insufficient and are unable to gauge the 
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completeness of their responses, as they would generally do by watching the non-verbal 

expressions of an actual person.  A more thorough preparation for ACCESS testing and 

greater communication with LTELs about what ACCESS testing means in regard to 

showing their growth, in a formative and not summative manner, may motivate students 

to engage in the process more fully and ease potential test anxiety.   

Discussion of Qualitative Findings 

The discussion in this section addresses the second and third research questions:  

How did participating LTELs perceive their language and academic learning experiences 

in middle school?  What aspects of performance, instruction, and behavior of 

participating LTELs were observed in the content classrooms?” The themes that emerged 

from the interview data to support Research Questions 2 and 3 were as follows: LTELs’ 

strengths and assets for content and language learning, LTELs’ competencies in English 

language learning and testing (ACCESS), the role of relationships in learning 

experiences, LTELs’ challenges and interventions, LTELs engaged in the learning 

process, and LTELs’ performance during instruction.  In considering these themes, I 

found that they focused on four distinct areas of the LTELs’ experience, which were 

bilingualism, relationships, challenges in the academic environment, and interventions. 

A Focus on Bilingualism.   

In this study, the LTELs’ experiences were centered on bilingualism in terms of 

how they interacted in the environment with their abilities and perceptions. The LTEL 

participants perceived their language and academic learning experiences through the 

assets that they brought to school with them. This aligns with the funds of knowledge 

concept, which holds that knowledge and skills acquired through families and cultures 
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help individuals to thrive in their environments (Moll et al., 1992). The participants 

perceived their bilingual abilities, particularly their ability to interact with others as 

bilingual speakers, to be a linguistic strength. They felt it was special to speak in more 

than one language, and all but one of the participants spoke two languages at home. This 

meant that the participants could also interact in society bilingually and would be able to 

use their first languages in the classroom to enrich their experiences, if given the 

opportunity (Martínez, 2018). At the time of the study, the participants were using their 

first languages at school to socialize, tell jokes, and get help from their bilingual peers. 

Teachers could use these opportunities to build on LTELs linguistic strengths and elevate 

them as assets in the classroom, thereby countering the tendency to view LTELs as 

linguistically deficient (Flores & Rosa, 2015). Translanguaging was another linguistic 

strength, which should be encouraged with all bilingual speakers.  It is an important skill 

used by multilingual speakers that allows them to utilize a wide repertoire of words, as 

Maria did when she combined words from Spanish and English (Spanglish) to refine 

what she had to say (Wei, 2018). 

Participants perceived another linguistic strength in their capacity for bilingual 

and biliterate learning (Martínez, 2018). They expressed an interest in bilingual literacy 

and in using printed materials in their first languages at school. This meant that an 

opportunity existed for educators to incorporate the LTELs’ first languages in the 

classroom, which would be welcomed by the LTEL participants (Martínez, 2018). This 

effort could begin with educators providing multiple language texts and allowing LTELs 

to use both their home languages and English.   
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Regarding English language learning, this study’s participants perceived that they 

had already learned English at a young age or had always known how to speak the 

language. However, as seen from the mean scores of their ACCESS tests, Speaking was 

their most difficult domain. This is an interesting detail, because during their interviews, 

the LTEL participants had prided themselves on their ability to speak English.  Of course, 

they were referring to social English and not academic language, but the perception 

remained. Knowing this, educators can be more aware of the need to stress the 

importance of learning academic vocabulary, as an addition to the strong social English 

skills that LTELs already possess. Educators and students alike should understand that 

academic language is acquired predominately through literacy engagement in printed text 

and not through social conversations (Cummins, 2011). 

While LTELs take the ACCESS test every year, they expressed limited knowledge 

of what this assessment meant to them.  I wondered if they had been inadequately 

prepared for the test each year.  Or perhaps the test generated negative feelings that the 

participants did not wish to reflect on, as the test could give the impression that their 

scores meant they had not passed the test (Clark-Gareca et al., 2020).  I also wondered 

how the LTELs must have felt about taking ACCESS, if they perceived from past 

experience that they would fail, and about the effectiveness of testing when it caused such 

discomfort. 

A Focus on Relationships.   

