


Chapter 19 

Linguistically Diverse 
Students 

Tom& Galgtrera and Kenji Haktrta 

More Than a Question of Language Instruction 

The language characteristics of students attending public schools 
in this country have undergone a dramatic change in recent years. 
According to one national study, the number of limited-English- 
proficient (L.E.P.)' students in grades K-12 increased by almost 
one million between 1984 and 1991, to an estimated 2.3 million 
(Development Associates, 1993). This is a conservative estimate 
representing an intensification of a trend that began in 1979- 

'We are aware of the numerous objections raised against using L.E.P. to identify 
students who are in the process of learning English. Specifically, critics have 
alluded to its pejorative connotations. Nevertheless, we chose to use L.E.P. 
because of the Euniliarity among educators with the meaning of the acronym 
and its legal definition. Please note that we have included periods to suggest 
that it should be read as three separate letters and not as the unfortunately 
common 'lep." 
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from 1979 to 1989, the number of speakers of languages other 
than English who reported speaking English less than ”very well” 
grew from 10.2 million to 13.9 million (McArthur, 1993). American 
schools face a great challenge in dealing with these changes, 
especially since this trend is likely to continue well into the fu- 
ture (Fix and Zimmermann, 1993). 

A distinction should be made between issues of linguistic di- 
versity-those concerning the education of L.E.P. students-and 
issues of ethnic diversity. Although we recognize that English 
proficiency, ethnicity, and linguistic background are complemen- 
tary, we choose to center our discussion around linguistic diver- 
sity. The reason for our choice lies in the history of legislation, 
litigation, and policies that have addressed issues of diversity in 
education as a civil rights problem. From this perspective, lim- 
ited English proficiency is seen as both a barrier to education 
and a valid criterion for special treatment. Yet, research has shown 
that the effectiveness of programs spurred by legislation and liti- 
gation has been limited in closing the achievement gap between 
L.E.P. and non-L.E.P. students, even though promising programs 
have been documented (see Crawford, 1995; Garcia, 1994). 

Studies have also shown that the L.E.P. student population is 
predominaitly poor, Hispanic, educationally disadvantaged, and 
present in over 42 percent of all school districts nationwide (Abt 
Associates, in press; Development Associates, 1993). Although the 
concentration of language groups and total numbers of L.E.P. 
students fluctuate greatly between districts and between schools, 
it is clear that the challenge has come to present itself to a sub- 
stantial proportion of educators and is no longer a problem 
confined to specific regions of the country. 

As is frequently the case with social-intervention programs, the 
proposed solutions to linguistic diversity in American schools have 
been the result of rather simplistic interpretations of the prob 
lem. As we will argue, linguistic diversity is a complicated phe- 
nomenon that requires educators to reconsider the role of all 
factors that contribute to the situation, not just English profi- 
ciency. Also, given the significant numbers of language-minority 
students present in today’s schools and the projected increases 
in their numbers, the challenge of linguistic diversity in the class 
room should no longer be the exclusive purview of teachers with 
specialist credentials, but a responsibility for all educators. 
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Who Are Linguistically Diverse Students and Who 
Teaches Them? 

What do we mean by limited English proficient? According to 
the 1995 reauthorization of the Bilingual Education Act, an L.E.P. 
student meets one or more of three conditions: (1) the student 
was born outside of the United States or the student’s native 
language is not English; (2) the student comes from an environ- 
ment where a language other than English is dominant; or (3) 
the student is American Indian or Alaskan Native and comes 
from an environment where a language other than English has 
had a significant impact on the student’s level of English profi- 
ciency. In addition, the student experiences sufficient difficulty 
speaking, reading, writing, or understanding the English language 
to deny him or her the opportunity to learn successfully in English- 
only classrooms. 

Sixty percent of students meeting these criteria are born in 
the U.S. (Development Associates, 1993) and concentrated in 
the West (over 50 percent of them are in California) and the 
South (20 percent) (McArthur, 1993), with some of the most 
dramatic recent increases reported in states not traditionally ass- 
ciated with language-minority populations, such as North Carolina 
(32 percent increase) and Tennessee (80 percent) (U.S. Depart- 
ment of Education, 1991). 

