Wendy Wilson

Come See What Mass Immigration
Looks Like in My School

BEFOREYOU READ

[The Federalist, March, 21, 2016)

As you read, ask yourself what sorts of resources are needed to support children
in the school systemns the author describes. Are these students’needs being ade-

quately met?

WORDS TO LEARN

monolingual {para. 1): using only one
language (adjective)

advocates (para. 2): people who act in
support or defense of someone or
something {(noun)

unassailable {para. 5): indisputable
(adjective)

detnographic (para. 7): relating to the
statistics of populations and their

manipulation (para. 8): the handling
and changing of something {noun}

intervention (para. 9): the act of inter-
ceding (houn)

tedious (para. 9): tiresome (adjective}

compensate (para. 13): to offset (verb)

seamlessly {para. 17): smoothly
(adverb)

priotitize {para. 21): to give special

characteristics (adjective) attention to {verb)

live in Nashville, Tennessee, a city that prides itself on welcoming
a growing immigrant population. For civic leaders, it has become a
.badge of honor. School officials boast of the number of native lan-
guages represented in local schools, seemingly pleased to be part of a
new era that leaves behind the boring monolingual days of the past.

Like immigration advocates across the country, many in town echo
the refrain that we’ll become a greater nation as we become even more
diverse, with only the fearful posing a threat to progress.

I don't consider myself a person paralyzed by fear. As someone who
has taught English language learners in public schools for more than
10 years, I enjoy working with those from other countries. It can be excit-
ing and rewarding. I've learned a ot from my students. Even when the
challenges become exhausting, at least I can say there is rarely a dull day.

A former newspaper reporter, Wendy Wilson currently teaches high school ESL and
Spanish in Nashville and is a freelance writer. She holds a master's degree in inter-
cultural studies.
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But over the past few years, I've found myself asking this: How much
jmmigration diversity is too much? Is it even possible to ask this question
anymore without the risk of getting called a xenophobe?

EROM A BIRD'S EYE VIEW,IT LOOKS GREAT

In a recent article for The Atlantic, David Frum writes that in elite circles,
the large-scale influx of Jow-skill immigrants in recent decades is con-
sidered an unassailable good. “Even as immigration becomes ever-more
controversial with the larger American public, within the policy elite it
reserves an unquestioned status as something utterly beyond discus-
sion,” he laments.
1 teach for Metro Nashville Public Schools ata high school with hun-
dreds of English learners. As in other cities across the nation, the immi-
grant population in Nashville has boomed in recent years. We have a mix
of refugees and legal and illegal immigrants. Around 30 percent of the
total student population has a first language other than English, with as
many as 120 languages represented. More than 14 percent need English
language (FLL) services,a aumber that reflects national trends for urban
areas. Nationally, the percentage of ELL students grew in all but 11 states
between 2002-03 and 2012-13.

The national media often portray growing immigration rates in pos-
itive terms, presenting immigration as exactly what’s needed to give the
United States an economic and demographic boost. A series that ran in
USA Today in 2014 is one such example. Rosy predictions in such sto-
ries are rarely seriously challenged on any front, including in relation to
education. Scant attention is paid to the enormity of the day-to-day chal-
lenges in schools with high immigrant populations.

One problem is that school officials make things look better on
paper than they are in reality. Immigrant students pass classes and grad-
nate at surprising rates given their continual low skills, and districts like
Nashville still find a way to tout overall progress. A local Nashville TV
station has been investigating the manipulation of grades and testing
data across the district, and one story in their series focused on English

learners.

iT 1S REALLY HARD TO LEARN A MNEW LANGUAGE

School districts nationwide are pouring millions of dollars into helping
students learn English. But there is no magic bullet to make this happen
fastet, no matter how hard educators search for just the right interven-
tion. Learning another language is slow and tedious, even for students
who are bright and motivated, even for students with bright and capable
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teachers and good instructional materials. Researchers say it takes stu-
dents five to seven years, sometimes more, to attain the English profi-
ciency necessary to do the academic work of grade-level peers.

As those students are catching up, more newcomers are coming in
the door, making the achievement gap between mainstream students
and English learners a permanent fixture. But that doesn’t stop high-
ranking education and government leaders from wanting it alt - a wel-
come mat rolled out for immigrants who require numerous supports,
and high graduation rates and test scores. Principals and teachers get
smashed between a rock and a hard place. Don’t lower your standards,
but make sure that 15-year-old who just arrived from Honduras speaking
no English graduates.

My school is in an immigrant neighborhood, so our percentage of
ELL students is above the district average. Around a quarter of students
at my school are English learners, and numerous others who had ELL
services at some time in the past still struggle. At nearby middle and ele-
mentary schools, 30 to 65 percent of students are English learners. My
school has many immigrants from Latin America as well as refugees from
Burma, Nepal, Iraq, and parts of Africa. Some students arrive with lim-
ited schooling in their native language. For those arriving in their middle
or high school years, the challenges are particularly steep.

