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Challenges for Limited English Proficient
Students and the Schools

SHEILA M. SHANNON
University of Colorado
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Abstract—Children who attend schools that require profi-
ciency in a language other than the one of their homes
are faced with dramatic challenges. In turn, the schools
are challenged to meet their special demands so that the
children's educational experiences are minimaily mean-
ingful. This chapter selectively reviews the work that has
been done historically and currently of education and the
cuituraily and linguistically diverse child. The goal of the
chapter is to provide an even account of the cognitive,
social, psychological, and sociocultural factors that play
interrelated roles in the education of these special children
in the United States.

Introduction

The abilities to speak, understand, read, and write
English are basic to achieving even a minimal amount
of academic success in the United States. However, many
children enter school with none of those skills, and for
them learning English is a major part of their schooling
experience. In a real sense, students whose English profi-
ciency develops primarily through schooling are chal-
lenged to far more work at school, and perhaps more
difficult work, than their English speaking peers. At the
same time, the school has additional responsibility and
their own challenge to deliver both content and language

-to the limited English proficient (LEP) student.

The problem of educating minority language students
is not one limited to a small number of children, nor
is it restricted to a specific geographical area of the United
States, and it does not invoive only a handful of different
first languages. The number of school-age children (age
5-17) who speak a language other than English at home
is 9.6% of the United States’ population which equais
over four and a half million school-age children. The
majority of thosc children reside in three states with
23.5% in California, 17.5% in Texas, and 13.4% in New
York (Arias, 1986, Source: U.S. Department of Com-
merce, Bureau of the Census, 1980 Census of Popula-
tion). The remaining 45% are distributed throughout the

other 48 states (Baca & Cervantes, 1984). Most of the
minority language population is Spanish speaking but |
there are large numbers of speakers of Asian languages,
including Vietnamese, Chinese, Korean, and Hmong.
Increased immigration in the 1970s and 1980s has con-
tributed to the incidence of minority language students
throughout the country, but limited English skills are
also prevalent for a part of the Native American and
Native Alaskan population. In fact, minority languages,
that is, languages other than English, have always been
a reality of American life in its brief history.

Not all of those who speak a language other than Eng-
lish are limited in English; some are bilingual and are
relatively proficient in both their mother tongue and Eng-
lish. However, most minority language children are LEP
and are not bilingual upon entering school. During their
time in school they both learn their second language and
learn in their second language. For many of these chil-
dren contact with English begins with school, and for
some their most substantial contact continues to be the
school while their mother tongue is the dominant lan-
guage of their communities and within their families
(Shannon, 1987). Estimates of the number of LEP stu-
dents is between 1.5 million and 5 million school-age
children (O’Malley, 1982; Waggoner, 1984, 1986).

Nothing about being limited in the majority language
of this country and succeeding in school is simple. A
complex set of factors influence what being LEP means
at school and in one’s life. This chapter will examine
the issues in thres major review sections prefaced by a
background section and definitions. First, theory and
research regarding the cognitive aspects of bilingualism
will be considered as they are relevant to the LEP student.
The second section considers linguistic factors of being
LEP, including research about second language acqui-
sition and individual variation. The third part will cover
the societal and psychological ievel of how LEP students
experience schooling. The societal level specific to the
United States and the individual psychological and social
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