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ABSTRACT 

IMMIGRATION, ASSIMILATION, AND LANGUAGE: A CASE STUDY OF ESL 
PROGRAMS IN LOUISVILLE, KY 

Korey David McMurtrey 

August 4, 2006 

This thesiis examined the structure: and processes of several different organizations 

that offer English as a Second Language (ESL) classes in one Kentucky county. The 

purpose of the study was to analyze the: structure of the organizations, and then analyze 

how the structun~ affects their approach to teaching ESL. There were three expectations 

going into this study: the ESL programs would be segregated and distinct from one 

another, they would be challenged to teach a diverse clientele, and the services would be 

strongly student-oriented. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with six program 

coordinators and two teachers across six different organizations. The findings revealed 

that although the programs do operate independently, they are much more connected than 

initially expected. Due to recent trends in immigration and assimilation patterns, the ESL 

programs teach c:lasses holistically, based on the needs of a diverse student population. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

For the thousands of immigrants who come to the United States each year, one of 

the first steps often necessary for their suc:cess is learning English. Mastering English 

language skills eases an immigrant or refugee's transition into U.S. society. One of the 

benefits of English language skills is to allow immigrants and refugees to have easier 

access to social services, health care, and the education system. English language skills 

also provide immigrants and refugees better chances of gaining employment and 

advancing in their jobs. Alternatively, a lack of English skills can lead to stressful 

situations as people adapt to a new and unfamiliar culture. A lack of English skills makes 

even routine tasks, such as banking, shopping, and medical care more challenging. 

The perception is that English as a Second Language (ESL) programs are, for the 

most part, not cohesively organized or consistent in their teaching approach. Unlike 

some other countries, the U.S. does not have a cohesive, federally funded ESL program. 

Australia, for example, has had a stable, federally funded ESL settlement program for 

new adult immigrants for over fifty years (Burns 2003). No program of this sort exists in 

the U.S., where most ESL programs are run by a mix of local governmental and non

governmental organizations. Local non-profit organizations and church or faith-based 

organizations offer many of the ESL classes. Also, educational institutions such as 

public school systems and community college systems usually offer ESL classes to the 



adult population. Organizations are either privately funded or supported by an array of 

local, state, and foundation grant money. These organizations typically have minimal 

guidelines or influence from a national or federal source. 

The structure and quality of these classes varies greatly depending on such factors 

as region of the country, how the organization is funded, and the requirements for 

attending English classes. These varied programs therefore provide many different, and 

potentially unequal, opportunities for immigrants and refugees to learn English. 

Organizations that offer ESL classes often have disparate goals, different philosophies 

about how to teach English and why learning English is important, and different 

outcomes in terms of what happens to the immigrants once they leave the programs. 

The students that attend ESL classes come from widely varying backgrounds. 

'The members of this population have varying degrees of English proficiency, with skills 

ranging from complete fluency to virtually no knowledge of English" (Kim et al. 1997: I). 

Students range across all age groups, dozens of countries of origin, and a wide variety of 

professional and educational backgrounds. ESL programs increasingly must serve 

students from different cultures due to changes in immigration patterns. While 68% of 

immigrants came: from Europe and Canada in 1951, 76% of immigrants arrived from 

Latin American and Asian countries by 2000 (Aguirre and Turner 2004). Students take 

classes that are filled with immigrants and refugees with very different experiences, 

native languages" English abilities, and motivations and goals for learning English. 

The present study seeks to understand the structure and processes of several 

organizations in one Kentucky county that offer ESL classes. The primary aim is to 

analyze the structure of these organizations, and then analyze how the structure affects 

2 



their approach to teaching ESL. This study is important because few studies have 

attempted to analyze the structure and processes of widely varying ESL programs in one 

U.S. city. Most studies have examined teaching strategies (Holt 1995; Shank and Terrill 

1995), the goals, motivations, and needs of the immigrant students (Crandall and 

Shephard 2004; Fennelly and Palasz 2003), or characteristics of specific subgroups of 

ESL students (Buttaro and King 2001; Warriner 2004; Weinstein-Shr 1993). Very few 

studies perform a program evaluation of the philosophies, strategies, and goals of several 

varied programs operating within the same city. ESL programs in the present study are 

likely to be fragmented and distinct from each other, with different sets of goals and 

teaching philosophies that lead to differing and sometimes ineffective classroom 

environments for the students. 

Few studies have compared and contrasted the structure of several different 

organizations and the implication of organizational forms for the delivery of ESL services 

to the adult community of immigrants. Several studies have reported on what they found 

to be effective teaching strategies. These studies have implications for how ESL 

programs in the U.S. can or should be mn. Nolan (2001), in describing one exemplary 

ESL program based in Central America, argues that U.S. programs could learn a great 

deal by emulating the success of the one very successful program outlined in his study. 

Nolan advocates Ithe practicality of applying a theoretical approach to English language 

learning, so that the curriculum can be continuously fine-tuned and upgraded. He notes 

that a strict adherence to a particular teaching philosophy is largely absent from u.S. 

programs. This relates to one goal of the current study, which is to determine whether or 
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not ESL programs in one county have an over-arching teaching philosophy, and how this 

affects the course curriculum and teaching practices. 

Similarly, several studies report on the effectiveness of specific teaching 

strategies, such as the use of journal writing as a tool for English learning and reflection 

(Kim 2005; Orem 2001). These authors argue that journal writing can be an effective 

teaching tool in certain situations, as it allows students to practice writing English 

correctly. It also provides a meaningful context in which the students can practice their 

skills. However. these studies largely fail to examine the fractured, disorganized state of 

ESL education as it exists in the U.S. Many !~tudies also examine specific sub-groups of 

ESL students, how well they cope with ESL classes, and what special needs they might 

have. Some examples of this type of study include examining Chinese students in the 

United Kingdom (Berry and Williams 20(4), the special needs of Hispanic female 

students (Buttaro 200 I), and Russians, Somalis, and Hmong in the Midwest U.S. 

(Fennelly and Palasz 2003). These types of sltudies provide a great deal of information on 

particular groups of students. However, they fail to address the situation in which many 

ESL programs operate more or less independently of each other. 

This study contributes to the literature on English as a Second Language by 

attempting to understand how services are provided to the adult immigrant population in 

one Kentucky county. The study seeks to understand the organizations that offer ESL 

classes and the nature of the services provided. The approach of the research is a case 

study of the population of organizations within the county. This study should provide 

some insight into the differences between programs, and how these differences affect 

their ability to provide ESL services. Furthermore, the results of this study suggest 
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changes that could be made to the current system of ESL programs in order to improve 

their services. 

Chapter n provides the sociohistorical background to the present study. It 

outlines the changes in both immigration patterns and patterns of assimilation revealed by 

the new assimilation theories. It is argued that ESL programs are a response to changing 

patterns of assimilation. Chapter III presents the research literature on ESL programs, 

and identifies the themes and trends that are relevant for the current study. This is 

followed by Chapter IV, which describes the methods used in this study. The next two 

chapters, Chapters V and VI, describe the findings from the interviews. These two 

chapters describe the organizational structure of the ESL programs and the process of 

teaching ESL at these organizations, respectively. Lastly, Chapter VII provides a 

discussion of the data and draws some conclusions for future research. 
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CHAPTER II 

IMMIGRATION AND IMMIGRANTS 

ESL programs in the u.s. today are the result ofa long history of immigration 

and assimilation. Immigration patterns are drastically different from patterns at the 

beginning of the twentieth century. Likewise, as immigration patterns have changed, so 

too have the patterns and theories of assimilation. The goal of this chapter is to explain 

the changing nature of immigration and the process of assimilation, and then demonstrate 

how these factors have helped shape ESL programs for adults as they exist today. As a 

result of changing patterns of immigration and assimilation, ESL programs have become 

more focused on adult learners, are culturally sensitive and client-centered, and are run 

by local organizations. 

Immigration to the U. S. looks siignificantly different today compared to 

immigration firom the late 1800s and early 1900s. Theories and models of assimilation 

have also changed drastically over the past century. This early, "classic period" of 

immigration and assimilation dominated the discourse on immigration until the 1960s-

1970s. "Underlying all explanations of immigration of this period is the assumption of 

social order and social equilibrium" (H~isler 1992:625), which are often analyzed in 

terms of push and pull factors. The majority oftoday's foreign-born population is from 

Latin American countries. Europeans, who fi)rmed the largest number of immigrants in 
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earlier periods in U.S. history, account for a significantly smaller proportion of 

immigrants today (Schaefer 2005). 

This early period of immigration was not free from conflict. Although Europeans 

formed a large part of the immigrant population in the l700s and early 1800s, there were 

also very strong anti-immigrant crusades in the latter half of the nineteenth century, as the 

number of immigrants from non-Protestant and non-European countries continued to 

grow. "The earlier immigrants, if not Anglo-Saxon, were from similar groups such as the 

Scandinavians, the Swiss, and the French Huguenots. These people were more 

experienced ill1 democratic political practices and had a greater affinity with the dominant 

Anglo-Saxon culture" (2005:121). As !immigrants increasingly arrived from non

Protestant and non-English speaking countries, there were increasing protests from some 

U.S. citizens, as well as anti-immigration legislation enacted by Congress. 

From the late 1800s to about 1921, immigrants increasingly arrived from 

southern, central, and eastern European countries, although immigration from northern 

and western Europe remained strong. There were also significant increases in 

immigration from Asia, as well as Latin and Central America. "Previously little-known 

nationality groups now flocked to the nation's shores, establishing their ethnoreligious 

cultural marks. By the turn of the century, most northeastern cities would contain two

thirds or more of a foreign-born population" (Parrillo 2005:98). However, the increasing 

diversity of immigrants in the U.S. also led to a backlash from the native population. 

This backlash was most strongly seen in the National Origins Quota Act of 1921. This 

act reduced immigration to 3% of the number of people descended from each nationality 

in 1910 (Parrillo 2005). This quota system remained the basis for immigration to the 
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u.s. until 1965. The quota system favored white northern and western European groups, 

because they were more abundant in the U.S. prior to 1921. Even though immigration 

from countries such as Great Britain dropped off sharply, immigrants from eastern and 

southern Europe were severely limited in their immigration options because their national 

quota was set so low. After statistical manipulation by the government, 70% of the quota 

for the Eastern Hemisphere went to Great Britain, [reland, and Germany (Schaefer 2005). 

Despite the severe restrictions, this particular immigration policy eventually came 

to an end. "With few Europeans to fill expanding needs, Mexicans and Puerto Ricans 

would meet the demand for new labor, setting in motion a greater Hispanic migration 

than ever before" (Parrillo 2005: 108). Due to the limits imposed by the quota system, 

large scale immigration from Asian countries, as well as Latin and Central America, is a 

relatively recent phenomenon (Oropesa and Landale 1997). As a result of decreased 

immigration beginning in the 1920s, along with the presence of acculturative pressures, 

the U.S. popullation drifted towards more cultural homogeneity. The slowing of 

immigration during this period gave assimilation slightly more dominance as a theoretical 

approach over the continued presence of pluralism and group differences (Parrillo 2005). 

Early Theories of Assimilation 

Early assimilation theories originated with Robert Park and the Chicago School. 

Park "viewed immigrant/host society patterns of interaction as unilinear movements 

through stages, always resulting in eventual assimilation" (Heisler 1992:626). Racial and 

ethnic minorities and immigrant groups would eventually be incorporated into 

mainstream American life, socially, economically, and politically (Wildsmith 2004). 

Park describes several phases immigrant groups went through as they gradually 
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assimilated into the larger society. These include contact, competition and conflict, 

accommodation, and eventually assimilation (Cornell and Hartmann 1998). Under thiis 

general process of assimilation, unique minority identities disappear as groups integrate 

into the culture of the majority society. Assimilation is theorized as an inevitable, 

unilateral process, even though it is not necessarily viewed as easy or attainable in a short 

period of time. The host society does not change in this process, but the immigrants 

slowly become more Americanized. 

Park's multi-stage race-relations cycle was further expanded upon by Milton 

Gordon, who specifies seven distinct stages in the assimilation process in his 

multidimensional dissection of assimilation. The different types of assimilation are 

cultural assimilation (acculturation), structural, marital, identification, attitude

receptional, behavioral-receptional, and civic assimilation (Aguirre and Turner 2004). 

He differentiates between acculturation, where immigrants adopt the cultural patterns of 

the dominant group, and structural assimilation, where members of the immigrant and 

dominant groups develop primary-group relationships (South et a!. 2005). Unlike many 

of his predecessors, including Park, Gordon does not view assimilation as the inevitable 

outcome of interaction between immigrants and the host society (Heisler 1992). 

However, once structural assimilation is achieved, Gordon argues that all other types of 

assimilation will necessarily follow. Gordon's theory still suffers from the major 

limitation of traditional assimilation theories; he focuses almost entirely on the 

immigrant's ability to adjust, while the host society remains static and unchanged. 
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Recent Immigration and Assimilation Patterns 

The 1965 Immigration and Naturalization Act was the catalyst for the new phase 

of immigration and the compositional change of the immigrant population. However, the 

causal effects of this act "have been exaggerated, and its most important consequences, 

such as the removal of barriers to immigrants from Asian and African countries, were 

largely unintended" (Rumbaut 1994:588). Nonetheless, the 1965 law did influence 

migration decisions and serves as the key context for the reception of new waves of 

immigrants. Many government officials at the time expected to see an increase in 

European immigration. However, 'push' factors to migrate to the U.S. in other parts of 

the world had become much stronger. European migration was quickly surpassed by 

Latin American and Asian immigration (Parrillo 2005). While the drastic change in the 

national origin of immigrants was an unintended consequence of the 1965 Immigration 

Act, the repeal of the quota system provided more opportunities for immigrants to move 

to the U.S. 

The primary goals of the 1965 Immigration Act were to reunite families and 

protect the American labor market. Thus, in addition to eliminating the quota system, the 

act allowed family members of U.S. citizens to enter without restriction. It also increased 

the number of visas that were issued for professions and occupations that were in short 

supply. These policy changes were responsible for significant changes in both the 

composition of arriving immigrant groups and their occupational skill levels over the 

years (Aguirre and Turner 2004). Although immigration increased by one-third after 

passage of the act.. the more significant change was the composition of immigration. 

10 



Schaefer (2005) estimates that immigrants from Latin America and Asia 

combined to make up 81 % of legal immigrants who were admitted to the U.S. between 

1981 and 2000. Similarly, Aguirre and Turner (2004) show that while in 1951, 68% of 

immigrants came from Europe and Canada, by 2000, 51 % of immigrants were from Latin 

America and the Caribbean and 25% of immigrants were from Asian countries. Major 

Asian sources of immigration include China, the Philippines, Vietnam, India, and Korea, 

while major Latin American and Caribbean sources of immigration include Mexico, the 

Dominican Repu blic, and EI Sal vador (Oropesa and Landale 1997). The nature and 

composition of immigration has changed dramatically. 

There are some other important differences between the 'new' immigration of the 

last few decades of the twentieth century and the 'old' immigration of the early twentieth 

century. Since World War II, legal immigration has been more likely to result from 

family reunification processes, rather than economic cycles and intentional recruitment. 

