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Excavate, Disrupt, Design: Issues of Equity for English Language Learners 
Kristen L. MacConnell 

 
“When we begin listening to each other, and when we talk about things that matter to us, 

the world begins to change. Everyone has the capacity to be able to figure out how to 
make a difference. Listening and talking to one another heals our divisions and makes us 

brave again.” – Margaret Wheatley 
 

Understanding issues of equity is essential for educators. Understanding begins by 

knowing who you are as a person and taking the time to learn about others. “Educational equity 

means that each child receives what he/she needs to develop his or her full academic and 

social potential. Working toward equity in schools involves: (1) Ensuring equally high outcomes 

for all participants in our educational system; removing the predictability of success or failures 

that currently correlates with any social, economic, or cultural factor; (2) Interrupting inequitable 

practices, examining biases, and creating inclusive multicultural school environments for adults 

and children; and (3) Discovering and cultivating the unique gifts, talents, and interests that 

every human possesses.” (The National Equity Project). This paper documents the beginning of 

my own journey around an equity issue that I am passionate about: Language Learners. 

 
“Every person needs a place that is furnished with hope.” Maya Angelou 

 
Identity 

Who am I? How does my background and past experiences shape my current 

understandings about teaching and learning as well as my perceptions about others? What 

biases do I have towards others who do not share my race, class, culture, linguistic background, 

and gender? These are deep questions that I am exploring through my current coursework, 

readings, and through collegial discourse. 

Five years ago I had an experience that shaped part of my adult identity. I moved to 

Santiago, Chile speaking very limited Spanish. One of the most powerful experiences that I had 



2 

while living in Chile was the struggle of learning a second language. I understand the 

frustrations that come with trying to communicate effectively with others in your second 

language. My daily activities became anxiety-ridden experiences. I was afraid to go grocery 

shopping because someone might ask me a question I didn’t understand, or even worse, maybe 

I did understand the question but didn’t have enough language to respond. My ability to 

understand and my inability to speak, due to my limited vocabulary, was more frustrating for me 

than simply not understanding. 

My head would hurt after 10-minutes of conversation due to the energy my brain 

allocated for processing information. My brain was working to making connections to known 

words and using context and nonverbal cues to try and deepen my understanding. As soon as I 

let my brain rest for a minute, I would lose the gist of the conversation and in all honesty I would 

give up. I also experienced successes in my learning.  If I learned a new word and used it in 

conversation I felt proud of myself. I repeatedly practiced phrases I would need to use in day-to-

day life to help build my fluency and my confidence. This fluency practice paid off but was 

always bitter sweet. I felt a deep sense of pride for speaking flawlessly and engaging in a 

conversation. This sense of pride was almost immediately followed by deflation because now a 

conversation had begun and the follow up question was typically one in which I was not 

prepared to answer. As a result I would return to a state of anxiety and disappointment. My 

environment gave me multiple opportunities to practice and the roller coaster ride of language 

learning continued. 

Student Diversity 

While I experienced many ups and downs with my language acquisition, I had power 

over my experience because I chose to put myself in a situation which required learning a new 

language. All of the successes and frustrations, moments of joy and pride, and moments of 

exhaustion and tears were a result of my own decisions. Students who are language learners 
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do not always hold that same power and choice. A student typically encounters language 

learning because of a choice made by their parent(s).   

I often think of a 4th grade girl I met my first year in Chile. Her name is Fatima and she 

moved to Chile from Mosul, Iraq due to her father’s work. Fatima spoke and understood several 

words in English. She had never heard the Spanish language spoken before arriving in Chile. 

Fatima’s school in Iraq was segregated by gender and her father explained to me that boys and 

girls were taught different curricula. I also learned about Fatima’s day-to day-life in Iraq, which 

was filled with bombings and uncertainty.  

I couldn’t imagine what this transition would be like for a 9 year old. Fatima struggled 

when she arrived in her 4th grade class and so did her teachers. Her teachers wondered, How 

do we communicate? How do we make Fatima feel welcome? How do we make Fatima feel like 

she belongs? How do we make her classroom environment a welcoming place? There were so 

many questions to consider and language scaffolds to embed in lessons while at the same time 

ensuring that the rigorous day-to-day learning in the classroom continued for all students.  

Culture and School 

Understanding a student’s culture can help support the language learning experience. 

By learning about Fatima’s experience in Iraq and understanding her family’s beliefs and 

background, the school staff was able to support Fatima’s transition to a new country, a new 

language, and a new school. We were able to anticipate situations that might be particularly 

challenging for her, like interacting with boys in the classroom or knowing that if there was an 

earthquake, which happens frequently in Chile, the sounds and shaking might be particularly 

traumatizing for her. We knew that there would be holidays in which she would have to fast and 

that might result in different behaviors at school. Fatima taught me how important it is to learn 

about the experiences and the culture of the students in your classroom. Taking the time to 

build relationships with students creates a sense of trust and belonging. This feeling of trust 

opens the door for risk-taking, which is a critical component of language acquisition. When 
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students take risks with speaking in class and know it is okay to make mistakes with their 

language, they have more opportunity to practice their new language and receive feedback. 