In this study, the LTELs’ experiences were strongly influenced by their 

relationships with others in the middle school environment.  This supports Cummins 

(2000) view that relationships with others are central to the school experience, and as 
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educators interact with culturally diverse students, their influence can either empower or 

disable them. All the participants felt that they had teachers who cared about them and 

most felt that their teachers had high expectations for them.  The participants perceived 

that teachers show they care through their actions, such as checking up on how they are 

doing, helping them, and giving them attention. This meant that the participants 

responded positively to teachers who showed concern for their wellbeing. 

Relationships with friends also influenced participants’ school days and their 

disposition toward learning. Social interactions reflect Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural 

perspective, in that socializing is the medium through which learning occurs.  Interacting 

and engaging in dialogue are foundational in developing language (Lucas et al., 2008).  

Interactions with friends helped the participants throughout the day as they received peer 

support for learning and socialization, which provided a sense of security and stress 

relief.  

A Focus on Challenges in the Academic Environment.   

In this study, the LTELs’ experiences in middle school were impacted by 

challenges in the academic environments in which they were learning and interacting.  

Some of those challenges were from negative encounters in the school environment, 

which affected both the LTELs and the population of native English speakers.   However, 

because English learners have already suffered anxiety and stigmatism within the school 

institution, they are especially needful of a safe and welcoming classroom environment 

(Lucas et al., 2008).  One perception LTELs had was of being treated unfairly in class, 

through restrictions of movement to the restroom, nurse, or around the classroom. The 

second was of being offended from having their integrity questioned by the school staff. 
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The third was of insecurity about fighting in the school. The fourth was of discomfort 

from disruptive students interrupting class. Another serious challenge was bullying, 

which an LTEL felt was inflicted on him due to his status as an EL. These hurtful 

situations meant that concerns over wellbeing, trust, and safety in the school environment 

had created anxiety, which moved the participants’ focus away from their learning 

experiences and to the necessity of taking care of their personal socioemotional needs. 

Anxiety should be minimized by enforcing policies of respect and cooperation (Lucas et 

al., 2008). It is important that LTELs feel secure in their classrooms, and it is up to the 

educators to create and protect that environment.  

The participants were also challenged by conflicted feelings about their academic 

learning experiences. While they participated in classes, they still experienced anxiety 

over their coursework. To alleviate some of this anxiety, teachers could become more 

sensitive to the differentiation needs of LTELs and assign enough scaffolded work to 

meet the learning objectives but not so much that learning is impeded by the sheer 

volume of expectations. However, more professional development is needed for 

educators as most content teachers have not been provided with adequate training in 

linguistically responsive instruction (Lucas et al., 2008).  This was evidenced in Aaden’s 

anxiety-provoking experience, when a teacher he liked offended him while teaching a 

lesson about his religion. This situation could have been turned into an enlightening 

opportunity if the teacher had engaged in an intercultural conversation with the class to 

draw on the group’s experience with that religion. Through such conversations, teachers 

may become more responsive to the needs of ELs, more aware of their own biases around 

culture, and more culturally responsive (Slapac & Kim, 2014). 
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A Focus on Interventions.  

In this study, the LTELs’ experiences were influenced by the types of 

interventions they received, the interventions they perceived would have been helpful, 

and the interventions that were not provided.  The LTEL participants expressed the types 

of interventions they believed would improve their learning experiences. Accordingly, an 

ideal classroom experience would include language supports and differentiation. The 

ideas were taken from their suggestions. When teaching new material, use pictures and 

videos and give extra scaffolded materials to the LTELs. When teaching and speaking, 

slow down and write down what you are doing on the board so everyone can understand. 

Then, recap what is happening and explain the work again. When asking questions, 

repeat them and make sure the LTELs heard the questions. Use differentiation to shorten 

the writing assignments, provide support for writing more than one paragraph, and help 

with spelling. Finally, put yourself in the students’ shoes and make the students want to 

come to your classes. In this scenario of an ideal classroom experience, I think the 

collective suggestions of the participants effectively express interventions that could 

improve their learning experiences.  Additionally, five out of six participant perceived 

that virtual learning had not been an ideal classroom experience, as they did not feel 

successful or adequately supported in learning. Should virtual learning become a 

necessity in the future, it would be important to support the LTELs by using technology 

to differentiate and scaffold their instruction.  