Furthermore, "while in the first decades of the century 67% of all immigrants were men, 

since 1941 the: majority - 55% - have been women" (Rumbaut 1994:590). Unlike many 

flows of immigrants prior to World War II, more recent immigration features an 

increasing number of political refugees and asylees, highly skilled professionals, and 

undocumentedllaborers. The literature supports the common assumption that immigrants 

today are a highly diverse group, coming from many different parts of the world. 

Changes in immigration patterns are not simply a direct result of the 1965 

Immigration Act. Rather, "the size and source of new immigrant communities in the 

United States today is directly if various]iy related to the history of American military, 

political, economic, and cultural involvement and intervention in the sending countries, 
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and to the linkages ... that open a surprising variety of legal and illegal migration 

pathways" (Rumbaut 1994:588). As a result of this complex series of linkages, new 

waves of immigrants increasingly arrive from countries with different languages, 

cultures, and non-western practices. Most importantly, many of these groups are 

somewhat unfamiliar with democratic political practices, and are culturally and 

linguistically distant from the dominant Anglo-Saxon culture in the U.S. 

The recency of immigration also carries implications for the socioeconomic 

outcomes of immigrants and refugees. Recently arrived immigrants should have a more 

difficult time than others, given how difficult it is to adjust to a new society. For 

example, Asian-born immigrant families are twice as likely as native-born Asian families 

to live in poverty, although this is a disadvantage that disappears over time (Oropesa and 

Landale 1997). Nonetheless, as difficult as adjusting to a new society can be, learning 

English is one of the most important steps an immigrant can take to advance in the U.S., 

economically and socially. 

How much do new immigrant groups conform to their new society? Among the 

broad categories of Asian, Latino, and European immigrants, from 1983 to 2000, 

European immigrants had the highest rate of naturalization (Aguirre and Turner 2004). 

This statistic seems to be consistent with the notion that immigration policies still favor 

European immigrants. However, since Asians and Latinos tend to reside in areas where 

they make up Ithe majority population, they may have less interest in becoming natural 

citizens. 'The structural accommodation of Asians and Latinos in the United States may 

facilitate their participation in, but not their absorption into, mainstream social 

institutions" (2004:253). For example, the Cuban community in Miami grew relatively 
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quickly. As a result, Cubans in that community have less need to adapt to the majority 

culture, and also have less need to learn the English language. 

New Theories oj Assimilation 

Just as immigration patterns have changed over the last century, so too have 

theories about assimilation. Recent research branches in two different directions, 

extending ancl reconceptualizing the classic assimilation framework. One perspective 

supports and extends the general assimilation framework, while the other perspective 

proposes a new theory called segmented assimilation (Wildsmith 2004). The first 

explanation tries to expand and fill in the gaps in the assimilation theory made famous by 

Park and Gordon, while the latter explanation tries to describe assimilation that can go in 

different directions based on different circumstances. 

Alba and Nee (1997) try to extend the traditional assimilation framework, instead 

of defining assimilation as one group becoming like another. They argue that 

assimilation can also occur "by changes in two (or more) groups that shrink the 

differences and distance between them -- group convergence, in other words" (1997:834). 

Assimilation is commonly portrayed as a unidirectional process in which ethnic 

minorities lose their unique qualities and become copies of the ethnic majority (Alba 

1999). This new conceptualization allows for changes in the majority population as well 

as ethnic minorities. The classic assimilation theories assume the majority population is 

relatively homogeneous. However, assimilation also occurs unintentionally, "as the often 

unintended cumulative by-product of choices made by individuals seeking to take 

advantage of opportunities to improve their social situation" (1999:8). For example, 

socially mobile European ethnics may leave working class neighborhoods for middle 
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class and more ethnically diverse suburbs, thus raising their children in a different 

environment. 

The second theory, segmented assimilation, differs considerably from traditional 

frameworks of assimilation. The segmented assimilation perspective argues that there 

may be multiple trajectories of assimilation in different directions, partly depending on 

characteristics of both the ethnic minority and the majority group (Arias 2001; Portes 

1995; Portes and Rumbaut 2001; Zhou 1997). Four of these characteristics are: 1) the 

history of the immigrant first generation; 2) the pace of acculturation among parents and 

children; 3) the cultural and economic barriers confronted by second-generation youth; 

and 4) family and community resources (Portes and Rumbaut 2001). Unlike traditional 

assimilation into a homogeneous majority, there may be three paths of assimilation. 

"One of them replicates the time-honored pattern of growing acculturation and parallel 

integration into the majority white middle class; a second leads straight into the opposite 

direction, to permanent poverty and assimilation into the underclass; a third links 

economic mobility with preservation of the immigrant community's solidarity" (Portes 

1995:251). This perspective acknowledges that immigrant groups may be influenced by 

different groups, or benefit more from maintaining their ethnic identity. 

Segmented assimilation places the assimilation process within the context of a 

society that consists of segmented and unequal parts. Within this context, an individual 

may experience downward assimilation into an underclass, rather than the traditional 

assimilation into the mainstream (Zhou 2004). A combination of individual and 

contextual variables influences the direction that assimilation takes (Zhou 1997). 

Community-level social structures, as well as the more general social and economic 
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context of a society, affect individual assimilation. "For example, if ethnic communities 

are 'institutionally complete,' whereby ethnic institutions are rich and vibrant and 

reinforce the desirability of remaining within the ethnic fold, maintenance of ethnic 

identities at the individual level (if desired) is much more viable than if ethnic 

communities lack such completeness" (Arias 2001:528). Different variables affect the 

degree to which immigrants maintain their ethnic identities. 

Examining the similarities between these two new perspectives on assimilation, 

Alba (1999) argues that at least the motives for assimilation are similar to past motives. 

The motive is "the desire to take advantage of opportunities to improve the social and 

material circumstances of one's life, whether this involves residential mobility to a new 

neighborhood or an upward occupational and educational trajectory" (1999:21). Similar 

to a century ago, assimilation occurs partly as a result of immigrant's desires to improve 

their social and economic lives. At the same time, the extent and degree of potential 

assimilation for members of particular groups is somewhat less clear. Some individuals 

see some forms of assimilation, such as learning English, as the path to greater 

opportunities and social mobility. As a result, some second-generation immigrants may 

raise their children to only speak English "in the belief that their educational life chances 

will be improved by their more complete mastery of the host language" (1999:21). These 

fundamental changes usually carry ramifications for future assimilation. 

How does ESL relate to theories on assimilation and language? Immigrants in the 

early nineteenth century faced strong Anglo-conformity pressures, especially within the 

school system (Feagin and Feagin 2003; Wildsmith 2004). During older periods of 

immigration, there was little focus on educating adult immigrants. The focus was on 
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assimilating their children in schools. Today, there are many ESL programs adults can 

choose from to learn English. However, they do not focus on assimilating immigrants 

and refugees completely into white American culture. ESL programs try to teach 

students the English language and American culture, while also encouraging them to 

maintain their own ethnic identity and culture. 

In some ways, this approach resembles a return to pluralist views of ethnicity, in 

which ethnicity remains a powerful force among groups of immigrants and refugees 

(Aguirre and Turner 2004). ESL programs often try to be culturally sensitive to their 

students, and do not try to force American values and lifestyles on them (Buttaro and 

King 2001; Berry and Williams 2004). ESL programs do not try to replace their 

students' culture with American culture. Inst1ead, they try to teach English to immigrants 

as a supplemental resource that will aid their adaptation to a new society. 

ESL programs, operating as independent sites, encourage students to maintain and 

share their ethnic backgrounds while also learning English and U.S. culture. ESL classes 

inherently prompt some degree of language and cultural assimilation, while avoiding 

complete structural assimilation (South et aI. 2005). Recent waves of immigration have 

been relatively large and fast (Aguirre and Turner 2004; Parrillo 2005; Schaefer 2005). 

For example, large numbers of Cubans that settled in Miami were able to maintain ethnic 

communities and avoid completely adopting the mainstream culture. Hispanics will soon 

be the largest subordinate racial group in the U.S. Such quick demographic changes, 

without strong government efforts to enforce Anglo-conformity, can turn immigrant 

groups into a powerful political force. 
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Education and Immigration 

The public school movement gathered support in the first decades of the 

nineteenth century. High levels of immigration put a great deal of pressure on the 

education system. Immigration strains the education system in three ways; language 

differences, volume of enrollment, and adaptation issues (Jeynes 2004). Problems arise 

because few new immigrants are tluent in English, heavy periods of immigration result in 

overcrowded schools, and it is very challenging for schools to try to assimilate 

immigrants into the mainstream. As a result, the American education system has 

traditionally been a means of socializing immigrants into acceptable Anglo-Protestant 

value systems. "Americanization pressures on immigrant children were often intense. 

Whether children were Irish, Jewish, or Italian, Anglicization was designed to ferret OUit 

non-Anglo-Protestant ways and assimilate the children to Anglo-Protestant manners, 

work habits, and values" (Feagin and Feagin 2003:69). Schools were designed to rid 

children of ethnic characteristics and mold them to closely resemble members of the 

dominant group. What typified these early schools was an Anglo-Saxon Eurocentric 

curriculum (Aguirre and Turner 2004). Even as Catholic schools and other religious 

institutions began to emerge, "the substance of the secular curriculum in these schools 

contained the core values and beliefs of the early Northern European settlers" (2004:53). 

The Irish provide one example of the attempt at 'domesticating' immigrants 

through the school system. Thousands of Irish migrated to cities and towns in the 

northeastern U.S. after the Irish potato famine of the mid 1800s. "Schooling was seen as 

a means of integrating this 'uncouth and dangerous' clement into the social fabric of 

American life. The inferiority of the foreigner was taken for granted" (Bowles and Gintis 
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1976:28). The natural assumption was that immigrants were inferior and needed to be 

brought in line with American values as quickly as possible. The public school system 

tried to fulfill this purpose. 

The social-control function of public schools remains evident today. "More 

recent immigrants, such as Asians and Latinos, have faced Anglo-conformity pressures 

similar to those experienced by earlier Irish and Italian immigrants" (Feagin and Feagin 

2003:69). The debate over whether English should be the official language of the U.S .. is 

often fought throlLlgh the public school system. Despite this legacy of social control and 

assimilation, recent curriculum has begun to accommodate the realities of non-European 

immigrants. "'In many instances, however, thiis new material is viewed as a supplement 

to the core white, Anglo-Saxon, middle-class thrust of the school culture and curriculum. 

These new materials are designed as supplements to efforts at Americanizing those who 

were unsuccessfully assimilated, ... those who have resisted full assimilation, ... and newer 

immigrants" (Aguirre and Turner 2004:53). Even with changes to the curriculum, the 

focus is still on conformity to the dominant group. 

There has been a significant shift in the role of education institutions from 

socialization to a focus on accreditation and achievement. The increased stratification of 

the white collar labor force uses educational credentials to justify inequalities. As more 

and more immigrant and subordinate groups advance further in the education system, 

there is less of a focus on socialization and more of a focus on providing credentials. The 

heightened struggles of "minority groups tend toward an intensified disparity between the 

number of 'credentialed' workers and the numher of high-status and rewarding johs" 

(Bowles and Gintis 1976:203). Thus, it seems to some degree to be less important that 
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schools Americanize immigrants, and more important that immigrants can gain 

accreditation, which helps with employability. One barrier that stands between 

immigrants and education is often language. 

Immigrants' English acquisition is affected by several factors, including age at 

arrival, education, and length of residence in the U.S. "Immigrants who come with the 

intention of taking up permanent residence are more likely to acquire English than those 

who view themselves as sojourners" (Alba and Nee 2003:220). An immigrant group's 

size and degree of segregation influence the shift to English, such that larger, more 

segregated groups shift more slowly. The traditional view has been that by the third 

generation, immigrant families become speakers of English only (Portes 1995; Waters 

and Jimenez 200:5). The three generation model of language assimilation appears to hold 

for today's newer immigrants as well. "The immigrant generation makes some progress 

but remains dominant in their native tongue, the second generation is bilingual, and the 

third generation speaks English only" (Waters and Jimenez 2005: 110). The children of 

the new immigrant groups seem to assimilate at levels equivalent to previous groups. 
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CHAPTER III 

THE RESEARCH LITERATURE 

There has been little organizationally focused research comparing and contrasting 

the structure, goals, and processes ofESL programs. The literature commonly assumes 

that adult ESL programs in the U.S. are widely scattered, distinct programs that operate 

largely independently of each other. Perhaps Nolan (2001) provides the best example of 

programs in the U.S., when he says: 

"Four ESL programs available in my ICOmmunity are virtually indistinguishable 
from each other in terms of a theoretkal viewpoint. They are supported by a local 
literacy council, local churches, or fedleral funding. It is possible for a resident of 
my community to participate in every one of the four programs because they are 
not scheduled in such a way as to compete for the same students" (2001 :3-4). 

Much research takes for granted this assumption about ESL programs in the U.S. The 

literature therefore ignores an analysis of the broader structure, organization, and 

processes of adult ESL programs in the U. S. 

This literature review will discuss sevleral themes that emerge from the literature 

on ESL. These themes include the challenges of teaching a diverse ESL student 

population, the types of teaching philosophies employed by ESL programs, and the 

teaching strategies used in ESL classrooms. Although much of the research is not 

organizationally focused, the literature does have implications for the organizational and 

structural nature of ESL programs. 
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Characteristics of ESL Students 

One of the most consistent themes in the ESL literature is that these programs 

must often serve an extremely diverse population. Students represent dozens of countries 

of origin and range in age from teenagers to ~.enior citizens. Men and women are roughly 

equally represented. Wealthy and poor students learn together, just as a college graduate 

may learn alongs,ide a high school dropout. If ESL students are such a diverse group, can 

scattered, under-funded ESL programs in the u.S. acknowledge their students' personal 

backgrounds, and offer classes that are most beneficial to the needs of the students? The 

diverse clientele of ESL programs must be taken into account when examining program 

organization, philosophy, and teaching strategies. Several issues are relevant when 

discussing the ability of an ESL program to serve a diverse population, including: 

sensitivity to national origin and positional demographic variables, immigrants' literacy 

in their native language, and how to teach English to such a diverse clientele. 

Student Demographics 

When designing ESL classes, organizations must take into account the 

demographic variables of the potential students, including both national origin and 

positional demographic characteristics. The national origins of ESL students vary 

widely. A century ago, most immigrants arri ved from northern and western Europe. 

Since immigration reform in the 1 960s, immigrants have increasingly arrived from 

Central America and Asia. More recently, widely divergent groups such as Russians, 

Bosnians, and Somali Bantu speakers have increasingly entered the U.S. (Crandall and 

Shephard 2004). I[mmigrants and refugees from different native countries have different 

needs and goals. For example, Russian, Somali, Hmong, and Mexican ESL students in 
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the Midwest are understudied groups that have largely been overlooked by researchers. 

These four groups have large differences in English proficiency as a result of their 

different national origin groups (Fennelly and Palasz 2003). 

ESL organizations must take national origin differences into consideration when 

designing their classes, philosophy, and goals. As shown above, there are dramatic 

differences in the English abilities of immigrants from different regions of the world. 

However, broad regional categories often mask differences based on national origin 

group. For example, "studies that group all Spanish-speaking individuals together ignore 

the differences that exist between such Latino groups as Mexicans and Cubans" 

(2003:96). Mexican immigrants are routinely less educated in their native country, while 

Cubans often come with some degree of native literacy. 