Increases in the proportion of L.E.P. students in states such 
as these are evidence that the phenomenon is not restricted to 
certain regions of the countly. Still, the concentration of L.E.P. 
students varies considerably from district to district. Total dis- 
trict populations range from several districts with only one L.E.P. 
student to the case of the Los Angeles Unified School District 
with over 242,000 L.E.P. students. Still, a majority of districts 
(67 percent) report serving less than one hundred L.E.P. stu- 
dents (Development Associates, 1993). All these figures translate 
to classrooms with students at various stages of English profi- 
ciency, regardless of their ethnic or linguistic backgrounds. 

Substantial increases in the numbers of L.E.P. students are 
but one indication that issues of limited English proficiency de- 
serve serious consideration in discussions of student diversity. In 
addition to a need for redefining student diversity around issues 
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of language diversity, the sheer magnitude of the problem re- 
quires a new vision and shared responsibility among all teachers. 
One striking finding is that 15 percent of all public school teachers 
have at least one L.E.P. student in their classroom who is not 
fluent enough in English to complete most of the assigned work 
(Development Associates, 1993). 

How prepared are the teachers assigned to teach L.E.P. students 
present in numerous classrooms? In 1992, only 10 percent of all 
teachers of L.E.P. students were certified in bilingual education 
and 8 percent, in ESL. Regardless of training, only 42 percent 
of all teachers of L.E.P. students reported sharing a non-English 
language with their students (Development Associates, 1993). These 
findings speak of a need to make training in the teaching of lan- 
guageminority and L.E.P. students a regular component of most 
teacher education programs, especially in states with large num- 
bers of such students. The agreement reached by the Los Ange- 
les Unified School District with the California State Department 
of Education requiring all its teachers to undergo staff develop 
ment in ways to teach L.E.P. students underscores the need to 
adjust our perception of language as a factor in student diversity. 

Finally, the tthnolinguistic background and socioeconomic status 
of teachers and their L.E.P. students are quite different. Most 
teachers of L.E.P. students are from an English-speaking back- 
ground and middle class. In contrast, L.E.P. students tend to be 
mostly from Spanish-speaking backgrounds and poor. Only 18 
percent of teachers describe themselves as being Hispanic, whereas 
73 percent of all L.E.P. students fall in this category (Develop 
ment Associates, 1993). Regarding socioeconomic status, Abt 
Associates (in press) found that in a nationally representative 
sample of first- and third-grade students “more than onehalf of 
L.E.P. students in both grade cohorts are in families with incomes under 
$15,000” (p. 12; author%’ emphasis). These findings have important 
implications, not only for policy, but also for classroom practice. 

Inherent Tensions in Legislation and Litigation 

From the late 1950s through the 196Os, a national preoccupa- 
tion with civil rights reached public schools. Beginning with the 
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1954 landmark ruling in Brown v. Board of Education, schools were 
asked to follow mandates that guaranteed equal access to educa- 
tion for all students. The ruling set the tone for subsequent cases 
where plaintiffs demanded educational equality regardless of stu- 
dent characteristics. 

Almost a decade later, Title VI1 of the Elementary and Sec- 
ondary Education Act (ESEA) of 1965 aimed to help children of 
limited-English-speaking ability, especially poor students, to achieve 
full English literacy. The political atmosphere at the time prompted 
several politicians to sponsor a series of bilingual education‘ bills. 
Nevertheless, funding for these bills did not match the rhetoric. 
This would prove to be indicative of future trends. Federal ex- 
penditures on Title VI1 programs remain relatively low to this 
day, especially when compared with other compensatory pro- 
grams. Title VI1 funding, adjusted for inflation, has been con- 
sistently between 30 percent and 40 percent below the 1980 level 
and only reached the $200 million mark in 1993. In comparison, 
funding for Chapter 1, a program for economically disadvantaged 
students, totaled $5.94 billion in 1993 (Fix and Zimmermann, 
1993). 