 
“Data Gathering sometimes tells us stories we don’t want to hear”-  Kathryn Herr 

 
Equity Dilemma  

According to the California Department of Education there are 1,413,549 English 

Language Learners enrolled in California public schools. This number represents about 22% of 

students. Approximately 43% of English Language Learners are enrolled in grades kindergarten 

through grade 6 (California Department of Education, 2015; Kidsdata.org). At High Tech 

Elementary Chula Vista (HteCV), 21% of the students speak English as another language. 

Students who are English Language Learners “face the daunting task of learning the academic 

curriculum and a new language concurrently” (California Department of Education, 2015). 

HTeCV uses the California English Language Development Test (CELDT), required by 

the California Department of Education, to identify students who need English Language 

Support. The CELDT assess listening, oral language, reading, and writing in English. This test 

serves as a gate-keeper to both receiving and graduating from support services as an English 

Language Learner.  

The combination of my background in assessment as a School Psychologist and my 

passion for language learners led to my involvement with CELDT at HTeCV. Aside from the 

issues I see with the actual CELDT assessment, which I do not have control of, several 

questions of equity arose for me around assessment and instruction for English Language 

Learners. The questions included: “Who should administer the CELDT?” “How come there have 

not been any students who have been reclassified from language learner status?” “What 

language scaffolds and learning supports are currently in place to support English Language 

Acquisition?” 

Who Should Administer the CELDT? 
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 In the past, a group of certified CELDT testers were hired to come to the school and 

assess all children whose parents indicated that any language other than English was spoken in 

the home. Last school year questions were raised about the quality of the assessment data. 

Specifically, staff wondered if students responded differently on the assessment when 

administered by qualified strangers. Additionally, given stringent testing windows, staff 

wondered if testers were rushed to complete the testing and may have tested students in 

grades 2-5 in larger than optimal groups which could impact performance. 

 This school year funds were reallocated from hiring outside assessors towards changing 

the role of a current staff member’s responsibilities to include the title as an English Language 

Learner (ELL) Coordinator. With an ELL coordinator in place, the school now has a person who 

can serve as an expert in the school around language learning as well as advocating for 

students who are English Language Learners. The ELL coordinator developed expertise about 

the CELDT and the rules and regulations regarding both the assessment process and the 

reclassification process. One of the biggest discoveries she made was that students can be 

tested 1:1 in grades 2-5 if the school chooses to do so, based on needs. The school’s 

assessment team decided to complete CELDT testing this school year using staff from the 

school so the students would be working with familiar faces. We believe we are making better 

decisions about group size for testing in grades 2-5 this year. Finally, we are hopeful that by 

using schools staff we will gain more insights into our student’s learning.  

How Come There Have Not Been Any Students Who Were Reclassified? 

 Reclassification can be confusing. The ELL coordinator had to do a lot of research to 

learn about the reclassification process. Reclassification is important for a few reasons. First, 

being reclassified from an English Language Learner to a proficient speaker of English is a huge 

milestone for a student and should be a celebrated success. Second, reclassification results in a 

change in allocated support services. This reallocation can result in more time for students who 

really need support with language acquisition as well as consultation services for teachers who 
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need support with scaffolding instruction for students. Finally, funds are distributed by the State 

based on the number of English Language Learners at schools. If this number isn’t accurate, a 

school could be receiving too little or too much money, which impacts financial resources and 

ultimately impacts supports available for students. 

 The ELL coordinator at HTeCV learned that there are several options for triangulation of 

data when making decisions about reclassification. Initially, it appeared that the only 

assessment that could be used to determine language status (in combination with last year’s 

CELDT scores) was to examine the results from the English Language Arts (ELA) portion of the 

Smarter Balance Test, California’s State Assessment. I worked with the ELL Coordinator to look 

through a list of our students who displayed advanced skills on the CELDT and cross 

referenced each score with the student’s results on the ELA portion of the Smarter Balance 

Test. While a large number of these students were doing well in class they did not meet criteria 

for reclassification. The ELL Coordinator asked a lot of questions and did more research to find 

out how this discrepancy could exist. In her research, she learned that, in fact, it was possible to 

examine alternative assessments of reading and writing skills rather than use the ELA portion 

from the Smarter Balance Test. Given this new information, we were able to use our current 

reading and writing assessment data which resulted in reclassification of 9 out of 17 students. 

What language scaffolds and learning supports are currently in place to support English 

Language Acquisition? 