Second language learners also have widely varying positional demographic 

characteristics such as gender and age. Several studies have explored the differences 

between male and female English language learners (Buttaro and King 2001; Loori 2005; 

Warriner 2004). For example, Hispanic women must often make cultural, linguistic, and 

educational adjustments in their daily lives. For these women, their success centers on 

the family environment, which "was the pivotal element determining academic success or 

failure" (Buttaro and King 2001:53). Understanding the literacy needs of women 

necessitates understanding the broader cultural and social needs of their families. As 

another example, female refugees' experiences as second language learners are 

"influenced and mediated by their experiences as women and as political refugees" 

(Warriner 2004: 179). ESL programs must acknowledge existing cultural and linguistic 

skills possessed by women, while also assisting learners in acquiring new types of 
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knowledge and skills. Just as female immigrants and refugees arrive in the U.S. with 

unique experiences and backgrounds, so do all immigrants arrive with unique personal 

histories that influence their English learning and adaptation to a new society. 

ESL classes also often have students separated in age by fifty years or more. 

Teaching material that is appropriate and challenging for each age group in the class is a 

difficult challenge for ESL programs. Older immigrants often have very different needs 

and more limitations than their younger classmates. "Uprooted elders are in multiple 

jeopardy - they are, for the most part, poor, members of a minority culture, and non

English speaking. The majority of this group are women, who often lack information on 

strategies for tapping available community services" (Weinstein-Shr 1993). For example, 

older Russian immigrants have more trouble acquiring English language skills than 

younger immigrants. "As a result of limited English fluency Russian elders may have 

difficulty communicating with grandchildren and others, and problems navigating the 

health care system and public agencies" (Hubenthal 2004: 105). Some abilities, such as 

speed of information processing, attention span, and memory skills decrease as people get 

older. Even though older adults are capable of learning English, they may learn more 

slowly and require more repetition than younger students (Hubenthal 2004). 

Literacy in the Native Language 

The second important issue with the backgrounds of immigrants is their level of 

literacy in their native language. Immigrants and refugees who were largely illiterate in 

their native country present several challenges for ESL programs. Less-literate students 

find ESL classes much more difficult than students with higher levels of literacy. "Many 

are unfamiliar with a school-like environment. Often teachers rely on printed texts, the 
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use of the blackboard, and grammatical explanations, even to teach spoken English. 

Social stigmas associated with illiteracy may cause learners to be reluctant to admit their 

difficulties" (Gillespie 1994: I). The challenge of teaching students who are illiterate in 

their native language is further compounded when those students must be taught 

alongside students with greater literacy skills. Teaching English to diverse groups of 

students in the same classroom is a major challenge faced by many ESL programs. 

A small amount of formal education in their native country also affects how 

students respond to ESL classes. "Early negative experiences with schooling make it 

difficult for students to return to programs that may mirror the structure of elementary 

and secondary schooling" (Skilton-Sylvester and Carlo 1998:2). Immigrant adults who 

are both new to English and new to literacy are the most disadvantaged. "Among 

immigrant adults (age 25 and over), almost a third lack a high school education - a 

proportion more than twice as high as among native-born residents. Over two-thirds of 

Mexican immigrants lack a high school education" (Wrigley and Strawn 2003:2). As a 

result, a small bUll growing number of programs have begun to also offer literacy classes 

in the native languages of the learners. This additional service places added strain on 

ESL programs to come up with extra funds, classes, and different instructors that can 

teach multiple languages. 

The importance of an immigrant's literacy in their native language is reflected in 

an ongoing debate over whether ESL classes should be bilingual or English-only. Based 

on the available literature, it is difficult to determine whether students learning English as 

a second language are better off learning in a bilingual or an English-only classroom. 

The most prominent example of English immersion policies is in California. In 1998, 
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California voters approved Proposition 227, which ended programs that used primary 

languages other than English for instruction (Paredes 2000). Advocates of this proposal 

claim that bilingual education is ineffective, and fails both to teach English to non-native 

speakers and does not provide a better education to these students. In this case, English

only instruction does not have a negative effect on the students as many had initially 

feared. The ESL students cope with the English-only classes, and for the most part do 

very well in their classes. 

Some teachers feel that teaching students in English is the most important aspect 

of ESL education, and that the bilinguall programs had too many problems to be effective. 

"The most effective way for students to learn a second language and to learn subject 

matter in that second language is to learn in the second language ... rather than learn in the 

students' native language" (Rossell 2005:33). Although bilingual education has 

traditionally enjoyed a great deal of support among researchers and educators, the 

apparently successful implementation of English immersion programs in California, 

Arizona, and Massachusetts may change that perception. Despite being labeled bilingual 

classrooms, many English language programs are actually sheltered English immersion 

classes, where the classes are taught entirely in English but at a pace at which the ESL 

students can keep up. 

There has also been a great deal of research that found that bilingual education is 

a better approach for ESL students. Some authors have concluded that a bilingual 

approach to teaching ESL students is superior because it increases measures of students' 

academic achievements in both English and in their native language. Rolstad et al. 

(2005) found bilingual approaches to be advantageous to students. They conclude that 
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English-only policies that have been implemented in California, Arizona, and 

Massachusetts cannot be justified. From a bilingual perspective, the native language and 

experiences of the students are extremely important to their potential success at learning 

English as a second language. One key principle is that the student's first language plays 

an essential role in learning a second language (Ernst-Slavit et al. 2002). Studies show 

that "the more the native language is academically supported, in combination with 

balanced second-language development, the more ESL students are able to academically 

achieve in the second language" (2002: 118). 

ESL programs also need to focus on the personal experiences each student brings 

to the classroom. For example, needs-based ESL programs teach English based on the 

specific needs of the students. "Some sltudies show benefits to students in holding on to 

their native language, whether it is used in the classroom or at home" (Miller and Endo 

2004:790). Students who become bilingual have greater success at learning English, and 

are likely to attend classes longer than those who completely switch to English. 

Regardless of whether classes are true English immersion classes, it seems likely that 

students who continue to use their native language in some form are better off than those 

who do not. 

Teaching English to a Diverse Clientele 

Teaching English to such a diverse group of students is one of the biggest 

challenges of ESL programs. There is no typical adult ESL student. They differ in their 

"languages and cultural backgrounds, their prior educational experiences and literacy, 

their employment history, their English language proficiency, and their reasons for 

participating" (Crandall and Shephard 2004:4) in ESL classes. Some students were 
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highly educated in their native country, and this previous education helps the speed at 

which they can learn English. Many other students are illiterate in their native language, 

which makes leaming English even more challenging. Students also have different 

motivations for participating. Some immigrants want to advance in their jobs, others 

only seek basic English and literacy skills, and others study English in anticipation of 

gaining citizenship. 

The literature shows that many programs are unable to provide ESL classes that 

can accommodate the needs of such a diverse student population. As a result, adult ESL 

students routinely find themselves in classes with other students that have very different 

needs (Crandall and Shephard 2004). For example, a well-educated man from India may 

be in the same class as a poor rural farmer from Mexico. Students with good oral English 

skills are often in the same class as students who know very little English. "This wide 

range of prior educational experiences and reasons for participating in adult ESL 

instruction requires an equally diverse range of programs. It is often difficult to design 

programs that are sufficiently broad or nuanced to accommodate the needs of this varied 

group of learners" (2004:4). Classes with varied levels of students present a difficult 

challenge to program coordinators and teachers. It is difficult for coordinators to provide 

services as diverse as the clientele because many ESL programs lack the funding and 

guidance necessary to meet these needs. Teachers must try to simplify lessons for low

level students, and also present more challenging concepts to maintain the interest of the 

more advanced students. 

Many ESL programs focus on what is often called 'survival English,' where 

students attend classes in order to learn enough English to get by in their daily life. These 
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programs try to fulfill the short-term needs of refugees and immigrants who are seeking 

enough English language skills to find entry-level employment. Some critics argue that 

this type of teaching approach takes a very narrow view on teaching English. Survival 

English "supports and enacts ideologies that devalue new immigrants and the languages 

they speak, confining the students ... to 'dead-end' jobs with little potential for 

advancement or social mobility" (Warriner 2004: 193). Supporters of survival English 

argue that it allows immigrants to quickly gain skills that are useful in their daily lives. 

Despite these differences in the students, many immigrants of all backgrounds are 

eager to learn English. In many instances, immigrants show increases in English 

proficiency the longer they remain in the u.S. The eventual success of immigrants and 

refugees in gaining a certain level of English ability ultimately depends on many factors, 

including "the timing of their migration, the skills and personal characteristics that they 

bring with them to the United States, and the available opportunities once they are in the 

country" (Fennellly and Palasz 2003: 120). Immigrants' and refugees' ability to adapt to a 

new culture depends on both external and internal factors, including the receptivity of the 

host culture and their personal motivation and desire to learn English (Kim 2001). Many 

immigrants recognize the importance of learning English. One of the main challenges is 

determining how best to teach English to such a diverse population. 

In the Classroom: Teaching Strategies 

Just as it is hard to describe a typical ESL student, it is also difficult to describe 

the teaching strategies used in a typical ESL classroom. Teachers use different teaching 

strategies depending on the skill level of their class. Teachers working in low-level 

English classes often utilize "beginning level learners as active participants in selecting 
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topics, language, and materials" (Holt 1l995). In these classes, teachers often use a 

variety of teaching techniques to appeal to diverse learning styles. For example, teachers 

have their students relate their personal experiences, frequently repeat important concepts 

and topics in class, and encourage the students to interact with and learn from each other. 

These beginning classes also usc a wide variety of materials, including real-world 

objects, flash cards, games, pictures, and audio tapes and videos. There is a greater 

chance of success when "approaches, techniques, and materials are suitable for adults, are 

related to their real needs, and promote involvement in their own learning" (Holt 1995). 

Many teachers must be aware of students with different skill levels in the same 

classroom. "Teachers use the term multilevel to identify any group of learners who differ 

from one another in one or more significant ways" (Shank and Terrill 1995). Many 

variables can affect the levels within a class. Due to various economic and structural 

constraints, some programs place learners from beginning to advanced levels in the same 

class. Students in the same class often speak different native languages, use different 

alphabets, and have widely varying demographic characteristics. The most effective way 

to work with a multilevel class involves extensive planning beforehand. By planning 

based on the needs and characteristics of the students, teachers "can use a variety of 

techniques and grouping strategies and a selection of self-access materials to help all 

learners be successful" (Shank and Terrill 1995). If teachers do not take the effort to 

thoroughly plan a lesson, they run the risk of teaching to the middle of the class, while 

frustrating the beginning students and boring the advanced students. 

Community college ESL programs also face the problem of working with 

students at different skill levels. Crandall and Sheppard (2004) found that different levels 
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of adult ESL programs at community colleges serve different purposes. "Beginning ESL 

courses focus on survival skills with some attention to employment. Advanced ESL 

courses focus on academic skills. Intermediate courses are therefore sometimes hard to 

define" (2004: 15). They further argue that few programs have curricula that enable 

learners to acquire literacy and basic English skills, while also advancing to higher level 

classes. So although the community college ESL classes can teach students basic skills, 

they have trouble transitioning those low level students to more advanced classes. 

Non-Traditional Teaching Strategies 

[n addition to regular teaching strategies employed in 'typical' ES L classes, there 

has also been recent research examining some non-traditional approaches to teaching 

English to second language learners. More specifically, some research has shown that 

journal writing, service learning, and film studies can be effective ESL teaching 

strategies. However, these are mostly only useful in very specific situations. Of these 

three examples, journal writing is the technique that is most applicable to almost any 

level ESL class, since students can spend time writing at their respective skillleve!. 

Journal writing can be used as a meaningful way to raise students' levels of 

engagement in the classroom (Kim 2005; Orem 2001). It helps develop second language 

literacy by providing students with an opportunity to practice English in a meaningful 

and authentic conltext. Kim (2005) argues that the importance of journal writing for ESL 

students is being at the center of a learner-centered approach to teaching English. Journal 

writing is seen as an important strategy where both students and teachers can share their 

thoughts in a meaningful way. Journal writing allows students to write about topics and 

problems that are IQf interest to them, thereby helping set the agenda for the class. 
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Orem (2001) elaborates that journal writing reduces the pressure to be 

grammatically correct by stressing the ultimate goal of communication. As a 

communicative approach, students can write about topics that are meaningful to them, 

while not worrying about correct English grammatical structure. The goal is for students 

to be able to effectively communicate with native English speakers. In survival English 

classes, in particular, communicative journals can give students the freedom to talk about 

problems they are having with their job or social life. Teachers can then design future 

lessons around the personal needs of the students, which provide a greater impetus to 

learn and helps the students solve problems in their daily lives. The "knowledge that the 

learners had from their prior experience was the most essential and useful resource for 

developing new knowledge in their new language and culture" (2001:29). This reflection 

allows students to further develop their knowledge of their new culture. 

Service learning can also be a useful teaching strategy in ESL classes, and falls 

closely in line with the critical approach outlined later. As a critical approach, service 

learning can serve as a form of empowerment for students, as they learn the value of 

providing services to their community. This attitude then places second language 

students in positions where their cultures and languages are valued. Second language 

students who were involved in service learning projects "tended to increase their 

participation in class and earn better grades; they became more excited about, and 

involved in, school. They also experienced increased self-confidence ... " (Grassi et al. 

2004:89). Therefore, service learning could be especially beneficial for second language 

learners as they discover their role within their community, as they work in communities 

that are culturally and linguistically diverse. 

31 



Film studies can also teach greater English language competency, particularly to 

ESL students who plan on going to college. Pally (1998) found that ESL university 

students had acquired a different standard of speaking and writing English. As a 

potential solution, she piloted a film studies course for low-intermediate through 

advanced ESL students at one university. Sustained content study in a film class 

provides the students with an opportunity to practice reading and writing that would be 

required of them in a college or job setting. This focus on advanced reading and writing 

forms is an example of a structural approach to teaching English, as explained later. 

Most ESL students do not learn English for its own sake. Instead, "they learn because 

they must learn subject matter through the medium of the second language" (Mohan 

1986: I). However, there is a problem with Pally's work as it pertains to the current 

study, since she looks at students who attended or planned to attend college. One 

question not addressed by her research is: would film studies or a sustained content 

course be useful for lower-level ESL students, or for students who only want to learn 

survival English? 

Teaching Philosoillhies Behind ESL Programs 

Learning English as a second language is a long and difficult process. It is 

extremely important to determine the most effective strategy to teach English to second

language learners. While conversational English may be gained in a couple of years, 

academic English can take anywhere from five to eleven years to develop (Ernst-Slavit et 

al. 2002). Similarly, the Mainstream English Language Teaching (MELT) Project 

concluded that "it takes an adult with native language literacy and no prior English 

instruction between 500 and 1,000 hours of instruction to satisfy basic needs, function on 
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the job, and interact on a limited basis through English" (Crandall and Sheppard 

2004: 15). Acquiring enough English to enroll in a college-level program takes 

significantly longer. In addition, those students who are illiterate in their native language 

require an even greater number of instmctional hours to become fluent or proficient in 

either English or their native language. 

The Communicative Approach 

There are many different approaches to teaching English as a Second Language 

(ESL). Orem (2001) distinguishes between several different teaching methods, including 

communicative, stmctural, and critical approaches to teaching ESL. Of the three 

approaches, the communicative approach is most commonly used in ESL classrooms. 