Title VI1 legislation functions primarily as an incentive for 
districts and local education agencies in the form of grants funding 
programs for L.E.P. students. In addition, states have adopted 
statutes mandating special education programs for L.E.P. students, 
although the severity of these laws varies from state to state. Only 
nine of the twenty-nine state bilingual laws currently in effect 
mandate bilingual education programs under specified condi- 
tions. Notoriously missing among these states is California, where 
more than one-half of all L.E.P. students reside (Development 
Associates, 1993). The absence is the more significant given that 
California’s bilingual law at one time was considered “a virtual 
bill of rights for language-minority children” (Crawford, 1995; 
p. 152). California’s bilingual law was allowed to expire in 1987 
and has not been reauthorized since, a fact that underscores the 
political nature of the debate surrounding bilingual education. 

The passage of the 1968 Title VI1 amendment to ESEA provided 

~ 

‘Bilingual education includes programs in which academic instruction is given 
in languages other than English. The extent of native language instruction 
varies greatly across and within programs. 
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funding for several experimental bilingual education programs 
throughout the country. Additional muscle behind the legisla- 
tion was provided by a ruling by the U.S. Supreme Court and a 
series of legal suits in the spirit of the then recently passed Civil 
Rights Act of 1964 (Crawford, 1995). Up to that time, a number 
of cases had been making their way through the courts, arguing 
that schools were violating the civil rights of L.E.P. students by 
not providing them with meaningful education in a language 
they could understand. Lau v. Nichols became the landmark case 
that significantly influenced the definition of, and proposed so- 
lutions to, linguistic diversity as a civil rights problem. 

The ruling in Lau reflected the concern for equal access to 
education first present in the Brown decision. Also, and in agree- 
ment with prior rulings on issues related to education, the Su- 
preme Court left the solution up to the local school boards. The 
ruling suggested that schools either instruct students in their 
native language or teach English to students, but the court was 
explicit in stating that neither approach was required and that 
other approaches might be tried (Crawford, 1995; Hakuta, 1986). 

To this day, Title VI1 grants and the court system continue to 
function as “carrots” and “sticks” for schools serving L.E.P. stu- 
dents. The prevalence of one incentive over the other has been 
due more to political ideology and actions from school officials 
and parents than to their relative effectiveness. Similarly, politi- 
cal ideology tends to influence whether schools’ effectiveness in 
dealing with L.E.P. students is measured in terms of inputs or 
outcomes. On the one hand, people have argued that compari- 

students enjoy equal opportunities to learn. On the other hand, 
it is believed that the most effective way to ensure accountability 
on the part of schools is to assess the skills and knowledge that 
every student needs. In reality, both conditions are necessary in 
order to guarantee that all students receive adequate instruction. 

However, if the goal is equality in educating L.E.P. students, 
we face what Martha Minow (1990) calls a ”dilemma of differ- 
ence.” In reference to specific programs for diverse students, Minow 
describes the quandary as follows: 

, sons between programs and schools are meaningless unless all 

I 

With both bilingual and special education, schools struggle to deal with 
children defined as ‘different’ without stigmatizing them. Both programs 
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raise the same question: when does treating people differently empha- 
size their differences and stigmatize or hinder them on that basis? and 
when does treating people the same become insensitive to their differ- 
ences and likely to stigmatize them on that basis! [P. 20; Minow‘s emphasis] 

In Brown, racial separation was proven indefensible, and schools 
were ordered to move toward integration. In contrast, the rul- 
ing in Lau confirmed the rights of L.E.P. students to equal edu- 
cational opportunities, while simultaneously validating English 
proficiency as a “different” characteristic in students. 

Few would argue against the need for students to be profi- 
cient in the language of instruction in order to fully participate 
in and benefit from education. Yet, attention to English profi- 
ciency as a valid criterion of classification has also resulted in a 
view of limited English proficiency as a deficit rather than as a 
potential for bilingualism. Such a way of thinking is evidenced 
by the restricted choice of courses available to most L.E.P. stu- 
dents, especially at the middle i n d  high school levels (see Minicucci 
and Olsen, 1992). 