Ideas about the interventions that the LTELs participants would need were 

inferred from their ACCESS, writing samples, and expectations of typical classroom 

learning tasks.  The participants engaged in the learning process by responding to 
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instruction using all four language modalities (Writing, Listening, Speaking, and 

Reading). In Writing, the participants engaged in taking notes, writing essays, writing 

answers to prompts, and writing answers to math problems. However, their ACCESS 

scores ranged from 2.0 to 3.3, and the tasks of taking notes and writing essays were of a 

greater difficulty than could be effectively managed without differentiation taking place.  

The use of scaffolds in writing is a necessity in order to boosts LTELs up to meet the 

language requirements of the lessons. In Listening, the participants had ACCESS scores 

of 4.2 to 6.0, and were well able to meet the listening demands of the lessons.  However, 

the ACCESS scores in Speaking showed this to be the most difficult modality for the 

participants, who scored from 1.6 to 3.8.  These scores may partially explain why half of 

the participants were not willing to speak out in the classes where I was observing.  

Stating an opinion is a level 3 skill and substantiating that opinion with reasons raise the 

difficulty to a level 4.  This is another area where scaffolds are needed in order for LTELs 

to access the necessary language to participate in class discussions.  In Reading, I 

observed teachers employing reading strategies such as partner read alouds and 

underlining key words and phrases in text.  While the LTELs scored at 1.7 to 3.3 in the 

Reading domain, I observed that they were able to follow along and engage with the text 

more effectively when these strategies were being used.  When LTELs receive support in 

accessing language, they are better equipped to engage in instructional activities.    

The way in which the participants responded to instruction in their classrooms 

revealed how the interventions supplied affected their learning processes.  First, it is 

important to note that much of their performance during instruction was conducive to 

learning and their behaviors were mostly on task. They demonstrated their attentiveness 
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and participated by asking questions and engaging in instructional conversations. They 

also engaged in one-on-one interactions with their teachers, sometimes initiated by the 

teacher and at other times by the students.  While they were at times distracted, these 

distractions were not unique to LTELs, and were found in the classroom setting among 

other students as a product of the environment. 

Teachers intervened in classroom learning by supplying behavioral strategies.  

One was proximity to the teacher, in which the participants were most engaged with 

instruction when their teachers were close by and taking an interest in their work.  

Another strategy was prompting from the teacher, where momentary words helped the 

participants return to their academic tasks. A third strategy was the use of non-

instructional time for positive behavior motivation, in which some of the participants 

enjoyed eating snacks and socializing. 

Teachers also intervened in classroom learning by assisting LTELs verbally, 

working with them individually, and readily responding to their requests.  There were 

also instances of teachers scaffolding writing assignments through scripting and 

discussion of ideas.  However, this support was given after the lessons had already been 

taught.  Overall, I observed that specific differentiation for LTELs’ language levels was 

lacking in the classroom environments.  

Looking across the findings as a whole, I consider the purpose for which this 

research study was conducted.  This purpose for this study was to increase understanding 

of the experiences and instructional needs of LTELs through an analysis of their 

perceptions regarding academic and language learning, their observed behaviors in 

academic settings, and data from the annual English language proficiency testing.  This 
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understanding was centered on the LTELs’ perspectives and voices, so that educators 

could consider English language instruction and academic learning experiences from the 

learners’ point of view, with the expectation that these insights could improve teaching 

and learning for LTELs.  From the quantitative data, I learned that statistically there was 

no difference between the collective mean scores of the LTEL group and the non-LTEL 

group, so it seemed illogical to distinguish them as separate groups.  It is logical to 

consider that both groups had arrived in middle school with a need to progress to English 

language proficiency, before they were faced with the potential consequences of lost 

educational opportunities in high school and beyond.  It is also logical that both groups, 

meaning all of our ELs in middle school, need to be engaged in classroom learning 

through culturally and linguistically responsive teaching practices and be provided with 

scaffolds during the learning process to access the linguistic requirements of the lessons.  

Studying LTELs as a group was informative, as their voiced perceptions and observed 

actions in their classrooms gave student centered findings on what their educational 

experiences were like and what their instructional needs in middle school involved.   