The goal of this approach is the effective integration of basic communication skills into 

each lesson. Communicative approaches are the most common today, because many 

programs advocalte "teaching language that is used in general social and employment 

settings" (2001:7.3). This approach is often used in learner-centered programs to teach 

'survival English .. ' The goal of these programs is for the students to be able to effectively 

communicate with native speakers in their new environment. While students may make 

grammatical or structural mistakes when speaking or writing, the importance of the 

classes is that the students are able to make themselves understood by others in English. 

The communicative approach is commonly used because language best develops 

in a variety of settings that promote talk and interaction (Ernst-Slavit et al. 2002). ESL 

students benefit from classrooms where communication is "integral to the process of 

negotiating knowlledge, exchanging personal experiences and thoughts, and the 

development of language and literacy abilities" (2002: 119). The two most important 
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resources language learners have are their competence in oral language and their ability 

to learn language for new situations. Their innate resources are a valuable attribute in a 

communicative classroom. 

Structural and Critical Approaches 

Structural approaches, on the other hand, are most often found in academic 

settings. This approach is often used in preparing students to take the Test of English as a 

Foreign Language for college admission. "The goal of successful second-language 

teaching in programs advocating a structural approach is control of the basic mechanics 

of language, for example, grammar and pronunciation" (Orem 2001:73). In these 

classrooms, teachers focus on correcting grammatical errors and provide the students an 

opportunity to practice correct language forms. These classes emphasize grammatical 

rules and the use of 'correct' English over simply being able to communicate. 

Critical approaches view language as a means to an end. The goal in these 

programs is to empower students, letting them critically analyze their work and social 

contexts in terms of power relationships (Pennycook 1999). The goal in this approach is 

to "enable learners to gain some control over their social environment. Learning the 

language provides them with a powerful tool, but it is not an end in itself' (Orem 

2001:76). Learning English allows immigrants to gain some power and control in their 

new environment. However, the goal in this case is not education for the sake of 

learning. Rather, learning English allows people to advance in their jobs, accomplish 

everyday tasks on their own, and gain some of the rights accorded to native citizens. 

Of the three approaches, the communicative approach has the most applicability 

to the everyday life of a 'typical' immigrant or refugee. The benefit of being able to 
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more clearly communicate with native speakers of English is a practical and useful skill 

for immigrants and refugees. The structural approach, by focusing on proper 

grammatical structure, is only practical for a limited number of ESL students who are 

enrolled in more advanced education classes, such as at a community college. However, 

the goal of critical approaches, to empower students, is often an indirect result of 

communicative approaches. As immigmnts learn how to better communicate with native 

speakers, they also gain the ability to solve their own problems and improve their ability 

to meet everyday needs. Since basic communication is the most visible and urgent need 

of the immigrant population, communication is also the most common approach used in 

the classroom. 

Theory-Driven Approaches 

Another teaching approach has implications for the organization of ESL programs 

in the U.S. and emerges from the comparative literature on ESL. As mentioned earlier, 

Nolan (200 I) advocates a theory-driven approach to teaching English. More specifically, 

a theory of language learning should be the driving force behind the philosophy, goals, 

and practices of a good ESL program. He uses a case study of an exemplary ESL 

program in Central America in order to advocate a total overhaul of the u.S. English as a 

second language system. Nolan argues Ithat ESL programs in the U.S. are less efficient 

and of lower quality than those he has seen in Central America. This is largely because 

ESL programs in the U.S. are most often sponsored by federal, state, church, or volunteer 

funding for a targeted clientele. Since the programs are not competing for students, 

Nolan argues there is less need or desire for a cohesive, unified program. 
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Holistic Approaches 

The varying needs and characteristics of second language learners from other 

countries demonstrates that many approaches to teaching English are too narrow in focus. 

Some research suggests that ESL programs need to use a more holistic approach when 

teaching English to immigrants and refugees. In addition to the linguistic needs of 

students, ESL programs also need to address students' cultural, affective, and 

motivational needs. Support services should be provided for students, so they can apply 

their knowledge to real life situations. "Adult ESL classes, while important, are only one 

part of an effective ESL program, which may also involve employment training, child 

care, and transportation" (Buttaro and King 2001 :54). With a holistic approach, if ESL 

programs are to adequately serve their diverse populations, they must also provide other 

services that complement the language training. As we shall see, at least some of the 

programs examined in the present study also ascribe to a more holistic approach to 

teaching English. 

Some research from cross-cultural studies helps demonstrate the importance of a 

holistic approach to second language learning. Berry and Williams (2004) found that 

Hong Kong students in the United Kingdom experience many problems beyond just 

language acquisition. The students experience sociocultural and affective problems along 

with language problems, and these three areas are often interrelated and overlapping. 

Upon arrival, immigrants may be unfamiliar with the culture of both the host society and 

the ESL program. At the same time, students' nervous and anxious feelings are often a 

direct result of being in an unfamiliar environment. These cultural and affective 

problems can negatively impact their language development as they struggle to survive in 
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a new environment (Berry and Williams 2004). A holistic approach to ESL addresses 

students' affective and cultural problems, as well as teaching them English. 

Similar affective and cultural challenges were reported in Sweden, where it was 

difficult for some immigrants and refugees to learn Swedish because they became 

isolated from the native popUlation and unmotivated to learn (Elmeroth 2003). For 

refugees in particular, their social needs are hard to meet because they have become 

isolated and lack much direct contact with Swedes. A lack of integration into society 

leads to their marginalization. This same problem of isolation from the native population 

is also evident in the U.S., as immigrants frequently live near others that are similar to 

them. Some immigrants also work with others from their native country, so little English 

is necessary in their day-to-day life. 

Lastly, a holistic approach to ESL teaching also considers the motivation of 

students to learn English. "Some researchers operate on the assumption that we acquire 

language when we need to use it. .. That need is not enough. No language learning can 

take place without contact with the new language and a comprehensible input" (Elmeroth 

2003:432-3). If students lack motivation, they will not automatically absorb the English 

language as a sponge absorbs water (Harper and de Jong 2004). Rather, students need 

constant interactive contact with native speakers of their new language, which helps 

increase their motivation to learn. The constant interaction with native speakers also 

allows them to practice their English in a real-life context. 

Contact with a population that speaks the target language is important for student 

motivation (Elmeroth 2003). In a study of the motivation of Japanese students learning 

English in Japan, Mori (2004) found that students have very limited contact with English 
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language communities, since they are Japanese students Jearning English in Japan. He 

found that students were more likely to read in English if they had good study habits, and 

found an intrinsic value in stories and reading. To some degree, good study habits and a 

desire to learn are important when learning English as a second language. A holistic ESL 

approach must examine why students wish to learn English, because their motivation 

may affect how the ESL program is developed and refined. 

Limitations: A Lack of National Guidelines and Funding 

A reading of the literature suggests that national guidelines and funding, or the 

lack thereof, directly affect both the development of the ESL curricula and the ability of 

ESL teachers to prepare for class. In the U.S., adult immigrants do not have access to 

unified ESL programs that are supported by the federal government (Burns 2003; Nolan 

2001). Many programs have minimal guidelines or influence from a national or federal 

source. Programs often operate as independent sites that offer some ESL classes and 

other services. In the U.S., adult ESL programs are often sponsored by federal, state, 

church, or volunteer funding. As a result, many of the programs are often challenged to 

constantly find more funding, as well as enough staff and teachers to address the growing 

demand for English classes from an expanding immigrant and refugee population. 

Unlike the U.S., some other countries do have a cohesive, federally funded ESL 

program. Australia, for example, has had a stable, federally funded ESL settlement 

program for new adult immigrants for over fifty years (Burns 2003). This program 

resulted from a push for "common national learner pathways involving explicit 

curriculum statements and the profiling of learner assessments in eight areas of learning" 
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(2003:270). Australia's ESL program has ensured a level of continuity and stability in 

their delivery of ESL services. 

ESL programs in the U.S. are not organized on a national level, and this is 

reflected in the program curricula. They rarely utilize clearly defined theories of 

language learning as the basis for their classes. For example, the theory used in Nolan's 

(2001) case study was called "Languistics." According to this theory, "every language 

has a particular structure. Until the learner internalizes that structure, communication 

remains defective ... The learner must first master the basic structure of the language 

before engaging in free, unguided conversation" (Nolan 2001 :8). One of the benefits of a 

theory-based program is that a language theory provides a common direction for all 

classes to follow, as well as some continuity that provides a sense of purpose and 

direction for both the students and teachers. By contrast, ESL programs in the U.S. often 

follow curricula and teaching methodologies provided by commercial sellers, where the 

theory is embedded in the materials. Therefore, the program alters every time they 

acquire a new set of materials (Nolan 2(01). Paradoxically, this situation also produces 

programs that closely resemble each other, since programs do not emphasize a language 

theory to distinguish themselves from other programs. 

The presence or absence of national ESL guidelines and funding also directly 

affects how teachers approach their classes, in terms of both quality and preparedness. 

More funding in Ithe U.S. would allow ESL programs to hire and support more highly 

qualified teachers. In Nolan's (2001) case study, the adherence over several years to a 

specific theory allowed for a pre-service teacher training program and the continuous 

fine-tuning of the teaching methodology. Teachers in this program were required to be 
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college graduates, pass a test of native quality English, and demonstrate commitment to 

teaching ESL. Most also had elementary or secondary teaching certificates. However, in 

the U.S., many programs use teachers who must come up with their own materials and 

lesson plans for each class. Many adult ESL teachers lack sufficient preparation to be 

effective, and are mostly unprepared, marginalized, and isolated (Orem 200 I). Those 

teachers who do have a significant amount of experience and training are in the minority, 

and most teachers work as part time teachers and volunteers (Crandall 1993). Many ESL 

programs have a very high turnover rate of teachers. This places a heavy burden on 

programs to provide meaningful staff development. 
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CHAPTER IV 

METHODOLOGY 

This study seeks to understand the structure and processes of several different 

ESL programs in one city. The purpose of this study is to determine the structure of the 

organizations that offer ESL classes, and evaluate how they approach teaching English to 

immigrants and refugees. The study uses in-depth, semi-structured interviews with both 

program coordinators and ESL teachers at several different ESL programs (McCracken 

1988; Rubin and Rubin 1995). In addition to the interviews, the methods also include a 

small document analysis of items such as organization websites and pamphlets about 

services that they offer. 

Since ESL programs in the U.S. are so different and lack a unifying structure or 

set of guidelines, the present research focuses on several aspects of organizations in one 

county that offer ESL classes. As a qualitative, comparative study, one of the goals is to 

gather as much data about each organization as possible. This type of study helps 

describe the stru(;ture and processes of each organization. Specifically, this study 

examines the content of classes, teaching styles, and the teaching philosophy of several 

different organizations, as well as the structure of the organization and connections to 

other organizations. This comparison allows an assessment of the goals and philosophies 

of many separate, distinct ESL programs. This type of qualitative, comparative analysis 

helps examine to what degree these organizations are disjointed and independent, as well 

41 



as offering some insight into the advantages and disadvantages of having such a 

segmented ESL system. 

Qualitative interviews provide a very rich data set for this project. Qualitative 

interviews provide much better descriptions of the structure of these organizations than 

written survey instruments. A quantitative analysis may have just given insight into how 

many students these programs serve, how big the budget is, and what other programs they 

offer. Qualitative interviews offer a better understanding of why organizations have 

certain policies in place, why they teach English a certain way, and how they deal with 

complex problems and challenges. Qualitative interviews allow a very detailed 

description of the structure and rationale behind the organizations. 

The qualitative interviews essentially serve as in-depth conversations with the 

subjects. Although there was a detailed list of interview questions for both the 

coordinators and teachers (see Appendices A and B), it was not followed exactly. 

Instead, the interview questions guided the general direction of the conversation to make 

sure all the necesi;ary topics were covered (Babbie 2004). For example, respondents 

often answered questions on the list well in advance of their order on the list. The 

interviews were conducted such that respondents did most of the talking. They were 

guided through the conversation, and probed for clarification on some of their responses. 

A convenience sample of potential organizations was initially gathered from an 

Internet search of ESL programs in the area. By talking with some of the program 

directors, a snowball approach was used to expand the list of potential ESL organizations. 

Eight total interviews were conducted at six different locations. The names of the 

organizations have been changed to maintain confidentiality. Four of the interview 
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locations were at non-profit organizations. They are coded as the Northern, Southern, 

Eastern, and Western organizations. Subjects were also interviewed at a local community 

college and the adult education department at the public school system. Six of the 

interviews were with the ESL program directors at their respective ESL program. Each 

of the other two interviews was with a teacher at the Northern and Southern 

organizations. A teacher was not interviewed at every organization. In one case, at 

Eastern, the ESL program was extremely small, and the director was also a teacher. At 

the community college, the program director also taught several classes, so she was 

questioned as a teacher as well as a coordinator. 

Prior to conducting the interviews, approval was granted from the Human 

Subjects Protection Program Office at the University of Louisville to ensure that the 

rights of the human subjects were protected. All of the interviews were tape recorded, 

and the tapes were transcribed as soon as possible after the interview. The transcribed 

interviews were eighty-one pages long. When reading through the interviews, themes, 

key words, and interesting concepts were marked on the transcriptions. A separate file 

was created to keep track of the page numbers and interviews in which certain themes 

were mentioned, so they could easily be referenced in the future. The interviews lasted 

from forty-five minutes to a little over an hour. All interviews were conducted at the 

organization where the subject worked. The ESL coordinators were interviewed in their 

office. The two teachers were interviewed in an open office or an empty classroom. 

There were two instances where the tape stopped working or was cut off prematurely. 

These sections were filled in based on the interview notes right after the interview. 
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The qualitative, semi-structured interviews allowed misunderstood questions to be 

clarified in order to obtain more relevant responses. Both the respondent and the 

organization environment could also be observed (Babbie 2004). Qualitative interview 

design should be flexible, iterative, and continuous, rather than prepared in advance and 

locked in stone (Rubin and Rubin 1995). Neutral questions were the goal of the 

interviews, so as to not influence a respondent's perception or answer to a question. The 

first few interviews revealed some questions that were confusing or unclear to the 

respondents, and these were changed or eliminated. In-depth interviews provided an 

agile instrument to capture the respondents' thoughts about their ESL programs. They 

allowed data to be captured that was "needed for penetrating qualitative analysis without 

participant observation, unobtrusive observation, or prolonged contact" (McCracken 

1988: 11). Rather than reliability and validity, Rubin and Rubin (1995) argue that 

transparency, consistency-coherence, and communicability are a better fit for qualitative 

research. Good interviews should be clear and understandable, and the researcher should 

demonstrate that core themes occur across the interviews. 

The semi-structured interviews with ESL coordinators provide a clear 

understanding of how each organization operates, what their philosophies and goals are 

as an organization, and how the organization is structured as a whole. They offer a broad 

understanding of the structure of the organization. At the same time, interviewing some 

ESL teachers provides a glimpse into the structure and processes of some of the classes, 

as well as some of the materials and teaching strategies used in those classes. Semi

structured interviews with teachers allow an in-depth description of the processes at work 

within ESL classrooms. 
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Besides the interviews, observations of the organization during the interviews 

were noted, as well as information contained in documents such as pamphlets, job 

descriptions, and organization websites. This multifaceted approach provides a broader 

range of information on the ESL programs than if only one methodology had been used, 

although the interviews did provide the vast majority of the data. The small document 

analysis provides further information about the organizations that ideally reflects the 

information gathered from the ESL coordinator interviews. The observations both during 

the interview and while at the organization offer a brief glimpse into the appearance and 

physical layout of the organization. 