An emphasis on English proficiency has also polarized the clas- 
sification of students into either proficient or limited proficient. 
These two broad categories ignore the complex and long-term 
nature of the language acquisition process. Rather than perceiv- 
ing students as complex individuals with numerous strengths and 
weaknesses, there is a tendency to separate them into those who 
are proficient in English and those who are not. This classifica- 
tion distracts educators from appreciating each student’s academic 
needs and abilities. Furthermore, proficiency in a language de- 
velops continuously over time and in more dimensions than simply 
“proficient” or “not proficient.” As we will see, programs have 
been created for students at intermediate stages of proficiency 
in order to address this very aspect of the problem. 

Attention to English proficiency has also resulted in policies 
and legislation that fail to address other important characteris- 
tics of L.E.P. students. For instance, the proportion of L.E.P. 
students served by Chapter 1 (now called ”Title I”) programs 
does not match the poverty levels in this student sector. This 
problem is due in part to wording in the law itself and in part 
to widespread tendencies among school officials and educators 
to classify students as either L.E.P. or non-L.E.P. (Fix and 
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Zimmermann, 1993). The latest reauthorization of Chapter 1 is 
clearly intended for poor students, regardless of ethnolinguistic 
background. It remains to he seen whether widespread beliefs 
will change accordingly. 

Finally, framing the problem in terms of civil rights has drawn 
attention away from schools and onto L.E.P. students. Following 
the mandates of the Lau decision, numerous programs have been 
developed to assist L.E.P. students in becoming proficient in 
English and transitioning into mainstream classrooms as soon as 
possible. Fewer programs, however, have questioned social 
perceptions and the overall design of schools as institutions in- 
tolerant of diversity. At one end of the spectrum, we find prc- 
grams that make English-language instruction their sole concern. 
At the other end, we find programs that begin to question as- 
sumptions about the nature of teaching and schools and attempt 
to develop academic skills and knowledge in all students, regardless 
of the laneage of instruction. 

Truly innovative approaches in dealing with linguistically di- 
verse students also offer an opportunity to move away from a 
remedial mentality and enrich the instruction of L.E.P. and non- 
L.E.P. students alike. The tensions inherent in many of these 
approaches stem from perceived threats to American culture. It 
is precisely this perception of threat to American customs and 
institutions that tends to infuse politics into the quest for effec- 
tive ways to educate L.E.P. students. 

Making Teaching Accessible to L.E.P. Students 

Assessment 

Aspects of tensions associated with positive and negative in- 
centives, criteria of selection, and input versus output measures 
can be found in the linguistic and academic assessment of L.E.P. 
students. Although most programs consist of variations or com- 
binations of the two approaches suggested in the Lau decision 
(bilingual education and ESL), considerable variety exists in the 
methods and techniques used and in the emphasis of language 
or academic content. In contrast, little effort has been devoted 
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to developing appropriate assessment for the identification and 
evaluation of L.E.P. students. 

Few would argue against the need to assess L.E.P. students in 
order to determine the best way to serve them. However, objec- 
tions have been raised about the procedures and instruments 
used (see August, Hakuta, and Pompa, 1994). Most states man- 
dating services of some kind for L.E.P. students also require as- 
sessment of the students’ English proficiency before placement 
in a program. Similar requirements exist for federally funded 
programs. 

A recent study of first- and third-grade L.E.P. students found 
that a majority of schools (about 78 percent) assess the ability of 
students to understand and speak their home language and English 
in order to decide whether or not the student should be in a 
bilingual or ESL program (Abt Associates, in press). Despite find- 
ings such as these suggesting that schools are not using arbitrary 
selection criteria, a lack of consistent and widely accepted in- 
struments and techniques for the selection and classification of 
L.E.P. students persists. Just as important, a lack of adequate 
assessment instruments poses problems in monitoring the account- 
ability of programs. 

Lack of consistency is also reflected in the large mriation among 
students who are eligible for special services and in tendencies 
by some districts to determine student eligibility based on local 
needs and pressures from the community. A lack of adequate 
assessment instruments also contributes to obscure the nature 
of diversity in students. It is indeed very difficult for the average 
teacher to determine whether difficulties experienced by an L.E.P. 
student are due to the student’s troubles with English or her 
lack of subject knowledge. 