 Many students learn best by “doing.” This idea holds true for English Language 

Learners. Inquiry and project-based learning can be the ideal learning situations for students 

who are learning English as another Language because these frameworks embed multiple 

opportunities for hands on learning. The National Equity Project supports the use of inquiry as 

an effective framework for supporting all students learning. The National Equity Project reports 

that, “inquiry can build a sense of efficacy, helping teachers believe, I can help move this child 

forward; I can learn how to succeed with the students I’ve found it most difficult to reach 
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(Malarkey, n.d.). While the opportunity to learn by doing is a powerful strategy for language 

learners, planning needs to be thoughtful and strategic. Teachers need to consider: the 

complexity of discourse, language forms and conventions, and vocabulary use (retrieved from: 

http://www.elltoolbox.com/pbl.html). 

 The teachers at HTeCV have worked very hard to establish a welcoming classroom 

environment and build relationships with their students. Some teachers have learning supports 

and language scaffolds in place in their classrooms to differentiate learning for language 

learners. Examples of these structures include sentence frames and use of both pictures and 

words on anchor charts. While some teachers are using these tools well, this topic is an area in 

which we can grow as a staff at HTeCV, particularly when it comes to project planning and 

thinking through issues of complexity of discourse, language forms and conventions, and 

vocabulary use in our lessons. 

 
“Educators need to know what happens in the world of the children with whom they 
work. They need to know the universe of their dreams, the language with which they 
skillfully defend themselves from the aggressiveness of their world, what they know 

independently of the school, and how they know it.” -Fierre 
 
 
Impact on my thinking and practice 

As I think about my experience as a language learner, the diversity of the students I 

currently work with and have worked with in the past, and the important link between a child’s 

culture and their connection to school, I am left with many wonderings. How do we use these 

data we are gathering to make good decisions that support student learning? Are the current 

assessments we are using the right assessments? Are there policies in place supporting 

students to get the supports they need? How do these policies get translated to practice? I 

wanted to uncover practices that could immediately impact teaching and learning and help 

shape my own thinking and practice around this equity dilemma. I dug into the research to learn 
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more about the use of students’ culture as a vehicle for learning and to investigate core 

practices that teachers could use to address equity issues for language learners. 

Ladsen-Billings (1995) articulates the importance of finding ways to value students’ skills 

and abilities and channel them in academically important ways. This idea is embodied by 

culturally relevant teaching. Ladsen- Billings (1995) writes that, “Culturally relevant pedagogy 

rests on three criteria or propositions: (a) Students must experience academic success; (b) 

students must develop and/or maintain cultural competence; and (c) students must develop a 

critical consciousness through which they challenge the status quo of the current social order” 

(p.160). As a school leader, I believe that staff need to be familiar with culturally relevant 

pedagogy, have multiple opportunities to engage in discourse around the criteria, and receive 

effective training for supporting language learners’ academic success, how to develop and/or 

maintain cultural competence, and how to support students critical thinking and examination of 

bigger picture issues, for example critique of institutions that produce and maintain social 

inequalities (Ladsen-Billings, 1995).  

How do we begin this work? Engaging in culturally relevant pedagogy requires knowing 

and understanding students. Knowing and understanding students results from a relationship of 

trust. Hammond (2015) says that building trust begins with listening. Hammond (2015) writes 

that, “Listening communicates a sense of respect for and an interest in the student’s 

contributions. Research says that 70% of communication is nonverbal. So listening does not just 

mean hearing the words but listening to the emotional quality of the conversation (pp. 77-78). 

The classroom serves as a “space that reflects the values of trust, partnership, and academic 

mindset that are at its core” (p 143). Teachers have the opportunity to create a space that 

reinforces the academic mindset. When students walk into their classroom they should feel like 

they belong, like they are valued members of the class, and that they can achieve academic 

success (Hammond 2015). I believe that part of my responsibility, as a leader, is to create and 

support a school culture that embodies these beliefs. 
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“Be the one who notices.” Rob Rirdon 

Conclusion 

 As I was administering the CELDT to students over the past several weeks I took the 

time to talk with each student about why they were taking the assessment. There is a great TED 

Ed talk called, The Benefits of the Bilingual Brain. I used the ideas from this talk to have a 

conversation with students about the benefits of knowing two languages. I followed Hammond’s 

(2015) steps for listening with Grace: “(1) Give one’s full attention to the speaker and what is 

being said; (2) Understand the feeling behind the words and be sensitive to the emotions being 

expressed; (3) Suspend judgment and listen with compassion; and (4) Honor the speaker’s 

cultural way of communicating (p. 78).  

Taking the extra time during the testing session to engage in this practice allowed me to 

learn a lot of new information about our students. One student reported that she reads in 

English to her dad every night so he can learn English. She also said she never gets to read to 

her mom because she comes home from work so late she doesn’t see her. Another student told 

me that her family moved to California from Mexico when she was 5. The rest of her family is 

living in Mexico and she really misses them. I want to encourage and remind our staff to take 

the time to listen with grace to our students and to celebrate the gift of speaking more than one 

language. 
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