I also personally have some experience as an assistant ESL teacher. I served as a 

volunteer ESL assistant teacher for a few months in 2004, and I also volunteered at one 

of the organizations in the current study, Northern, where I designed some Internet-based 

lesson plans. During this volunteer work, I also had the opportunity to fill in for an 

absent ESL teacher, and I taught a 3 Y2 hour class by myself on two occasions. Although 

observations from my experience as a volunteer are not included in the present study, 

they do serve as background experience that helps to inform my research. 

Based on the literature, there were three expectations regarding the present study. 

I.) Most of the ESL programs would be segregated and distinct sites that operate 

independently of each other. Likewise, there was an expectation that many of these 

organizations would be under-funded and --staffed, and they would therefore be somewhat 

ineffective at teaching English to the students. 2.) As shown in both the ESL and 

immigration literature, it was expected that the students would come from extremely 

diverse backgrounds, and this diversity would present many unique challenges to ESL 
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programs. 3.) It was also expected that new assimilation patterns, featuring a greater 

acceptance of cultural differences, would lead to services that are strongly client-oriented. 

The programs would likely focus on teaching survival English and communication based 

on the needs of the students. Overall, these programs were expected to be very loosely 

organized and stmctured. Based on the literature, it seems that ESL programs as a whole 

should look like a patchwork quilt that has been sewn together, with little consistency 

among the different programs. 
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CHAPTER V 

FINDINGS: ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURE AND CLASSROOM DYNAMICS 

For this study, six ESL program coordinators and two other ESL teachers across 

six different organizations that offered ESL classes were interviewed. Four of the 

organizations are: non-profit organizations, one is a community college, and the other is 

the Adult ESL Education department at the public school system. The non-profit 

organizations are: all relatively small compared to the community college and public 

school system, in terms of both the amount ofESL classes they offer and the number of 

students they serve. The non-profits are primarily funded by state and federal grants, as 

well as a variety of donations. The community college is the only organization funded 

partly by student tuition, in addition to state revenues. The Adult Education ESL 

program at the public school system is funded primarily by grants. The number of 

students attending class at anyone time ranges from about twelve to fifteen students at 

one of the non-profit agencies, to several hundred students at the community college and 

public school system. Most of these programs have textbooks and guidelines available, 

but the teachers also supplement the ESL classes with their own materials and resources. 

As a result, no two classes are ever exactly the same. 

Structure of the Organizations 

Each organization is structured differently and approaches teaching ESL in 

slightly different ways (see Appendix C). Eastern is a fairly small community center that 
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serves a neighborhood that is 85% immigrant and refugee. The only employee that 

works directly with the ESL program is an Americorps VISTA volunteer. About three 

other volunteers help with the ESL classes. Eastern is funded primarily through the 

Metro Government, who they also report to on how they are spending the funding. They 

offer two ESL classes, one in the morning and one in the evening. They also provide 

other services to the community, such as a food pantry and youth services. 

Similarly, Western is fairly small, although it has grown over the past fifteen 

years. Western only employs four full time staff members, so they rely extensively on 

volunteers and partnerships with other organizations. Their services are divided into 

three key areas: youth programming, adult education, and community building. 

However, their ESL program is run completely by the public school system. The public 

school system offers ESL classes in Western's building. They use two teachers at 

Western to teach a morning class and an evening class, as well as a clerk that does all the 

testing and registration. 

The other two non-profit organizations are Northern and Southern. They are 

structured a little differently from Eastern and Western. Northern works exclusively with 

refugees, and is contracted through the State Department as a resettlement agency. Their 

main goal is to employ the refugees, which must be accomplished within ninety days. 

With an ESL budget of around $200,000, Northern employs an ESL program manager 

and three teachers, and also brings in a fourth teacher from the public school system. 

Several volunteers help with the program. Most of their funding is through state and 

federal grants. Northern is considered a stand-alone agency because they do not have 

another organization that directly oversees them and gives them direction. Northern 
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offers four ESL classes; a beginner class, two intermediate classes, and a more advanced 

class. They usually have about fifty students attending class at once, which is a 

mandatory part of the resettlement process. The classes meet every morning during the 

week, and there is also a cultural orientation class on Wednesdays. Since they work with 

refugees, the classes are porous and constantly changing. The number and type of 

refugees they serve come in waves, depending on who is allowed to come to the u.S. 

Southern is a uniquely structured organization located at a horse racetrack. The 

director is the only full time staff person, although two Americorps VISTA volunteers 

also work there full time. They plan to hire another full time employee sometime in 

2006. They serve the large number of Spanish-speaking racetrack workers, and this is the 

only program of its kind in the country. They also run a smaller program at another 

location. At the main program, class meets Monday and Tuesday evenings, which is the 

only time the workers can regularly attend. They employ three part time teachers that 

teach a beginning, intermediate, and advanced ESL class. They also provide reading 

partners, tutors, and conversation tables for students to come in and practice with native 

English speakers. Last year, 104 students were enrolled in classes, although much fewer 

than that attended class on any given night. They also have about thirty or forty regular 

volunteers. Southern is fiscally independent, with a budget of about $150,000 per year. 

Much of their funding comes from grants and donations, although they have a wide 

variety of funding sources. 

The community college is structured differently from the non-profit organizations. 

The ESL program there is one of many distinct programs within the college as a whole, 

and is situated within the Humanities division. Their funding comes from state revenues 
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and student tuition. The ESL program is a developmental department. Teachers prepare 

students to be able to take other courses in the regular curriculum at the college. They 

employ three fulil time ESL professors, and also use ten or twelve part time or adjunct 

instructors. They provide grammar, reading, conversation, vocabulary, and listening 

courses. They have a basic level, two intermediate levels, and an advanced level. The 

classes are offered at different times throughout the week to accommodate the schedules 

of the students. Between four and five hundred students are enrolled each semester. 

The ESL program of Adult Education at the public school system is the biggest 

ESL program in Ithe present study. Around twenty-five people are employed by the 

program, only three of whom are full time employees. In the last fiscal year they had 

about ten volunteers working with different ESL classes. While the paid ESL instructors 

provide all of the class materials, the volunteers help the instructors facilitate the classes. 

The public school system provides ESL classes at eleven sites throughout the county. 

These sites include faith-based organizations, community centers, and schools. They are 

offered at a variety of times and days throughout the week. Several of the sites have 

enough students for three or four classes, while some sites only have enough students for 

a single class. They have six levels of their basic ESL classes; beginning literacy, 

beginning, low intermediate, high intermediate, low advanced, and high advanced. They 

also offer GED classes, family education classes, and work force classes. 

Goals of the ESL Programs 

The goal of most of these ESL programs fell into two categories: to help students 

communicate in English, and to help them accomplish daily challenges, such as getting a 

job. Northern, Eastern, and Southern all mentioned communication as an important goal 
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of their ESL programs. Since 85% of the families around the Eastern neighborhood are 

immigrant and refugee families, their primary goal is to increase written and verbal 

communication. The teacher at Northern stated that for the students to be able to function 

in the society at large, they must be able to communicate with, speak, and understand 

American English. Likewise, one of the main goals at Southern was also for the students 

to be able to communicate well in English. The director of Southern stated that part of 

their purpose is to help meet the communication needs of the students. The community 

college also supports communication as an important skill. They cooperate with other 

classes so the students can boost their speaking confidence. 

In two cases, the goal of communication is also intimately connected with being 

able to function on the job. As a supplement to classes, Southern offers conversation 

tables once a week, where "students can come in and practice just speaking, which is 

really their main push, because in their job, that's what they need most, is to be able to 

speak." The director at Southern also said that communication and vocational knowledge 

reall y go hand in hand. "You can't advance in your job without learning English and 

being able to speak to your boss, but you also can't learn your horseman job without 

being able to be trained in English." Furthermore, she acknowledged that there is a 

communication gap between the Spanish-speaking workers and the English-speaking 

bosses. Their classes are meant to bridge that gap for the workers, so they have the 

language skills they need to communicate with their boss. Communication and 

employment are also linked at Northern. Their refugee students begin working within a 

couple months of starting ESL classes. As. a result, they try to emphasize talking and 
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listening in the classroom more than reading and writing. Talking and listening skills 

help them function in English on the job easier than the other skills. 

The second major goal mentioned by most of the organizations relates to bettering 

the daily lives of the students. Usually, this means getting hired or advancing in a job. 

All four non-profit organizations mentioned this goal. Northern and Southern focus the 

strongest on English as a way for immigrants and refugees to have a better chance of 

being hired and to advance in their current job. The director at Northern stated that "the 

ESL program is geared towards getting clients familiar with the language and cultural 

aspects of living in the United States in preparation for work." The end goal of 

Northern's classes, as well as the rest of the services they offer, is for their clients to be 

employed. More specifically, Northern is required to have refugees employed within 

ninety days through a contract with the state department. Northern also uses materials in 

class that relate to employment, such as job applications and practice interviews. They 

occasionally take students to job fairs so they can get a feel of what working in the U.S. 

might be like. Northern's overall mission is to resettle refugees and help them find 

employment. As a result, their ESL classes focus on teaching English skills that will be 

useful at work. 

One of Southern's primary goals is providing ESL classes that help the racetrack 

workers advance in their jobs. According to the director, Southern is trying to meet a 

workforce need by teaching "thoroughbred terminology, things related to the horse, 

things related to the actual track depending on the type of job someone does, ... so it's 

kind of English for specific purposes." One of their main purposes is to teach English 

terminology that is directly applicable to a student's specific job. English skills are 
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directly related to an immigrant's chance for upward job mobility. Most immigrants at 

the racetrack start as a hot walker, which is just a person who walks a horse in a circle. 

This job requires very little English skills, as they only need about five phrases to walk a 

horse. To be a groom, which is the next highest job, they have to understand what their 

boss tells them to do, as well as give feedback to their boss in English. Learning English 

helps immensely because according to the director at Southern, "as their English 

language skills improve, they get more opportunity for more responsibility and more pay 

in their jobs." Learning English is often essential for immigrants who want to find a job 

or advance in their current job. 

The public school system has different goals depending on what kind of class is 

being taught. The family education classes try to teach parenting skills and the American 

school system, while workforce classes teach vocabulary specific to a particular 

workforce environment. The goal of the general ESL class is more universal, providing 

classes that are aimed at teaching life skills, and focusing on the specific and individual 

needs of the students. They also have some goals that are a result of their state grants 

from Kentucky. They are held accountable for enrollment numbers and student 

performance. For example, the director said that "basically 50% of our students at each 

level have to test into the next level" this year. Their goals vary because they offer so 

many different classes to a large number of students. 

The community college primarily focuses on academically-oriented goals, in 

addition to the goals of communication and employment. According to the head of the 

ESL department, their academic goals are three-fold. The coordinator at the community 

college said that they try to prepare students for long-term educational goals, "perhaps to 
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transfer to a four year institution, perhaps to complete an occupational certification of 

some kind, or perhaps to enhance lifelong learning." These goals are consistent with the 

overall mission of the college. The community college, as a whole, prepares students to 

gain employment certifications or to move further along in their education. The ESL 

program is a developmental department. Their leveled courses are meant to help students 

be able to take courses in the regular curriculum or gain a technical certification. The 

program mostly serves students who do not cam high enough scores on an English as a 

Second Language test. From this program, they will have enough English to make it 

through a regular class. Most of the ESL students go on to take courses in the regular 

curriculum at the community college, while a smaller number of students take the ESL 

classes for personal improvement. 

The Philosophy Behind the ESL Programs 

The organizations in this study have very different philosophies and rationales for 

offering ESL cla:~ses. Both Southern and Western have similar philosophies behind their 

respective ESL programs. Both of these programs try to fill a need in their community as 

the immigrant population changes and grows. Southern was created at the racetrack in 

2004 because of a "demographic shift in the backside of thoroughbred horse racetracks." 

The shift was from mostly African American workers to a majority Hispanic population. 

At the time of the: interviews, the backside workers are composed of about 60-70% 

Spanish-speakers. This demographic shift has also occurred at racetracks around the 

country. As a result of this huge influx of Hispanic immigrants, Southern was created to 

help them with their communication and job-related English needs. Southern "wants to 

be a model program for the thoroughbred industry, because there's not a standard 
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program like it throughout the country." They are trying to meet the language and 

educational needs of a community that has been largely overlooked. 

Western was also created to fill a need in its community. The need arose for 

convenient English classes in the community as large numbers of refugees and 

immigrants settled in the area. This community center was formed fifteen years ago, as 

the first refugees were being resettled in the city. As this resettlement happened, "some 

neighborhood issues carne up, and then some unique needs that the community hadn't 

seen much before, like the need for English classes. And clearly as more children were 

corning into the community, the need for a community center." Western was created in 

response to a neighborhood and community that was drastically changing. 

Eastern also tries to address the needs of a large immigrant and refugee 

community. They are an on-site resource that residents can use to find information, get 

help with social services, and attend ESL classes. Here, the ESL classes arc entirely 

voluntary. The rationale behind them is that immigrants and refugees "need someone 

who can layout t!he rules for you and give you examples in order to be on your way to 

mastering even the basics ... If their English language level was higher, some of these 

problems would go away for them." Ideally, the program at Eastern will help students 

improve their English skills. As a result, they may be more capable of solving some 

typical problems on their own. 

Due to its organizational structure, Northern has a slightly different rationale for 

offering ESL clas:~es to its clients. Northern's mission is to resettle refugees and offer 

services to make their adjustment a little easier. As a refugee resettlement program, they 

are "contracted by the State Department to provide services for refugees, and the driving 

55 



force behind that contract is resettlement." One of the most important services they 

provide is to help the refugees find jobs. Since this service is so important, the ESL 

program is meant to familiarize their clients with the English language and culture in the 

U.S., so they have an easier time when they find a job. As part of the resettlement 

process, the refugees are required to attend English classes. The ESL program at 

Northern is just one of many services that are available to refugees to help them adjust to 

U.S. culture and successfully earn a living. 

The director at the public school system stated that, "Basically, we're trying to get 

people who have moved into the United States to become participating members of the 

community. And offering ESL classes or GED classes, skills-enhancement classes, helps 

them become more actively participating citizens. Not 'citizens,' citizens, but citizens of 

the community." The primary purpose behind their ESL program is to help immigrants 

and refugees hecome active members of their communities, and teach them the English 

they need to function in their new environment. 

Lastly, as mentioned ahove, the community college is quite different from the 

non-profit organizations. It is a developmental program that is meant to help immigrants 

transfer more easily into the regular classes. The ESL classes do not count towards a 

degree at the community college. Instead, their purpose is to improve the English ability 

of their students, so they are prepared to take other classes at the college with native 

speakers of English. Here, the focus is less on providing English necessary for a job or 

everyday tasks. Rather, they focus more on education and life long learning. 
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Funding 

Five of the organizations are funded by a variety of grants, donations, and state 

and federal money. Significantly, they also report consistently being under funded and 

needing to constantly seek out new sources of funding. Although it is by no means an 

abundantly wealthy organization, the community college is funded through a 

combination of state revenues and tuition. The community college did not specifically 

cite funding as a problem for their program, although that question was not specifically 

asked to any organization. Any financial concerns arose in the course of the interviews. 