The qualitative findings in this study presented the LTELs as a diverse group of 

bilingual learners who already possessed assets in linguistic and academic learning, 

which had not been adequately recognized or built upon during their classroom 

experiences.  While their teachers showed that they cared for them by their 

responsiveness to their questions, and readily offered assistance in one-on-one 

interactions, their learning was hindered by a lack of linguistic scaffolds during the lesson 

delivery and in the assigned coursework.  They had experienced challenges systemically 

in the school environment, which caused them an undue amount of anxiety, and they 
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needed a safe and welcoming school climate to ease their stress and enable them to focus 

on their instructional needs.  They were also highly invested in their relationships with 

others, and their experiences with teachers and peers influenced their disposition towards 

learning and their performance during instruction.   

Overall, when I considered what insight I could claim as the most impactful to the 

case of the LTEL, I found my “Aha!” moment.  It was that LTELs for the most part were 

already doing what they were supposed to be doing, despite the deficit perspective from 

which they were often viewed in school.  They behaved much like the rest of the students 

in their classrooms, and were on-task or off-task similarly to how the rest of the class was 

behaving.  They were given the same additional supports in their classes that other 

struggling students received, but were offered few linguistic supports that were 

scaffolded specifically for their particular needs.  Some educators believe that students 

should take responsibility for their learning and help themselves; regarding LTELs, they 

are already doing this as they struggle to learn in their classrooms.  If educators are to 

support LTELs, then we need to take responsibility by giving them the means to reach 

their linguistic and academic goals. 

Implications for Practice 

This study’s findings can be helpful for ESOL teachers, mainstream content 

teachers, instructional coaches, and school administrators, as it increases our 

understanding of the case of the LTEL.  It is important for all educators working with 

LTELs to better understand the students’ experiences and instructional needs and help 

them progress toward English proficiency and academic achievement. In this study, the 

LTEL participants expressed their perceptions of what their experiences with learning in 
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middle school were like and what they felt would help them grow academically and 

linguistically.  

When the quantitative data from ACCESS scores was analyzed, no significant 

differences were found between the mean scores in language domains between LTELs 

and non-LTELs.  The implication of this lack of variance between the groups is that 

LTELs and non-LTELs are more alike than different in regards to language testing, 

though the LTEL group has taken the test for a greater number of years.  It also implies 

that the ELs who have been receiving services for less than six years may be on the same 

trajectory as the LTELs, and continue for several more years in English language 

services.  The same efforts that are made to improve learning experiences for LTELs are 

also applicable to non-LTELs, as they all have arrived in middle school with the need to 

acquire language and literacy skills.  Suggestions from literature that may be 

implemented to improve instruction for all ELs include instruction in academic language, 

inclusion of bilingual abilities, scaffolded lessons, adequate preparation for ACCESS 

testing, and professional development for teachers in linguistically and culturally 

responsive teaching.   

 It is important to realize that LTELs already possess strengths and assets for 

content and language learning within their funds of knowledge (Moll et al., 1992).  From 

their cultures, LTELs interact in social networks to learn productive skills required by 

necessity, such as construction or maintaining a household, and form larger non-

monetary economies where learned skills are the assets exchanged to meet the families’ 

needs (Moll, 2019).  They often possess strengths in their connections to community, in 

that families rely on their relationships with others to meet their needs and to acquire 
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more knowledge (Moll et al., 1992). Teachers should discover and build on these 

strengths that individual LTELs possess and elevate them as assets in the classroom, 

countering the tendency of schools to view them as deficient (Flores & Rosa, 2015).  

Further, they can motivate LTELs to increase their productivity by including them in 

designing and implementing classroom learning activities, and by engaging with their 

families (Johnson & Johnson, 2016).  To prepare for this level of engagement, school 

leaders should provide professional development to teachers working with LTELs, to 

train them to understand and respond to their linguistic backgrounds and English 

language proficiency levels.  Additionally, LTELs should be encouraged to use 

translanguaging during the learning process to access the larger repertoire of words 

available to them (Wei, 2018).  Their strengths as bilinguals are enhanced when 

educators incorporate their first languages into classroom literacy activities, thereby 

building their skills as biliterate learners as well (Martinez, 2018). 