Although successful programs have made language proficiency 
the key criterion for grouping students (Crawford, 1995, p, 126), 
L.E.P. status is but one of several factors considered when grouping 
students. Typically, the composition of linguistically diverse class- 
rooms ranges from only one or a few to all L.E.P. students with 
varying levels of English proficiency, regardless of whether stu- 
dents are from similar or different ethnic groups. 

Finally, recent trends in education toward the development 
and use of performance-based assessment pose particular prob- 
lems for L.E.P. students. Greater demands on language associated 
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with authentic assessment tasks make it difficult both for stu- 
dents to demonstrate their skills and for teachers to assign a fair 
grade. 

The issue of assessment and its relation to linguistic diversity 
remains unresolved, and a thorough discussion on the subject 
demands more space than is available in this chapter. In any 
case, teachers of L.E.P. students will have to confront equity is- 
sues with regards to assessment and make decisions that will have 
a profound impact on the academic future of their students. 
(For further reading, see August, Hakuta, and Pompa, 1994.) 

Bilingual Education 

The advantages of receiving instruction in a language one can 
understand should be obvious. Still, the issue of native-language 
instruction remains a contentious one among people interested 
in the education of L.E.P. students. A typical argument used by 
opponents of native-language instruction is that L.E.P. students 
learn English faster when “immersed” in English-only environ- 
ments. Furthermore, they claim that the use of native language 
in school conveys “the wrong message” to students. Supporters 
argue that by making English proficiency a prerequisite for regular 
instruction, L.E.P. students are unable to maintain an equal pace 
with English speakers. They argue that since it takes from five to 
seven years to become proficient in a language, English-profi- 
ciency prerequisites tend to have profound and lasting effects 
on L.E.P. students’ educational and professional futures. (See 
Minicucci and Olsen, 1992, for an assessment of differences in 
course offerings.) 

In trying to inform the debate, researchers have had to deal 
not only with political interests, but also with the many factors 
involved in bilingual education. Most of the evidence regarding 
the nature and effectiveness of bilingual programs comes from 
two large studies funded by Title VII. Both studies-a 1989 lon- 
gitudinal study by Burkheimer and associates evaluating services 
for L.E.P. students and a 1991 study by Ramirez and associates 
comparing immersion with early- and lateexit bilingual programs 
were in turn reviewed by the National Academy of Sciences in 
1992. In this chapter, we are unable to review the numerous 
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methodological objections contained in the National Academy 
of Science report (Meyer and Fienberg, 1992). Nevertheless, we 
recommend the report to readers interested in exploring the 
nature of research in this field. 

Due to the problems mentioned above, we chose only two findings 
that are both valid and relevant for our discussion. First, language 
of instruction did not seem to matter as much as people on 
both sides of the debate had hoped, although slight advantages 
were detected for approaches that used native language over 
English immersion. Second, regardless of program type, instruction 
consisted mostly of tasks and routines involving passive learning 
and low- rather than high-order thinking skills. These findings 
add support to our claim that problems associated with the educa- 
tion of linguistically diverse students are more than just linguistic. 

A recently released technical report by Development Associ- 
ates (1993) reports that almost all districts (92 percent) provided 
special services of some kind to L.E.P. students. Over 76 percent 
of all the districts that reported offering special services to stu- 
dents taught English as a second language. In contrast, 39 per- 
cent of these districts taught language arts in the students’ native 
language. A more interesting finding for the purposes of our 
discussion is that 28 percent of all L.E.P. students in elementary 
grades did not receive any instruction in their native language. 
This percentage is even higher for students in junior/middle 
school (42 percent) and high school (46 percent). 

The extent of native language instruction in these programs 
varied, although a majority (61 percent) were what the research- 
ers called “intensive” services. These services consisted of either 
extensive ESL instruction (at least ten hours) combined with 
regular content instruction, or content instruction specifically for 
L.E.P. students, without any ESL instruction. All together, about 
one third (54 percent) of all L.E.P. students were in intensive 
programs that made “significant”’ use of nativelanguage instruc- 
tion. Researchers found that the proportion and national origin 
of L.E.P. students were important factors associated with the type 

’Programs with “significant” use of native language were those where 50 per- 
cent or more of the class time is in the students’ native language in at l e a f  
one academic content area other than language arts, or 25 percent or more 
time in math, sciences. and social studies combined. 
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of services offered (Development Associates, 1993). Thus, the fact 
that L.E.P. students are mostly Hispanic should figure promi- 
nently in efforts to develop programs and policy. 