The non-lProfit organizations reported that they are primarily funded through a 

combination of state and federal grants, financial and in-kilnd donations, fundraisers, and 

mailings. The size of the budgets for these ESL programs ranges from less than $1,000 

to around $200,000. Northern and Southern reported bigger yearly budgets, in the range 

of $150,000-$200,000. Eastern reported that their yearly budget is maybe $1,000 or less, 

and mostly went towards the cost of books and some other small expenses. Western 

reported that their entire organizational budget is fairly small and limited. Since the 

public school system completely runs their ESL program, Western's ESL budget is 

effectively zero. However, they do provide the physical space used to teach the classes. 

At Northern and Southern, the budget is divided up between staff salaries, 

classroom supplies, and several other budget items. Northern also uses its budget to 

provide a bus pass to eligible students, which allows them Ito get around town and to get 

to and from their ESL class. With a slightly larger budget, Northern pays a few more 

staff members in the ESL program. They pay the director and three ESL teachers, all of 

whom only work there part time. Southern's budget includes the director's salary, 
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educational materials, matching funds for two Americorps workers, and it also includes 

some money to hire another full-time staff person sometime this year. In contrast, 

Eastern's budget is around $1000, and the only employee is an Americorps worker. 

Western does not have anyone who works directly with the ESL program, since it is 

basically contracted out to the public school system to run. 

All of the organizations interviewed reported feeling financial pressures to some 

degree. For example, the director at Northern stated that: 

"We're really under funded, understaffed; it's a really challenging job. We're 
always looking for new funds, to provide more of a comprehensive approach. 
There are so many different things we could offer, computer classes or, I think 
(Northern) does a really good job providing a lot of different services, and making 
it a comprehensive approach. Other agencies aren't really able to do that. It's a 
concern for all agencies, for funding, for staffing." 

In this case, a tight budget and a lack of funding and staff meant that they are not able to 

offer all the programs and services that they wish they could. I volunteered at Northern 

for a sociology class. They asked me to spend my time creating ESL lessons that utilized 

computers and the Internet. They had a computer lab with five fairly new computers, but 

teachers rarely used it because nobody had time to work with it. A bigger budget or more 

comprehensive funding may allow some ESL programs to offer a greater variety and 

quality of services to benefit the students. 

The Adult Education ESL program at the public school system is primarily 

funded by grants and in-kind donations. Their budget for the entire adult education 

program is about two million dollars per year, although she did not report how much of 

that goes towards the ESL program. Much of their budget comes from grants from the 

state of Kentucky, which has grant funding available to all adult education programming 

in the state. They also expand their services by looking for other organizations that need 
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an education provider. They "look for organizations, like faith-based organizations, who 

want to provide educational classes, and they would come to us and we would write a 

grant together." So they also write grants with other service agencies, and then work 

together to provide different ESL services. For example, someone from a Buddhist 

monastery recently approached them to write a grant together. The public school system 

also uses donated physical locations as classroom sites. Western lets them come to their 

building to teach ESL classes, as do several different churches and the general public 

school system. 

More funding and a bigger staff could greatly benefit all of the programs in this 

study. Even the community college, which is funded through state revenues and student 

tuition, reported feeling the problems associated with a tightening budget. Although the 

ESL department head could not tell me how big the budget was, she did report on the 

tightening of state funding and how colleges everywhere have had to raise tuition. This 

puts pressure on all parts of the system, including the ESL program. Due to limitations 

on funding, staff, and resources, many of these programs routinely improvise to meet the 

needs of a given situation. 

Curriculum 

The most common theme mentioned when the directors and teachers talked about 

the ESL curriculum is that all teachers use their own materials to some degree. In other 

words, all the ESL teachers create their own lesson plans as they see fit. However, some 

of the programs do loosely follow a core set of books or materials. For example, Eastern 

has accumulated a master set of textbooks over the years that teachers and volunteers 

make copies out of for the classes. These books are a combination of what the public 
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school system uses, and some others that they have purchased on their own. This wide 

variety of on-site books and materials allows teachers to pick and choose what is needed 

for class on any given day. The coordinatorlteacher at Eastern said that "What I have and 

I use is just kind of a random selection I can pick and choose from." However, they do 

have a book they use regularly with the Hispanic students. It is in English and Spanish 

and "gives a more comprehensive view of English." Northern is similar to Eastern in that 

teachers are able to mix and match materials for lesson plans. Since many of their 

teachers are retired, they pull a lot of materials from their own personal resources. 

However, all the teachers do follow a set of guidelines passed down from the Office of 

Refugee Resettlement. 

Southern is going through a transitional period. Last year, their curriculum was 

similar to Eastern's and Northern's, in that each teacher developed their own curriculum. 

This year, they adopted a text called STAR, which they plan on following. According to 

a teacher at Southern: 

"It's not going to be a complete cmriculum, but having this as a guideline, we will 
know what the teacher previous has covered, and what will be needed to go on to 
the next class. And that will bring a little continuity, rather than each of us doing 
our own tliling, there will be a guide. But there will still be a need for the other 
resources that we bring into it. The textbook can't do it all." 

So even though the three teachers there will follow the same set of materials, they will 

still bring in other resources to individualize the program. 

The public school system has several different curricula that instructors can 

utilize, such as Focus on Grammar and a series called All Star. The units and topics 

picked out of tho:,e books are not mandated or consistent throughout the program. 

Teachers choose what they need to use from a resource library at the main office, as well 
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as classroom sets at the various sites. Teachers freely bring in their own curriculum and 

books, as well as other materials and resources that they have found on their own. Some 

of their teachers also utilize Internet resources and websites about teaching ESL. They 

do have a couple of rigid curriculums that they occasionally use, such as a civics and 

government curriculum, in addition to a few classes that are more academically-focused. 

The community college uses a common set of textbooks in each class, which the 

teachers then supplement with their own materials on an as-needed basis. The 

department head stated that "in virtually any course, 1 think all the instructors will 

supplement appropriate materials that they find or that they invent, around that common 

materia!''' At the community college, all the teachers work together to pick out the 

textbooks that will be used in each of about fifteen classes. They look for the best 

textbooks available for their purposes, and hang onto them if they work wei!. They also 

have a few courses without textbooks, and the instructor puts together the curriculum for 

that individual class. 

Teaching Strategies 

Most of the teachers use similar strategies in the classroom. One of the most 

common strategies is to try to get the students involved, so they can communicate and 

talk to each other. A teacher at Northern tries to keep the class "as interactive as 

possible, have it kind of student-based in so far as possible. Not having the teacher just 

drone on at length. Because really it's all about the students being able to function, to 

produce language. So I'm asking a lot of questions. Also, [ put an emphasis on having 

the students listen to the other students in the class." This strategy makes a lot of sense, 

given that Northem is trying to teach the students how to communicate and be able to 

61 



function on the job. Besides this focus on communication and interaction, teachers also 

use a lot of other standard teaching strategies. They use things such as worksheets, audio 

and video tapes, short presentations, and pair or group work. 

One teaching strategy that was regularly addressed involved using realia. Realia 

is a term for real world, physical objects that are used in class. A teacher at Southern 

talked the most about realia. "I use as much realia as I can. When we talk about 

shopping, I bring in store ads. Banking, I have samples of checks, registers ... I keep 

adding more realia, you know, real things" and I move along as I'm collecting. So I try to 

incorporate as much of that as I can." Realia can be especially beneficial when teachers 

are teaching real world concepts or skills, such as going to the bank or applying for a job. 

At Northern, they constantly drill students on information that is on a job application, and 

practice filling them out. They also practice reading bus schedules, writing checks, and 

reading the dosage instructions on medication. Realia is also useful in beginning classes. 

Students that "are not literate in their own language, we use a lot of physical objects and 

gestures with thalt group." This strategy can be a great help for students who are 

completely illiterate. 

Survival English 

A teaching strategy commonly mentioned by the teachers and coordinators is 

survival English. The term survival English is used interchangeably with life skills in 

both the literature and the interviews. Survival English refers to teaching students 

common skills that are useful to them in their daily life, such as going to the grocery or 

the bank. Two of the organizations in the present study, Northern and Southern, heavily 

focus on teaching life skills to the students in English. At these two organizations, both 
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the director and the teacher commented specifically on teaching English based on life 

skills. The coordinator at Eastern also indirectly discussed teaching life skills. 

The goal at Northern is to get the refugees employed as soon as possible. 

Therefore, it is important to teach them a functional, life skill-based level of English that 

will help them both on the job and in their everyday life. The teacher at Northern 

described the curriculum he bases his lessons on: 

"That curriculum for refugees is a kind of survival English, kind of a functional, 
skills-based curriculum. They're supposed to know how to have the 
communication skills to get along, in our society, for example, to count money, to 
make a doctor's appointment, to ask for directions. To go into the doctor, 
announce themselves, describing their ailments or illnesses, a lot of job-related 
English." 

This skills-based curriculum is the basis of the program at Northern, what the teacher 

referred to as the "meat and potatoes" of the curriculum. This type of teaching ties in 

really well with their overall mission. 

While there is some variation in how the four teachers at Northern teach, they all 

focus to some degree on teaching practical life skills. The unifying characteristic of the 

classes is a picture dictionary and a regular dictionary that are provided to each student. 

According to the director, the teachers usc the picture dictionary "really heavily, because 

it's life-skills based, so there's the section about the house,. about shopping, about work. 

And it not only provides the basic vocabulary but it provides questions that you might ask 

students to engage them in using this vocabulary." The use of this picture dictionary is 

consistent, to some degree, among all the teachers. Northern also constantly drills 

students on personal information, which are things they may be asked in a job interview. 

In classes, students arc constantly asked about their name, their address, where they're 

from, and what their skills are. Other life-skills topics that are commonly discussed in 
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the classes are hygiene, medical issues, appointments, apartments, and furniture. 

Hygiene, in particular, is a pertinent topic because there are often cultural differences 

about hygiene. Despite the focus on life skills at Northern, "each teacher addresses it 

differently. Some focus more on grammar than vocabulary. You're trying to build 

vocabulary and associate that more with life skills. Then you're also incorporating 

grammar as well." 

Employees at Southern also talked a great deal about the importance of teaching 

life skills to the students. The teachers at Southern all use the same textbook as a guide 

to provide some level of continuity to the classes. Teachers are still free to use their own 

resources and create their lessons based on their needs. The teacher said that "in my 

class, I try to incorporate, of course, life skills, which they are very much interested in. 

Clothing, shopping, banking, things like that. I included grammar, vocabulary, spelling, 

writing, structured writing, dialogue ... Whatever they would need to function in our 

society, [ try to include." Using these everyday tasks as the focus of the English classes 

helps the students function in society, and also helps them converse in English with 

native speakers. This curriculum based on survival English may be especially useful for 

the students at Southern because what they need most is to be able to communicate with 

their boss. As racetrack employees, students do not have to be able to read and write, or 

have a GED or a high school diploma. They do need to be able to understand and 

communicate with their boss, which makes survival English more pertinent to their 

everyday life. Furthermore, unlike refugees, the workers at the racetrack "are here 

making money to send back home, and plan on going back to Mexico." 
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The director at Southern expanded a little bit on how course materials focus on 

life skills. She said that "we try to give our students a broad range of skills so that they 

can be successful in our community as well." Their life skills program is based on the 

CASAS competencies, which stands for Comprehensive Adult Student Assessment 

System. The competencies are composed of nine broad categories, including 

"communication .. economics, community resources, health, employment, governments 

and law, computation, learning to learn, and independent living." The materials they use 

in the classroom correlate with the competencies, so they teach around this particular skill 

set. Depending on what curriculum is used, they can determine what skills are heing 

taught as they look at the lesson. 

Eastern abo occasionally referred to teaching life skills, albeit indirectly, as did 

the public school system. Although the director/teacher at. Eastern did not specifically 

mention incorporating survival English into the classroom, she did comment on changing 

the curriculum based on the students in the classroom. "We're really planning the lesson 

right as class is starting, to sort of cover material that's applicable to the students that are 

there that day." The curriculum is different for each class" depending on the teacher and 

the students in class that day. So the lessons are really catered to what the students need 

on any given day. The general ESL classes are based on teaching life skills. They also 

use CASAS as their testing system, which tests students on over 300 competencies based 

on different life skills. 
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CHAPTER VI 

FINDINGS: THE PROCESS OF TEACHING ESL 

Over the course of the eight interviews, several other themes also emerged about 

the processes of the ESL programs. Two of the themes show that many of these 

programs utilize a wide variety of available resources in their programs, and they also 

rely on improvisation to compensate for unique situations that arise. These programs' 

use of mUltiple resources and improvisation is often a result of small funding and a 

relatively small organization size overall. Many organizations mentioned using a holistic 

approach, in whi,ch they try to teach more than just English skills to their students. All of 

the organizations also reported on the diversity of their students, and how this affects 

their ESL program. Lastly, every organization stated several difficulties and challenges 

that arose when teaching ESL. The interviewees voiced these concerns even though they 

were never specifically asked what was challenging about teaching English to immigrants 

and refugees. 

Interconnections: Drawing on All Available Resources 

Since most of these organizations operate with relatively small budgets, they rely 

heavily on the cooperation of other groups and organizations to supplement their ESL 

program. All of the organizations in the present study either partner with other 

organizations or groups, or cooperate to some degree with other groups to supplement 

their own programs and services. Of all the interconnections among the ESL programs., 
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the most common collaboration involves the program at the public school system. All 

five ESL programs reported cooperating with the school system to some degree. 

Northern has four teachers, three Df whom are employed part time specifically by 

Northern. The fourth teacher, however., was hired through a partnership with the public 

school system, so she is paid partly through the school system and partly through 

Northern. Southern works with the school system on their English assessment tests. For 

them, the school system provides "an in-kind donation of the costs of the assessment 

materials, and a staff person that comes in". The public school system tests all of the 

students at Southern, and provides them with the results so students can be placed into an 

appropriate class. Eastern uses some of the same materials and books that the school 

system uses. The school system sometimes sends a teacher there, and provides literacy 

classes for some students. The coordinator at Eastern also reported that they "tried to get 

(the school system) to do more here, but the staff hasn't really wanted it, because we 

really like the freedom here to cater to the needs of students." 

Western relies on the public school system the most, since the school system is 

completely in charge of the ESL program at that location. The coordinator at Western 

stated that they provide the "space and support, and they (the school system) provide the 

program, the teachers, the materials, and their curriculum and all of that. So they have 

pretty much taken over the third floor of the center with a combination of ESL classes, 

OED classes, and a few other adult education programming." The public school system 

runs the entire program at Western, including hiring the teachers and coordinating the 

classes. The community college also partners with the public school system. They work 

together on things like "easing students' transition into the community college ... An 
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example of what they do is, they offer some free, non-credit courses on our premises for 

students who are not quite ready to join the regular courses. They can come in, they can 

kind of get their feet wet, they can get some preparation for entry into what we offer." 

All the organizations in the present study also cooperate with a wide variety of 

other agencies, groups, and programs to supplement their own services for the immigrant 

and refugee population. Four of the organizations, Northern, Southern, the public school 

system, and Wesltern, partner with various libraries in the city. An outreach person from 

the library may come regularly and connect students with library materials, or come to 

the classes and sign students up for library cards. Southern also works with the public 

library to show some of their students' artwork at a local branch. Other examples of 

partnerships with the ESL programs include the metro government, cooperative food 

pantries, local high schools and colleges, book donations from libraries and Barnes and 

Noble, the DMV, free tax preparation, and legal help from the local Bar Association. 