 It is also important for educators to understand LTELs’ competencies in English 

learning and their abilities identified during ACCESS testing, to help guide and support 

their growth.  Having grown up in U.S. schools, they overwhelmingly feel they already 

know English and have excellent social language skills.  However, educators should be 

aware that LTELs are still developing academic language, which is acquired through 

literacy engagement in printed text and is not generally found in social conversations 

(Cummins, 2011).   This means that content teachers and ESOL teachers should help 

LTELs expand their academic vocabulary and employ strategies to increase their literacy 

skills.  They should also recognize their multilingual students’ assets as “language 

architects” in that they are able to manipulate multiple languages in designing ways to 
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fulfill the purposes or skills in academic tasks (Flores, 2020). When content teachers and 

ESOL teachers work together, they can more thoroughly help LTELs prepare for and 

understand what the ACCESS test is about.  Generally, the LTELs believed ACCESS 

measured what they did wrong instead of showing growth; the impression that their 

scores meant they had not passed the test may have created negative feelings that they did 

not wish to reflect on (Clark-Gareca et al., 2000).  This finding suggests that more 

thorough preparation of LTELs for ACCESS testing should be conducted to ease 

discomfort and negative effects. 

 Educators working with LTELs should consider the role of relationships in 

educational experiences.  Relationships with others are central to the school experience 

and as educators interact with culturally diverse students, their influence can either 

empower or disable them (Cummins, 2000).  Teachers can empower LTELs by 

maintaining high expectations for them, and show they care through their actions.  They 

should also consider that friendships with peers are influential to the LTELs’ school 

experience and LTELs rely on their peers for support in learning and socialization.  

Social interactions reflect Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural perspective, in that socializing 

is the medium through which learning occurs.   

 School leaders, classroom teachers, and instructional coordinators should all strive 

to create a safe and welcoming environment for LTELs that promotes a classroom culture 

of kindness and empathy.  Students can retain a sense of identity and belonging when 

educators construct a foundation that respects their linguistic heritage and values their 

cultural understandings and literacies (Fránquiz, 2012).  While this is optimal for all 

students, it is especially important for LTELs as they have already been subjected to 
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anxiety and stigmatism within the school institution (Lucas et al., 2008).  This means that 

assistance should be provided to LTELs as they deal with conflicted feelings about their 

academic learning.  They may be trying their best, but still feel anxious, and desire to 

make their learning experiences better.  It is also important that teachers examine their 

own individual biases, and increase their awareness of equity issues, racism, and 

linguicism in order to advocate for just practices for diverse students in our schools (Song 

et al., 2021). 

 Observations that were conducted in the study highlighted LTELs’ engagement in 

the learning process and their strengths and challenges in performance during instruction.  

Educators should be aware that LTELs engage with the learning process in all four 

language modalities of listening, speaking, reading, and writing (WIDA, 2022).  They 

perform in the classroom environment while being challenged with distractions and non-

differentiated instruction that is often not meaningful for them.  While their tested 

language abilities often indicate they can interact with instruction at Emerging and 

Developing English proficiency levels, the expected tasks generally require language 

abilities at the higher Expanding and Bridging levels (WIDA, 2022).  For LTELs to be 

able to effectively interact with instruction, educators must scaffold learning tasks, by 

adding whatever additional materials or resources bring them up to the level required by 

the learning activity.  In working with LTELs, effective teachers help them to meet the 

language demands of whatever content they are teaching, through scaffolding key 

concepts, building background knowledge, and expanding vocabulary (Olsen, 2014).  

With these findings, it is my hope that educators will continue to increase their 
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understanding and develop better, more effective methods of teaching and learning for 

this underserved population. 

Limitations and Ideas for Future Research 

A limitation of this study was its relatively small number of participants, as the 

study was conducted in only one middle school building.  Another limitation was the low 

sample size in the quantitative ACCESS data that was analyzed.  A further limitation in 

the design of this study was that the participants were interviewed only once and then 

observed in two classrooms. Another round of interviews and observations would have 

yielded more comprehensive results, with the possibility of increased understanding of 

earlier comments and findings, such as translanguaging practices among the participants.   