THE EDUCATION GAP IS HUGE

Last year, I had a newcomer from Somalia who on the first day of class
wrote her name across the word bank near the top of a worksheet instead
of on the line at the top right-hand corner. Another student, a boy from
Central America, had left school to work in the fields after second grade
and now found staying alert during the school day a nearly intolerable
experience.

In addition to a language barrier, students like these face other enor-
mous obstacles. At first, they have special schedules that shield them
from traditional core classes. But a year or two after arriving, in addition
to special language classes, they're expected to engage with the standard
curriculum in science, history, and other subjects. Teachers are to make
this happen using “differentiation strategies” that are somehow supposed
to compensate for a language barrier, cultural differences, and years of
inconsistent prior schooling.

Even after students are well on their way toward English fluency, the
gaps remain significant, slowing down comprehension of basic material
that struggling native speakers can grasp much more readily. I recently
was teaching the idiom “It’s nuts” to a group of seniors, but they drew
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a blank on the concrete definition of nuts, so T had to show a visual of
eanuts, almonds, and cashews to remind them.

School officials want students at this Jevel to be analyzing complex
ideas and producing sophisticated written work. But my students are still
developing their vocabulary and need continual refreshers. Many still
struggle to write a coherent paragraph. Even if they have good ideas in
their heads, it’s hard to get them on paper. So while education officials
dream of the ways my students will show multiple layers of undetstand-
ing, I worry about what will happen if someone asks them if theyre aller-

gicto nuts.

SUCCESS STORIES ARE EXCEPTIONS

Before teaching in Nashville, I taught for a neighboring suburban district
with far fewer immigrants. Even so, the numbers were growing there, toe,
as they are in suburbs, towns, and rural areas across the country. In this
suburban district, there were fewer refugees and more students with a
stronger education background in their own language. But some of the
frustrations were the same.

1 tanght history classes for ELL students in addition to language
classes. 1 adapted content to the language level of my students, but
they still had to take district benchmark assessments, with the expec-
tation that my differentiation strategies would seamlessly pave the way
for their success. Not surprisingly (to me anyway), my students were
unable to answer detailed questions about the Protestant Reformation,
given that some of them needed basic instruction about Christianity.
Likewise, they had a hard time answering questions about the world
wars, because T had to spend class time teaching words like soldier, tank,
and submarine.

Despite the challenges, there are immigrant students making re-

markable progress. President Obama and

Despite the 77 jmmigration advocates love to publicly

challenges, there holdt the.se ;hildren up as exam.ples, w_ith
are immigrant the implication that the system is working
grat just fine. But the reality is that many are
students making
kab average in their efforts, and like other kids,
remarkable ~ are easily distracted by cell phones, video
_progress. | games,and the opposite sex

Then there are those who don’t seem to
care, are rude to their teachers, and get suspended for fighting and drugs.
[ have had the joy of having highly motivated, high-achieving students in
my classroom over the years, and their hard work and maturity really are

an inspiration. Unfortunately, they are exceptions.
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WE'RE NOT RACISTS FOR CONSIDERING THESE FACTORS

One shouldn’t have to fear being tarnished as anti-immigrant for con-
cerns about the strain on public schools. American families shouldn’t be
made to feel like they’re ignorant if they wonder about the quality of a
neighborhood school that has gone global, serving numerous students
with language barriers and low skills. And educators, social workers, and
others shouldn’t have to fear being presumed heartless for thinking, like
me, that our immigration system has spiraled out of control.

In his article in The Atlantic, Fram makes the point that while immi-
grants benefit from coming to the United States, we don't stop to con-
sider enough whether America is benefitting. He writes, “Nobody is
making conscious decisions about who is wanted and who is not, about
how much immigration to accept and what kind to priotitize — not even
for the portion of U.S. migration conducted according to law, much less
for the larger portion that is not.”

Regrettably, such advice is likely to be ignored by the elites Frum
addresses, those who habitually fail to draw lines and don't even see the
value in doing so. Frum suggests those elites could find themselves out
of a job as pressure builds for new immigration policies. But that remains
to be seen.

VOCABULARY/USING A DICTIONARY
1. What does xenophobe {para. 4) mean? From what language does it derive?

2. If something is scant (para. 7), is much of it available?
3. What part of speech is tout (para. 8)? What does it mean?

RESPONDING TO WORDS IN CONTEXT
1. What part of speech is the word native {para. 1) here? What other part of
speech could it be? What does it mean in this context?

2. What is an influx (para. 5) of immigrants?

3. What does Wilson mean when she says her students are struggling to write
a coherent (para. 15) paragraph? What is the opposite of coherent?

DISCUSSING MAIN POINT AND MEANING )
1. What are some of the obstacles children of recent immigrants face in their
schools and education?

2. What is the main difficulty immigrant students face, according to
Wilson?

3. When Wilson adapted her course content in her history classes, what was
the result when students had to take benchmark assessments?
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