Some of these partnerships are used within the ESL classroom, such as extra volunteers 

and books that have been donated. However, many of these partnerships are 

supplementary services that can be accessed by the students in addition to their ESL 

classes. For example, after an ESL class, students might be able to get help with their 

income taxes, or go to information sessions provided by other organizations. 

Improvisation: Working With What You Have 

One theme that arose from the interviews at the non-profit organizations is that 

the programs are Improvised to some degree. Regularly, teachers adapt lesson plans and 

materials to fit a changing student popUlation, piece together a curriculum based on a 

widely varying set of materials, and work in a challenging teaching environment. This is 
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largely the result of having a small budget and staff. Although the ESL program at the 

public school system is larger than the non-profit organizations, their teachers are also 

free to piece together their classes based on what they think is needed. In contrast, the 

community college seems much more structured and rigid in its format, utilizing more 

traditional classroom spaces and having more continuity in the course materials. 

As a refugee resettlement agency under contract with the State Department, 

Northern has little choice in how many refugees they have as clients at anyone time. 

Sometimes ESL classes will be relatively small if the influx of refugees is low. But 

certain times of the year routinely bring a larger number of clients to Northern. The 

director reported that they probably average around 50 students in four different classes 

at anyone time throughout the year. However, September is typically the busiest month 

for arrivals. In the winter of 2005-6, they had around 70 students, which "put a fair 

amount of stress on the program because of the size of classrooms. So I was really 

working, trying to find volunteers that could sort of supplement the classes, either work 

in the classroom with a teacher and assist, or we could break off into small group 

conversations." The classrooms Northern uses are not big enough to accommodate 70 

total students. So they had to improvise, and either find ways of cramming more students 

in a small space, or utilize more volunteers to break the classes into smaller groups. 

In order to provide ESL classes Ito clients, Northern has to utilize the resources 

that it has available. This includes making the best use out of a limited amount of space 

by converting older rooms into classrooms. A teacher at Northern described the layout of 

his convelted classroom: 

"The building here was formerly a nursing home. So I'm in a smallish room ... In 
the room is a very small board, a portable whiteboard, in the corner of the room. I 
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guess there's a sink in the room and a closet, I think it was somebody's apartment, 
a very small apartment. .. We have a problem because some students have to have 
their back to me, we have to try to fit all the students in that small space." 

Having been in this classroom myself, it is very small and somewhat difficult to teach in 

since it was not originally designed to be a classroom. 

Southern and Eastern both had similar problems with utilizing classroom space. 

Southern is lucky enough to have been well funded when it was founded two years ago. 

So they have a very new, fresh, modern building complete with a very up-to-date 

computer lab. They have three different classes, but only one meets in a 'traditional' 

classroom. Another class meets around tables in the library/reception area, and the last 

class actually meets in the computer room. The class that meets in the computer room 

poses the biggest challenge. The teacher of this class reported that "because it is a 

computer room, and the computers are set up, I am not free to move furniture around. 

Just tables set in rows for the students." Since the computers are set up, the students have 

a smaller space in which to set up their materials and notebooks. Eastern also uses a 

fairly small classroom for its classes, although the classes themselves are not very large. 

"We have two long tables pushed together that everyone sits around. It is somewhat 

cramped. About 10 students can fit comfortably." An unexpectedly large class is a 

problem because the classroom can not easily accommodate extra students. 

All of the organizations also improvise the materials they use in the class to some 

degree. Northern, Southern, and Eastern all have a core set of materials or guidelines that 

are intended to be used as a model for the classes. However, in all three of these cases, 

the teachers are free, and in some cases required, to draw on supplemental materials for 

the classes. For example, teachers use materials and activities from a wide variety of 
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books, use ideas found on the Internet, and draw on their own personal background and 

resources to provide the content for just one lesson. Although the community college has 

somewhat of a more consistent set of materials that they use for each class, "all the 

instructors will supplement appropriate materials that they find or that they invent, 

around that common material." Some of the classes at the community college do not 

have a required text at all, so the teachers piece together the entire curriculum for that 

course. Teachers at the public school system also improvise materials, basing their 

lessons on student profiles and interest levels in different topics. They identify the needs 

of the students, and then "build lessons not only around what they don't know from the 

text, but what their needs are for general everyday life." No two classes are ever alike. 

A Holistic Approach to Teaching ESL 

Northern promotes a holistic approach to teaching English. Although a holistic 

approach is not directly discussed at the other organizations, most of them do offer 

services other than English classes for their students. The interviews with both the 

director and a teacher at Northern show that in addition to offering a wide variety of 

services to the students, they also teach English holistically. The English teacher stated: 

"My belief is you can't really isolate, you have to teach English holistically. All 
English is applicable in the workplace anywhere. You can't really say here's a 
discrete group of words or grammar, structures that you'll need when you go to 
work in a factory, or to a doctor's office. Anything to come into playas far as 
language, we're just teaching a general English curriculum." 

He does not just grind out basic grammatical structures in class. Instead, he tries to teach 

content that is relevant to their lives. "It's not just teaching English kind of disassociated 

from their lives, I'm trying to find relevant content. . .I want to talk about something 

related to healthcare, something related to their job, or some sort of cultural orientation 
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topic to orient them to (the city)." Teaching English must accompany teaching other 

pertinent information in order to be effective. 

Northern also offers a wide array of services that the students can utilize to help 

them understand and function in their new environment. They provide a cultural 

orientation class one day a week, job developers, and various information sessions for the 

students. Furthermore, the ESL classes are offered in the same building where the rest of 

the staff works. Having all the services in one central location is a valuable and 

convenient asset for the students, since they are all dealing with many new programs and 

services. As the director said, "ESL classes are also sort of a social environment, a place 

to come and socialize or get information. Because the classes are here at the office, it's 

really nice so they can easily go upstairs and talk with their case manager or job 

developer. Not all programs are structured that way." Northern aims to give the refugees 

as many services as possible. The refugees form a social bond with the agency from 

going to the building nearly everyday. As the teacher said, "We do want them coming 

here everyday. That way if they need us, or we need them, they're right here. We're all 

in the same building, and it's an intensive kind of holistic resettlement for them." 

The other non-profit organizations did not specifically mention teaching English 

holistically. They do teach a wide variety of topics in class and offer many services in 

addition to ESL. For example, Southern teaches information relevant to students' jobs in 

the horse industry. The non-profit organizations offer other services as a supplement to 

the life skills and cultural information that students learn in class. For example, Western 

provides youth after school and summer programs, computer classes, and offers free tax 

preparation services. Southern has a library, and also provides GED preparation and 
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conversation tables for the students. Students use Eastern as an information resource, to 

find out how to pay their electric bill or how to enroll their children in school. The 

assistant director of Western summarized the rationale behind a holistic approach to 

teaching English. "Many people want to learn English, it's just having supports in place 

that makes it possible. Like, where are the children going to be while they're learning? 

How do they fit that in with an already busy schedule?" 

Teaching a Diverse Clientele 

Many of the ESL program directors emphasized that the origins of the immigrants 

and refugees they serve vary depending on current global events. One year an 

organization might work with a large number of Sudanese men, another year there might 

be an influx of Somali-Bantu women, and the next year they might teach a large number 

of Russians. Particularly with refugees, but also for immigrants, the native country of the 

students depends largely on world events and politics. This is especially true for 

Northern, which works exclusively with resettling refugees. 

Many of the organizations also have a constantly changing student population. At 

Northern, in particular, new refugees arrive on a regular basis, and refugees who have 

been there for two or three months start working and become more independent. With 

their refugee populations changing on about a one or two year cycle, staff members and 

volunteers at Northern have to constantly educate themselves about the changing 

backgrounds of their students. The department head at the community college feels that 

the background of their students largely depends on the most recent refugee movement. 

She stated that "when I first started teaching here, we had lots and lots of Bosnians. 
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Those people have now moved out into the community, but we have really all continents, 

most nationalities." 

Every organization except one reported serving a student body from allover the 

world. Southern is an exception because they serve the mostly Hispanic group of 

workers at the racetrack. Almost all of their students are from a few Latin American 

countries. All of the organizations also reported a very diverse age range among the 

students. Ages range anywhere from eighteen to sixty-five or more, although most 

students are probably somewhere in their twenties to forties. Most of the organizations 

reported roughly an equal number of male and female students. Southern is the exception 

again, since about 70% or more of the racetrack workers were male. Finally, all the 

organizations also reported that their students had widely varying educational 

backgrounds, literacy levels, and English abilities. 

Difficulties and Problems with Teaching English as a Second Language 

The organizations in this study reported a wide variety of problems and 

challenges that arise when trying to teach English as a second language. Some of the 

challenges are structural in nature, and relate to the way the program is run or the 

available resources. The other category of problems is related to the students. For 

example, programs face challenges with attendance and the varying English abilities of 

the students. 

One structural problem involves space issues. The class size at Northern is 

limited based on the space available in their building. Having an unusually large number 

of refugee arrivals puts extra stress on the program because the classrooms are not big 

enough to handle the extra people. One of their classrooms is just a small, converted 
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apartment, complete with a small sink and closet. As a result, not all students are able to 

face the teacher. Similarly, Southern only has one traditional classroom. The other two 

classes work out of a lobby area and a computer lab. The director summed up this 

challenge by saying, "it's a good problem to have but a hard problem to solve. We don't 

have enough space for all of our students." 

Another structural problem at Northern is that they constantly have a new stream 

of refugees coming into the program. Over time, students start going to work orientation 

classes and practice interview sessions, so they have a lot of students coming in and 

going out. This is a big challenge for them. Since the populations are constantly 

changing, "we're always having to learn the cultural differences, expectations, and while 

the goals of the resettlement program don't change, we have to accommodate different 

cultures. There's a lot of education that has to go on about different cultures and their 

expectations and where they're coming from." The changing class composition makes it 

difficult to follow a formal curriculum. 

Southern has some unique structural problems. All of their students make regular 

trips around the country to follow their trainer to other racetracks. "If the trainer takes 

their horses and moves somewhere else, then the students leave because they follow their 

work and don't stay because we're here. They're geared to work." In this case, working 

is the students' top priority, while learning English is somewhere lower on the list. A 

similar problem at Southern is that the students tend to change jobs a lot. "They might be 

working for one trainer one week, and then they're not there anymore. We have to figure 

out if they're even on the track anymore. We're trying to set up more procedural things 

that will allow us to catch more of those students." They have a difficult time keeping 
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track of students since they move around so much. As a result, they must spend valuable 

time and resources finding students and determining if they still plan on attending class. 

A problem at Western results from their ESL arrangement with the public school 

system. Since the school system runs their program, they have the problem of trying to 

stay in contact with students. After they moved into a new, bigger building a few years 

ago, they felt themselves becoming disconnected from the adult education programming. 

"Now students can come in and out of this building and never see my face, ... and so that 

is a concern for us sometimes in that students can participate in something in this 

building and not really know about other opportunities in the building or with the center, 

or not really understand what the heart of the center is." Since Western has given 

complete control of the ESL program to the school system, they lose some contact with 

students and residents. As a result, those students may miss out on valuable services and 

opportunities. 

As a result of their grants with the state of Kentucky, the ESL program at the 

public school system is faced with the challenge of advancing half of their students to the 

next class level each year. The only way to prove this advancement is with a certain test 

score. This is one of their biggest challenges. "We know that students are getting better, 

but the only documentation that the government will accept is a test score." If they do 

not meet their enrollment and advancement goals, they could potentially lose future 

funding. So they are under a lot of pressure to make sure the students gain enough 

English ability to test into the next level. They also offer a limited number of classes 

depending on the demand in a given area of the city. They can only maintain a class if 

twelve to fifteen students attend that class every time it meets. Some of their sites offer 
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several different classes because there are enough students in that area. Other sites are 

too small, and can only offer one class that is often a multi-level class of students with 

many different levels of English ability. 

There are also several problems that deal specifically with the students. 

Attendance is a big concern and affects how the teachers teach their classes. Last year, 

Eastern used both pre- and post-tests to gauge their students' level of English ability. But 

they "stopped using it because attendance became very random and the people in the 

classes kept changing. We couldn't really figure out a way to test around the scattered 

attendance." Scattered, random attendance is a common problem cited at many of the 

organizations. The exceptions to this are the community college, which enrolls students 

who pay tuition, and Northern, which requires the refugees to attend ESL class. 

Similarly, the teacher at Southern feels that teaching is challenging because "a student 

might be gone for three weeks, depending on his trainer and where his horse is. So that 

makes it difficult to make sure everybody gets everything that you want them to get." As 

a result, class lessons are often modified or created on the spot to fit the needs of the 

students who come to class on any given day. 

Another problem is that students of widely differing abilities are often placed in 

the same class, usually because of space issues. Multi-level classes are the most difficult 

classes to teach. Eastern teaches two classes per week, "but they're not divided up into 

skill level, because we don't have a large scale structure in place right now." Eastern 

does not have enough resources to be able to offer a greater number of classes at different 

levels for the students. As a result, they often assign an individual tutor to more 

advanced students, or refer them to another resource. The ESL teacher at Northern also 
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commented on how difficult it is to teach to students at different levels in the same class. 

He teaches students with very different levels of literacy and formal education. He works 

around this partly because it is a three hour class. "When I develop the lesson I try to 

think of the lowest common denominator, trying to get some easy material that we can all 

work through together. And then I'm trying to come up with some add-ons or some 

extensions that might be more challenging for the higher level students." From my own 

experience as a volunteer ESL teacher, it is very difficult to teach so that the weaker 

students still understand, but the stronger students do not get bored or dominate the class. 

The public school system also faces the challenge of teaching students with 

different abilities. The director discussed some of the learning strategies they utilize in 

multi-leveled classes. If possible, they use volunteers in multi-level classes to provide 

additional help to the low level students. However, if volunteers are not available, they 

have more advanced students serve as peer teachers or peer tutors. They also sometimes 

structure multi-level classes so they have different activities that cover the same general 

topic. "You have the same reading, then you ask the (low level) student just to pick out 

words that they know, but you ask (a more advanced) student to write a long response 

about what this means to them." These are some of the ways the public school system 

tries to address the challenge of multi-level classrooms. 

A final challenge with the students is that they often have very different 

educational backgrounds and different levels of literacy in their native language. The 

higher the students' level of previous education is, "the more they can relate back to their 

native language ... But with the students that are not literate in their own language, even 

just writing and copying down the sentence that they're learning, that's a job for them to 
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do ... And it involves students doing more memorization than anything." It is much more 

difficult for students who do not have reading and writing skills in their native language 

to learn those same skills in a second language. As one potential solution to this problem, 

Southern is offering a transitional class for these students that will be taught partly in 

Spanish. It is intended to help transition them into the regular English-only classes. 
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CHAPTER VII 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

The present study sought to describe the structure and processes ofESL programs 

and ascertain the implications for classroom dynamics. Previous studies have primarily 

focused on student characteristics and specific teaching strategies, and have not examined 

ESL programs from an organizational perspective. The goal of this research was to 

examine the structure ofESL programs, and then determine how the structure affects 

their ESL philosophy, goals, and teaching practices. 