The qualitative case study results cannot be generalized to other populations of 

LTELs; however, the analyzed themes around the experiences and perspectives of the 

participants could be explored with other LTELs. The insights gathered from the 

perceptions of LTELs in this study could be used to extend exploration into how LTELs’ 

perceptions change as they transition to high school, how they perceive their learning 

after sufficient scaffolds have been provided in their classrooms, and how 

translanguaging practices can be encouraged and extended in schools. An improved 

research design to gather students’ perceptions would contain at least two rounds of 

interviews and observations, or the addition of a focus group.  The purpose for these 

additions is so that the initial data collected could be analyzed and then the questions that 

arise from the analysis could be included in the second round of analysis, providing a 

more comprehensive collection of findings.  Further research could also be undertaken to 

identify the strengths and viewpoints that are frequently observed in a larger pool of 
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multilingual learners and offer the best practices to enhance their experiences around 

language and literacy. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, I refer back to the purpose for undertaking this study, and that is to 

gain insights and understanding into the experiences and instructional needs of LTELs.  

As a group, LTELs have intrigued me for the past eight years as I have worked with 

middle school English learners as an ESOL teacher.  While some of their bilingual peers 

progressed to English language proficiency and tested out of the district’s ESOL 

program, others lingered, with ACCESS scores that sometimes increased and at other 

times actually decreased. As a group, I found LTELs to be cooperative in ESOL classes, 

and wondered if their progress toward English proficiency had been impeded in some 

way. Hence, I set out to increase my understanding of this population of learners by 

listening to their stories, with the intent of discovering what they felt would help them to 

progress linguistically and academically.  

Using a mixed-methods study, I analyzed the ACCESS scores of LTELs and non-

LTELs in the seventh and eighth grades of my middle school building, to see if there 

were any differences in the mean scores of the four language modalities.  Finding that 

there were no significant differences in the mean scores of both groups, I looked to the 

analysis of qualitative data from the six LTEL participants’ interviews and observations 

from their math and ELA classrooms. What I found were themes that helped me to 

understand this group better and ideas on how I could help to invigorate their teaching 

and learning processes as I go forward with educating English learners, conscientiously, 

and with the goal of continuously improving my practice.  
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The themes that increased my understanding are that LTELs enter our buildings 

with strengths and assets for content and language learning that educators can discover 

and build on. LTELs also have competencies in English learning that direct their 

perceptions of their personal growth in language learning. They form relationships with 

teachers and peers in their classroom communities that strongly influence their 

educational experiences. LTELs face their own challenges with encounters in the school 

environment that are sometimes uncomfortable, as do most all middle school aged 

students, but they also deal with conflicted feelings about their academic learning and a 

desire to make those learning experiences better.  And finally, they engage with the 

learning process in the language modalities of Listening, Speaking, Reading, and Writing 

and perform in the classroom environment while challenged with distractions and 

instruction that is often not differentiated to a level that makes the content most 

meaningful for them. These are the understandings that I set out to find, and it is now an 

ongoing pursuit to apply those understandings in making teaching and learning for 

LTELs a meaningful and enriching endeavor, with the hope that others may find an 

increased understanding as well. 
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Appendix A 

Student Assent Letter, Parental Consent Letter, and Translations 
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Arabic Translation 
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Kinyarwanda Translation 
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Kunama Translation 
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Nepali Translation 
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Somali Translation 
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Spanish Translation 
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Appendix B 

Interview Protocol 

1. Identity and Critical Consciousness  

Tell me about yourself and your family. Tell me a story about a time you were 

really proud of yourself. What would you like your teachers and classmates to 

know about you? What are some ways other people are like you and some ways 

they are different? 

2. Student Narrative – Coming to the U.S. 

In which country were you born? What do you remember about living in another 

country or another place and how old were you? Tell me a story about your life 

when you were younger. How do these stories make you feel? What language do 

you speak besides English? Do you read and write in this language, and if so, 

how? What language do you use at home with your family members and friends? 

When do your parents and family speak in this language? Tell me about when you 

see printed materials and hear [name of first language] spoken in your home and 

community. What reading materials and documents do you see in [first language]? 

How might you explain to someone why it is special to speak in more than one 

language?  What do you wish your teachers knew about being able to speak, read, 

and write in two or more languages?   

3.  Resources and Prior Knowledge 

In what ways are you strong in your life, and how did you learn to be that way?  

How do those strengths help you in school?  What do you remember about 

learning English?  How do you use your first language during the school day?  
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What are some things you have learned in your home or culture that you use at 

school? 