As this evidence suggests, most school districts report having 
made efforts to meet the linguistic needs of L.E.P. students. The 
findings also suggest that variations and combinations of the two 
approaches recommended in Lau, bilingual education and ESL, 
continue to be used predominantly. Similarly, programs continue 
to favor English transition over native-language maintenance, a 
consequence of the deficit mentality that dominates litigation 
and legislation. 

Missing from the research findings mentioned above is an 
evaluation of particular bilingual education techniques at the 
classroom level. We know that providing immediate translations 
in the students’ native language tends to minimize opportuni- 
ties and incentives to learn English (Crawford, 1995). Nevertheless, 
“concurrent translation,” as this technique is known, is some- 
times the only way to ensure that students understand critical 
instructions. Also, translation may help teachers point out similarities 
across languages, so as to expand on the student’s proficiency. 

A recommended alternative to concurrent translation consists 
of teaching each day or class period predominantly in either 
English or the students’ native language. This technique is espe- 
cially effective when combined with another technique known as 
“preview-review.” In preview-review, the teacher precedes the lesson 
with a preview in the other language, which provides students 
either with an organizer for the material to follow or with vo- 
cabulary for future use. The two techniques combined can also 
minimize status differences between languages. 

Another set of techniques used by teachers of L.E.P. students 
are those involving some variation of cooperative instruction. 
Simply seating students in groups has the effect of increasing 
opportunities for oral interaction, which is effective for language 
acquisition, especially among young people. Seating arrangements 
are also a central feature of several methods and approaches in 
bilingual education and language instruction, especially when the 
latter has a communicative emphasis. Cooperative techniques are 
also an integral component of most constructivistic approaches 
to education and, as we will see, offer teachers a way to deal 
with heterogeneous classes (Cohen, 1994). 
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On the negative side, groups may contribute to the creation 
and maintenance of patterns of behavior and attitudes among 
students that are particularly detrimental to L.E.P. students. It is 
of little benefit for L.E.P. students to be exposed to native Eng- 
lish language when the only words they hear are commands, put 
downs, and mockexy. As we will see, certain pedagogical approaches 
rely on the power of cooperative groups to change sNdents’ at- 
titudes and behavior. 

The emphasis in legislation and litigation on equal access has 
resulted in programs that are evaluated primarily on their effi- 
cacy to teach English to L.E.P. students (The Stanford Working 
Group, 1993). A predominance of language over content is un- 
derstandable given that, with the exception of English proficiency, 
most instructional issues surrounding the schooling of L.E.P. stu- 
dents are applicable to all students. 

English as a Second Language 

The history of language instruction can be thought of as a 
succession of methods, each influenced by contemporary popu- 
lar beliefs, theories, and research. Our review of language teach- 
ing methods is not intended to be exhaustive, but rather a sampling 
of techniques and approaches available to ESL teachers. Read- 
ers interested in greater detail and deeper analyses are encour- 
aged to read David Nunan’s (1991) Language Teaching Methodology. 
Our discussion in this section borrows heavily from this source. 

Most language teaching methods have emerged predominantly 
from the tradition of foreign-language instruction and applied 
linguistics. These teaching methods include Audiolingualism, 
Cognitive Code Learning, Community Language Learning, the 
Silent Way, and Suggestopedia. Although the creators of these 
and other methods commonly attribute enormous success to their 
way of teaching language, empirical evidence of their effective- 
ness tends to be mixed at best (see Bialystok and Hakuta, 1994). 
We should also note that these methods have been used princi- 
pally to teach foreign languages to relatively successful students, 
not English to L.E.P. students. Significant differences exist be- 
tween a foreign-language student and most ESL students, par- 
ticularly in terms of motivation and objectives. 