There were several limitations to the current study. The initial focus was on 

Hispanic immigrants and their involvement in ESL programs, given the rapid rise in 

Hispanic immigration. Examining ESL programs in the context of one large group of 

students may have made the analysis stronger, but this approach did not appear feasible. 

With the exception of the Southern program, all the organizations reported teaching to an 

extremely diverse mix of students from all over the world. Classes were not arranged 

based on country of origin or background, so it would be difficult to study a specific 

group of students. As a result, the focus remained on the organizations and how they 

teach students from all backgrounds. 

Another limitation is that the ESL programs in this study are not exhaustive of the 

programs in the county, although the bigger and more well-known programs were 

selected. A respondent asked if churches that offer ESL classes were included in the 
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study. Due to time constraints and issues of access, it was not possible to locate and 

include church programs in the study. It was not feasible to interview the coordinators of 

every ESL program in the area. 

The generalizability of this study is also limited. This study tried to describe the 

structure and organization of a sample of ESL programs in one Kentucky county. It is 

possible that other Kentucky counties are structured similarly to the one in the present 

study. Without further research, conclusions can only be drawn about the organizations 

in the present study. This study did not attempt to evaluate the effectiveness of the ESL 

programs and how well they taught English to their students. As such, a discussion of 

how capable the programs are at teaching English is beyond the scope of this study. 

There were three expectations of this study. The first expectation was that 

programs would be segregated and distinct from one another. The literature assumes that 

ESL programs are highly segregated, but no studies actually affirm this assumption. 

However, these programs are much more connected and linked than initially expected. 

As the ESL coordinator at the public schools said, "The ESL community is very tight. 

We all know each other." All of the organizations utilized the public school system to 

some degree. The cooperation was as major as letting the school system teach the ESL 

classes, or relatively minor such as borrowing materials and testing supplies from them. 

The cooperation between programs, as well as various partnerships within the 

community, serves as a supplement for inadequate funding and resources. 

The extent of cooperation between programs does produce some similarities, but 

does not provide a great deal of consistency among the ESL programs. Many 

organizations teach English for specific purposes, some curriculum materials and CASAS 
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testing supplies are used at multiple locations, and some students even attend more than 

one ESL program. However, the frequency and size of the ESL classes is highly 

variable, as is the curriculum and teaching materials that are used in the classroom. 

Based on the expectation that ESL programs would be somewhat isolated, it was 

also expected that the ESL programs would be largely disorganized and ineffective at 

teaching English to the students. However, each program in the study had a very specific 

goal in mind. For the most part, their different teaching strategies and philosophies 

seemed to work toward achieving their goals. For example, Northern taught life skills 

and job-related information, and eventually helped find employment for all of their 

students. Southern also focused on jobs, and reported some success in having students 

advance in their jobs. At the same time, the more structured approach at the community 

college seemed to be effective in preparing students for college, since most of their 

students went on to graduate from the community college or another college. While 

these organizations have very different structures, goals, and teaching practices, they 

seem to be able to reasonably teach English based on their goals and the goals of the 

students. 

A second expectation was that the ESL programs would be challenged to teach an 

extremely diverse clientele. The literature extensively supported this expectation 

(Buttaro and King 2001; Crandall and Sheppard 2004; Fennelly and Palasz 2003; Shank 

and Terrill 1995). The findings also indicated that ESL programs must try to teach to a 

very diverse clientele, who are often placed in multi-level classes. Multi-level classes are 

simply classes which contain students with a wide variety of English skills and abilities. 

This was one of the most difficult challenges that organizations reported. Their student 

82 



population was usually in a constant state of flux as students entered and left the program 

for different reasons. Student demographics are largely out of their control since most 

programs are voluntary and provide continuous open enrollment of students. 

Being able to offer a variety of classes and services to a diverse clientele is largely 

a structural problem. Few of the organizations were able to provide a significant number 

of hours of English classes per student. For example, Northern required students to 

attend class for three hours every morning. However, the students must quit class to go 

to work within two to three months. Also, their location in a former nursing home limits 

the amount of space they have available for classrooms. Similarly, the public school 

system is only able to offer a single class at some locations because there are not enough 

students to support more classes. Part of the reason it takes immigrants so long to learn 

English is that they are rarely required to attend class, and have differing levels of 

motivation to attend (Harper and de long 2004). Most of the classes in this study were 

voluntary. Most students attend class in their spare time, working in class time around 

their work and family schedules. The community college, which teaches mostly more 

advanced students, often had students enrolled in three or four classes per semester. So 

their students were regularly inundated with English classes. Although the public school 

system offered many classes at different locations, they are voluntary and most students 

onl y go a few hours per week. 

The final expectation was that new assimilation patterns, featuring a greater 

acceptance of cultural differences, would lead to services that were strongly client

oriented. A holistic approach to teaching English is one of the best examples of an 

organization catering to the needs of its clients. These programs recognized that students 
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have a wide variety of motivations and goals that affects their willingness to adapt to 

their new environment. Most organizations support their students' cultural, affective, and 

motivational needs by offering cultural classes, providing child care services during 

classes, and providing other services of interest to the students. Several organizations 

offered classes in GED or citizenship test preparation. This is important because learning 

English, although a significant achievement, is not enough to enable immigrants and 

refugees to adapt to their new society. They also have emotional needs while adapting to 

an unfamiliar culture. Furthermore, a holistic approach is much less coercive to the 

students than the more traditional model of Anglo-conformity. 

The ESL programs in the present study offer classes to a select clientele with 

limited resources. They are not organized or connected by national guidelines, 

curriculum, or even a common purpose (Burns 2003; Nolan 2001). A significant theme 

among the ESL programs in this study was that they were all constantly challenged to 

find new sources of funding and resources. Most of these organizations utilized teachers 

with some level of experience, either with teaching in general or with ESL in particular. 

However, these teachers were almost always part time employees or volunteers with a 

limited amount of time to dedicate to their classes (Crandall 1993). Much of the funding 

for these different organizations comes from a varied assortment of grants, fundraising, 

and in-kind donations. More funding from other sources would definitely help them 

provide more teachers on a full time basis, greater staff support, and more resources for 

the students. All the programs could use more funding, and the part time teachers often 

had little time available outside of the classroom. As a result, the programs often could 

not provide as many services as they wished. 
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One significant shortcoming of the ESL programs arose from the interviews, and 

should be addressed in future research. In an informal discussion after one of the 

interviews, a director mentioned that while there were good programs for both the very 

beginning students and advanced students focused on academics, there were not really 

any programs that tried to transition students from low to high level English classes. 

Only one study in the literature review noted the same problem (Crandall and Sheppard 

2004). While beginning classes focus on survival skills and employment, and advanced 

classes focus on academic skills, there are few programs that enable students to transition 

into these higher level classes. 

As an example of the missing transitional programs, the public school system had 

over one thousand students enrolled in six levels of different classes last year. Almost 

half of those students were in the two beginning classes, and another third of the students 

were in the top two classes. The intermediate classes were much smaller. There was "a 

little bit of a chasm, because it used to be that the middle levels were heavier." From the 

data, it seems that it is easier to create programs for beginning and advanced students, 

perhaps because their goals are clearer. What is missing is a mid-level, transitional stage. 

However, the director at the public school system did mention one attempt they were 

making at addressing this gap. "There was a real call from the community. There was a 

gap between Adult Education and college, and so we developed a new curriculum to go 

between that. That is a set curriculum because it's targeted on academic listening and 

academic writing." The effectiveness of the transitional curriculum is outside the scope 

of the present study. 
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Overall, the organizations in the current study seem to achieve their short-term 

goals fairly well, including preparing students for employment, teaching basic 

communication skills, and preparing them for other classes. By focusing on the needs of 

the students and adapting the curriculum towards those students, they are able to achieve 

some degree of teaching success. However, every organization in this study was very 

limited in the programs they could offer, largely because funding and resources were so 

limited. Even the ESL program at the public school system, which was by far the biggest 

adult ESL program in the area, was unable to offer all the services they wanted to 

because they were limited by their grant funding. 

A big question left unanswered by the present study is, how effective are the ESL 

programs at these organizations? This study did not attempt to answer this question. 

While the directors and teachers did provide some idea of the outcomes of the students, it 

is not immediately clear how effective the different programs are at teaching English. 

Undoubtedly, all the programs are beneficial, to different degrees, to the students who 

attend these classes. Further research should be conducted that investigates the actual 

effectiveness of these different ESL programs, and the degree to which the organizations 

achieve their stated goals. This study was also limited to examining ESL programs for 

adults. There exists a large body of literature on ESL programs for children. It would be 

beneficial to explore how ESL programs for children are related or comparable to ESL 

programs for adults. Is one more beneficial to the students than the other? Are there any 

similarities between the structure and processes of programs for children and adults? 

Finally, given the changing patterns of immigration and assimilation, and the 

increasing visibility of immigrant groups in the national media, it is more important than 
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ever to examine the U.S.' relationship with its immigrants and refugees. Perhaps there 

has not been a national ESL policy because immigration issues have not been at the 

forefront of U.S. politics. As recent debates on immigration demonstrate, this is quickly 

changing. As a result, a close examination of how and why we offer services to 

immigrants is necessary, including English as a second language programs. This study is 

just an initial attempt to describe the structure and processes of ESL programs in one 

county, which few other studies have attempted. Much more research needs to be 

conducted to establish the general structure and organization of ESL programs 

throughout the entire country. 
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APPENDIX A 

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS - ESL COORDINATOR 

I. Questions About the Organization 
A. Information about the Participant 

1. Job title 

2. Length of time in current position 

3. Other experience similar to current position 

B. The Structure of the Organization 

1. What is your program philosophy? 

a. Was this philosophy influenced by any other sources? Ifso, how? 

b. As an organization, what is your goal in teaching English as a second 
language? 

i. How was this goal developed? 

2. How many paid employees work with the English as a Second Language 
(ESL) Program? 

a. What qualifications are required for your paid ESL employees? 

b. What positions do these employees occupy? (i.e. teachers, etc.) 

3. In addition to the paid employees, how many other teachers or volunteers 
work with the ESL program? 

a. What qualifications are required for volunteers to work with your ESL 
program? 

b. How do you recruit volunteers? 

c. What are the roles of volunteers in your ESL program? 
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4. How is your organization connected with other organizations? 

For Example: 
a. Do you share a funding source with any other organizations? 
b. Do you cooperate/partner with other organizations or programs? 
c. Do you regularly report to another organization that oversees your 

operations? 
d. What influence does the board of directors have on your program? 

5. How is your organization funded? 

a. How big is your budget? 

b. How is your funding divided up within your ESL program? 

c. Besides your budget, what other resources does your organization utilize? 

C. The Processes of the Organization 

1. Describe the classes. 

a. How often and at what times and dates do they meet? 

b. What curriculum do you use for the classes? 

1. Is the curriculum the same for all classes? If so, who decides what the 
curriculum should be? 

11. How are your organizational philosophy and goals reflected in the 
curriculum or teaching materials? 

c. Describe the lesson materials and activities in as much detail as possible. 

d. Do you have any copies or examples of materials that I can look at or 
borrow? 

e. Do you test students to measure their progress? Is this testing 
standardized? Where did the tests originate? 

2. How are the policies/guidelines set for the ESL classes? 

D. Effectiveness of the Organization 

1. What are the characteristics of the students in your classes? 

a. How many students do you have? 
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b. How old do they tend to be? 

c. What is the proportion of men to women? 

d. What are their countries of origin? 

e. What is their level of English ability upon entry into the program? 

ii. How do you measure their initial English ability? Tests? 

f. How long do students tend to remain in the ESL classes? 

g. What is their level of literacy in their native language? 

i. How does this affect their performance in English classes? 

2. Can you comment on why students attend these ESL classes? What are their 
motivations and goals? 

a. How are students monitored or tested during their time in the program? 

b. What are the outcomes for the students? What do they do once they stop 
attending classes? 

c. Do you conduct follow-ups with any students once they leave the 
program? 

d. How are the ESL classes beneficial to the students? 

3. Do you have anything else to add? 
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APPENDIXB 

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS - TEACHER 

I. Questions about the Classes 
A. Information about the participant 

1. Job Title 

2. Are you a paid employee or a volunteer? 

3. Length of time in current position 

4. Other experience similar to current position 

5. What qualifications did you have to meet to teach/volunteer with this 
program? 

6. What interests you about teaching ESL? 

B. Information About the Classroom Environment 

1. Describe the physical layout of the classroom in which you teach in as 
much detail as possible. 

2. How do students situate themselves within the room? For example, do 
people with similar backgrounds cluster together? 

3. What equipment do you use in the classrooms (chalkboard/projector/etc.)? 

4. Describe the atmosphere during classes? (friendly/stressful/loud/etc.) 

C. Processes of the Organization 

1. Description of classes. 

a. How often and at what times and days do your classes meet? 

b. Describe your lesson materials and activities in as much detail as 
possible. 
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c. Is your curriculum the same as that used in other classes here? Where 
do the curriculum/materials come from? 

d. What strategies do you use to get students to participate? 

e. What teaching strategies do you use to teach different concepts? 

f. Do you have any copies or examples of materials that I can look at or 
borrow? 

g. Do you test students to measure their progress? 

i. If so, what are the tests like? Are they standardized? 

h. How often do the students have English homework to complete before 
class? 

1. What activities do you assign for them to complete outside of class? 

2. What are the characteristics of the students in your classes? 

a. How many students do you have? 

b. How old do they tend to be? 

c. What is the proportion of men to women? 

d. What are their countries of origin? 

e. What is their level of English ability upon entry into the program? 

i. How do you know? 

f. What is their level of literacy in their native language? 

i. How do you know? 

g. How long do students tend to attend the ESL classes? 

h. What are the student's attendance records like? 

i. How does this affect their performance in English classes? 

3. Can you comment on why students attend these ESL classes? What are 
their motivations and goals? 
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a. How are the students monitored or tested during their time in the 
program? 

b. What are the outcomes for the students? What happens to them once 
they stop attending classes? 

c. How are the ESL classes beneficial to the students? 

4. Do you have anything else to add? 
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\0 
\0 

Organization 
Name 
Northern 

Southern 

Eastern 

Western 

The 
Community 
College 

The Public 
School 
System 

Summary Description and Analysis of ESL Programs in the Present Study 

Type of Number and Type of ESLFunding Goals of the Teaching 
Organization Employees ESLProgram Philosophy 
Refugee Spaid, part-time Grants, donations, and Survival English Teacher 
Resettlement employees State Department; Driven 
Agency Budget = $200,000 

Education 1 full-time, 3 part- Grants, donations, and Survival English Teacher 
Center at a time, and 2 foundations; Driven 
Horse Americorps VISTA Budget = $150,000 
Racetrack workers 

Community 1 Americorps Primarily donations; Communication, Teacher 
Center VISTA worker Budget = $1,000 betterment of the Driven 

students' lives I 
n 

Community 4 paid employees at Classes offered Communication, Teacher 
Center the center through Public School betterment of the Driven 

System students' lives 

Community 3 full-time and 10- State revenues and Academic Curriculum 
College 12 part-time teachers student tuition; Achievement Driven 

Budget = Not 
Reported 

Adult 25 paid employees Federal and state Communication, Common 
Education grants betterment of the resources 
Department at students' lives and teacher 
the Public autonomy 
School System 
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