4.  Content & Learning Strategies 

In what ways do your teachers recognize your ability to speak more than one 

language?  What are some ways you would like your teacher to use your first 

language?  In your opinion, what were the best supports you received in school or 

elsewhere to learn English?  What helped you to grow?  What supports did 

teachers try to give that were not helpful?  What are some strategies you use to 

learn new material in class?  What are some connections you can make between 

your life at home and learning at school? 

5.  Achievement and Mainstream Knowledge 

Do you feel your teachers have high expectations for you and what do they 

expect?  How do you feel about your academic learning and performance here in 

middle school?  How do you feel about your academic learning from elementary 

school?  How do you feel about your learning in the English language?  How did 

you feel about learning English when you were in elementary school?  What 

would make these learning experiences better?  What three things would you ask 

your teachers to do when they are teaching?  What is your best subject?  What 

does the teacher do differently in his/her class?  How do you feel about your 

virtual learning experiences? 

6.  Student/Teacher Relationships and Classroom Culture 

How much do you feel that your teachers care about you?  What do they do to 

show this?  How safe or comfortable do you feel in class? How do you 
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participate?  What is uncomfortable or scary?   What are some ways you or your 

friends are oppressed, or treated unfairly, in class?  How do you, your friends, and 

your teachers correct this?  Tell me a story about a day at school you didn’t like 

very much and why it was a bad day?  Tell me a story about your best day at 

school. 

7.  Wrap-up:  (Present participants with a copy of their current Individual Student Report 

for ACCESS and ask them to read it critically, or to read for understanding.) 

After reading your ACCESS score report, tell me, what is this test?  When do you 

take this test?  What do the results mean?    

(At this point, pause questioning and explain the different aspects of the report to the 

student. Share that the test assesses growth in the four language domains of listening, 

speaking, reading, and writing, and gives an overall score.) 

Do you think your English proficiency was measured properly by the ACCESS 

test?  Do you agree with these scores, or do you think they should be higher or 

lower? What do these scores mean to you?  In which areas do you feel you grew 

the most and why: listening, speaking, reading, writing?  What do you wish your 

teachers knew about you that is not shown in this test result?  What do you think 

about your language learning during middle school?  Do you feel it is different 

from your language learning in elementary school?  What is one more thing you 

would like to tell me about your experiences at school? 

 

 

 



THE LONG-TERM ENGLISH LEARNER  171 

Appendix C 

Classroom Observation Protocol 

Observer: _______________________   Date of Observation: _____________________ 

Name of School: _________________________________________________________ 

Time/Period: ____________________________________________________________ 

Grade (Circle): 7     8   

LTELs Observed: ________________________________________________________ 

Teacher Observed: _______________________________________________________ 

Subject: _________________________# of Students: ________ # of LTELs: ________ 

LTELs’ English proficiency Levels (ACCESS scores) & their L1s: _________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________  

1. Classroom Setting both in narrative and images (diagram/photos) is in the box below. 

A description and drawing of the classroom setting with a special focus on who the 

LTELs are, and where they are seated is included. Additional information to record: 

LTELs’ backgrounds (nationality, first language, home language). 
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2. Observation Notes  

● Record of what I see and hear from the LTELs, and their interactions with the 

classroom community in this particular setting. 

● Description of LTELs’ behaviors and actions:  

o Notations of physical movements or facial expressions (nodding, looking 

at teachers and peers) 

o Notations of what LTELs say, and who they look at and react to. 

o Notations of how many times and in what way LTELs volunteer to answer 

a question, participate in discussion, and ask or do not ask questions.  

o Notations of other behaviors I have noticed. 

Time Low-Inference Observational Field Notes 

LTELs’ Actions Interactions with Classroom 

Community 
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3. Feedback (High-Inference Coding – interpretations & ideas)  

Based on my classroom observation:  What strengths in LTEL’s classroom interactions 

and performance can I highlight? What aspects of LTEL’s classroom interactions and 

performance show a need for growth?   
 

Priority Areas of LTEL’s 

Strength: 

 

Interactions with classroom 

community: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Performance during instruction: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Evidence: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Priority Areas for LTEL’s 

Growth: 

 

Interactions with classroom 

community: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Performance during instruction: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Evidence: 
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Appendix D 

Sample – Excerpt from Codebook 
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Appendix E 

Sample – Partial List of Initial Codes 
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Appendix F 

Sample – Axial Coding from Qualitative Data 
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Appendix G 

IRB Approval Certificate 
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