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“It is a common experience that when translated to a town where [a student’s] native 
language is not spoken children will become reasonably proficient in the new language 
in the space of six months.  It is equally common experience that after six years of 
schooling in a second language, whatever the teaching method, most children emerge 
with a very poor command of the language.  The first set of experiences shows that 
children are possessed of a very powerful device for learning languages; the second set 
of experiences shows that the school harnesses this device only in a most inadequate 
manner.”[1] 

Immigrant students face many challenges to successful learning which are unique to 
them.  They come here most often speaking a language other than English.  This is the 
main obstacle they face in succeeding in school.  “Children who don't understand 
English don't understand the instruction of core curricular subjects. If they don't receive 
instruction in their native language while acquiring English, they'll fall behind 
academically.”[2]  This paper looks at current methods used to teach English language 
learning (ELL) students and which work best for teaching the most content to the 
students so that they graduate with an equivalent base of knowledge compared to their 
native-English speaker peers. 

Oftentimes immigrant students are assimilating to American culture at school while at 
home they follow the customs of to the country of origin.  When immigrants, students or 
adults, quickly assimilate to American culture, a breakdown of cultural values and of the 
community support network usually follows.  The higher the acculturation of the 
immigrant, the more likely drug use is.  This is explained by “the ready availability of 
drugs [and] their recreational use tends to be condoned among large segments of the 
native population.”[3]  Still looking at the acculturation process and its effects, a “study 
found that a pervasive sense of cultural heritage was positively related to mental health 
and social well-being among both immigrants and native Mexican-
Americans.”[4]  When schools facilitate the lost of cultural heritage through their 
teaching methods or atmosphere, they increase the risks of English language learners 
(ELL) for mental illness. 

How Challenges Affect School Success       

These challenges, both those which explicitly affect learning progress (i.e. the language 
barrier), and those which only affect it implicitly (i.e. rapid acculturation) all affect 
classroom performance.  Students who do not understand English fall behind in the 



course work at first because they don’t understand what the teacher is saying and after 
they have a better grasp of English, their class has moved ahead and they now need to 
catch up. 

Assimilation has long been seen as the purpose of public schooling for immigrant 
children.  It was meant to further the metaphor of the “melting pot” of  America instead 
of the cultural mosaic.  When quick assimilation occurs the framework which was used 
to keep kids in line in the old country breaks down.  In part this is because parents are 
children can’t communicate with each other as well as they could before because as the 
children learn English, they lose their skill in their native language and the same barrier 
which hurts their school work now hurts their home life and support network.  Clearly, 
these extra-academic circumstances do not have a beneficial effect on classroom 
learning. 

When the main focus in class is learning English, the content is often ignored.  This puts 
the students at a disadvantage, for, while they are progressing in their mastery of 
English, they remain stagnant or lose ground in the subject areas such as history, math, 
science, and other subjects.  So, in classes for ELL students, not just English needs to be 
taught, but the core subjects which mainstream students learn as well.   

There is not one magical method that will help all students.  Each state and each district 
must evaluate their ELL population and decide if one method would work in all of the 
schools and if not, which method(s) is/are best for which school(s).  Even further, each 
teacher must evaluate his or her classroom and decide which method is best for the 
make up of the class.  

Limited English Proficiency Teaching Methods 

In transitional bilingual education, the content areas are taught in the native language for 
2-3 years (though some studies suggest that 5-7 years is better[5]) while students are 
learning English.  After they are proficient enough in English, they are moved into 
mainstream classes.   

Mexico Example 

In Mexico, a comparative study of transitional bilingual education versus immersion 
was conducted.  Both sets of schools were in non-Spanish areas and both taught oral and 
written Spanish as well as math.  In it, the federal and state schools taught immersion 
and the National Indian Institute schools taught transitional bilingual.  The federal and 
state schools are better funded and are better funded are compared with schools of the 
National Indian Institute which have teachers with less training and receive less 
funding.  Both types of schools teach students for whom Spanish is not their first 



language.  One difference between the teachers is that state and federal teachers are 
recruited from recent normal school graduates and could not speak the local language 
where they taught while Institute teachers are recruited from local Indians who, of 
course, spoke the local language where they taught.   

The federal and state schools taught only in Spanish and the Institute schools “insisted 
upon literacy in the mother tongue and some oral Spanish prior to instruction in reading 
in the national language [Spanish]. […] The children in the bilingual Institute schools 
scored significantly higher on the reading comprehension test.”[6]  When looking at 
these results put together with the fact that the Institute teachers’ “professional 
preparation was sketchy.  Spanish was a second language, and their ability to read and 
write init varied from poor to only fair.  These were the teachers who were more 
successful [at teaching Spanish literacy],” the argument for bilingual education, 
especially for the first few years of instruction is especially compelling.  “The federal 
and state teachers had better professional preparation.”  They “knew Spanish as their 
mother tongue and read and wrote in it with ease.”[7]   

So, we can “see that reading comprehension in the national language was more 
effectively achieved when approached through the vernacular than when all instruction 
was given in the national language.”[8]  This study can be applied to the United States, 
especially in classes where a majority of the ELL students speak the same 
language.  This method would work for all students, especially older ones who are 
beyond the age where language acquisition is easier.   

ESL 

Since many classes in America have multiple foreign languages spoken in them, the 
above method would not be practical.  English as a second language (ESL) is a method 
of teaching ELL students which is most practical in classrooms where more than five 
languages are spoken.  It gives the classroom at least one common language which 
everyone can communicate in, though the first few months, and sometimes years, are 
difficult.  ESL is included in all bilingual education, though “some provide specialized 
instruction in English with little or no native-language support for content-area 
instruction.  Such ESL programs are most common in schools and systems in which 
students speak several different native languages.”[9]  In ESL, the main goals are 
speaking, comprehension, reading, and writing in English.   

“The writing of English should start early in the elementary grades.  If the child is non-
English-dominant, he should be taught the early skills in his dominant language during 
the first year of school.”  Though this seems similar to the transitional bilingual method, 
the duration of bilingual teaching is shorter and more emphasis is made on learning 
English.  ESL can take on many forms, in the following version of ESL, “children with 



limited English skills spend half days in a regular classroom taking courses like math 
and music that require little English.  This gives them a chance to be around American 
children and hear them talk.  During reading and social studies, which demand better 
English skills, pupils who need help go to their own classes.”[10]  This version of ESL is 
used in an elementary school that is in a county where 55 languages are spoken in their 
schools and English is the only language that all students will know.  This method 
would work best for elementary school classes, the younger the better. 

Maintenance Bilingual Education 

In maintenance bilingual education, the purpose is not only to teach ELL students 
English, but to maintain the native language as well.  In achieving this goal, this method 
is ideally carried out from kindergarten through graduation and is bilingual 
throughout.  However, “local conditions and available resources generally temper that 
ideal.”[11]  Teachers should not repeat material in both languages, but switch between the 
two languages when appropriate.[12]  ELL students should not enter this type of program 
after first grade unless they are already proficient in both languages or they are receiving 
extra tutoring in their non-native language outside of class.  This is one of the draw-
backs to this method: students must enter it at a young age, and thus enrollment will 
only decline with each grade level passed, not grow. 

Two-Way Enrichment Bilingual Education  

Two-way enrichment bilingual education mixes native English speakers and those for 
whom English is their second language.  Both types of students learn from the other and 
learn content as well.  “At Holbrook Elementary, Arab immigrants spend half days in a 
classroom where only English is spoken. For the other half, the Arab students move, to 
a room in which subjects are taught only in Arabic, with added instruction in Arabic-
language skills.”  Their English speaking counterparts do the reverse.  Arab students 
sing American songs in English and English-speaking students learn the Arabic names 
for the days of the week.  “‘Outside the classroom, the Arabic students speak English,’ 
says teacher Mohammed Hussein. ‘They help Tommy with Arabic, and he helps them 
with English.’”  The main concern with this method is that English-speaking and ELL 
students will lose ground with their English skills.  At this school, “At the end of a 
year's instruction, scores for [Arab] students who had studied Arabic were higher in 
reading, math and English-language skills than those for non-participants, though the 
students' scores had been lower when school began.”[13]   

Similar to the maintenance bilingual method above, two-way enrichment bilingual 
education is best when everyone begins it at a young ages (kindergarten or first 
grade).  Due to the alternating language days in this particular program, starting it when 
students were a bit older would work, so long as they received extra tutoring in the 



language foreign to them.  For this method to exist, you need a large body of students 
who are interested in learning both languages and also enough teachers who are fluent 
in each language.  This method is more elitist than the maintenance bilingual approach 
because it attracts English speakers who are choosing to learn another language and not 
simply ELL students whose parents wish them to maintain their native language in 
addition to learning English, which is necessary in society. 

Structured Immersion Classes 

Lastly, in structured immersion classes, “students are assigned to specialized English-
language classrooms in which content-area instruction is adapted to their level of 
English proficiency.  Supplementary tutoring in their native language sometimes is 
provided for the first year or two, either by a teacher who speaks the students’ native 
language or by a bilingual aide.”[14]  Common to English immersion classes, all classes 
are taught in English, though unique to some programs, the teachers are fluent in their 
students’ native languages.  The teachers use the native languages “only when students 
do not understand.  Children with problems can ask questions in their language, which 
will be answered.”[15]  In those classes, test scores are found to be comparable to 
students who are in bilingual programs.  Some studies report that students in immersion 
classes learn more English-skills than those in the various bilingual programs yet the 
same as students in ESL.  Other studies (of K-6 students) “have shown that, on 
achievement tests in the sixth grade, children who receive strong primary language and 
ESL instruction outperform students who receive English-only 
instruction.”[16]  However, immersion classes and ESL classes are supposed to be better 
at teaching full fluency in English, as opposed to the partial fluency those studies find 
with the bilingual programs.  Also, “recent work finds that first and second generation 
Hispanic immigrants who received [a form of bilingual education] at some pint during 
their education earned significantly less ten years after high school than their 
peers.”[17]  Finally, from an administrators point of view, immersion classes and ESL are 
cheaper and easier to implement because they don’t require as much foreign language 
knowledge as the bilingual methods.   

Implementation 

Some of these methods may be implemented by individual teachers regardless of the 
policies of their school or district, others need the full support of school, district, and 
sometimes even state policies and funding.  The structured immersion method and the 
ESL method are both capable of being implemented by teachers.  The teachers would 
need to teach themselves the language(s) their students speak, at least enough to answer 
questions or for simple explanations of instructions.  Teachers, especially in public 
schools, face enormous time and resource constraints, so this scenario isn’t very likely 
except in the case of very zealous teachers, but the option is out there for them.  For the 



other methods, the support of all levels of administration is important for successful 
implementation. 

***Note:  This paper assumes that teachers receive the proper training for whichever 
method (not including language training) and that the system will not be abused (i.e. 
putting Chinese students in Spanish-English bilingual classes or using methods as a way 
of segregating students). 
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