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English Language Learners and Bilingual Education 

 

 The U.S. currently consists of a larger number of foreign-born residents “than at any 

other time since the great waves of immigration in the early 1900s” (Banks & Banks, 2010, p. 

286).  As educators, it is our responsibility to address the diverse needs of our student 

population, even if our pupils are non-English speakers.   

 Banks & Banks state that “Immigrants today are more diverse than ever, exhibiting a 

significant range in educational level, social class, and economic capital” (2010, p. 288).  While 

checking out at a Meijer supermarket recently, the cashier inquired about my ethnicity, which 

took me by surprise.  She asked if I was Chaldean, remarking that I “looked that way” because of 

my dark hair and facial features.  I informed her that I was not Chaldean, but she insisted on 

teaching me a few words in her native language.  During this exchange, several of her fellow 

Meijer employees (who were also Chaldean) quickly joined the conversation.  The women 

readily shared their immigration stories in our informal exchange.  I learned that these women 

were formerly teachers, medical professionals, or high-end department store employees in their 

home country.  It was astonishing to hear that none of their previous credentials mattered in the 

U.S. and that they were now only able to obtain “low-skilled, low-paid work…in the 

service…sector.  Unlike the jobs that were available to previous waves of immigrants, these jobs 

offer limited prospects for upward mobility” (Banks & Banks, 2010, p. 288).  As teachers, it is 

essential to use these types of cultural encounters to remember the importance of education 

within immigrant communities. 
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 In my own teaching experience, I have had a limited, but interesting exposure to bilingual 

education programs.  As a Broad Summer Fellow in Detroit Public Schools, I worked for six-

weeks with a class of bilingual Kindergarten students.  My mentor teacher largely spoke Spanish, 

the students’ primary language, therefore, the students obtained a combined approach of 

“Transitional Bilingual Education and Maintenance Bilingual Education” (Banks & Banks, 2010, 

p. 294).  Detroit Public Schools even provided me with professional development in the 

“sheltered instruction observation protocol (SIOP)” (2010, p. 301).  I learned about the SIOP 

method and the importance of lesson preparation, building background knowledge, and many 

different strategies to reach English Language Learners (ELL).  As Christensen suggests in her 

article, many diverse students have “experienced the loss of [their] voices, [their] songs, [their] 

stories” (Au, Bigelow & Karp, 2007, p. 124).  I helped to increase my ELL students’ literacy 

skills by working through many children’s folklore literature pieces through the creation of 

puppets that we used to act out the stories.  This technique enabled my students to feel less self-

conscious as they practiced reading in English and Spanish, because they were using a puppet to 

say the words on the page.  The stories we focused on came from the students’ own cultures, 

providing them with a greater connection to and interest level in topics we addressed.     

 I believe policymakers need to pay more attention to bilingual education in the United 

States, especially because “many demographers predict that by 2025, approximately 20-25 

percent of students enrolled in elementary and secondary schools will have limited proficiency in 

English” (Banks & Banks, 2010, p. 285).  As educators, it will become increasingly more 

important for us to understand how to reach these diverse learners and provide them with the 

tools and instruction to increase their success in the classroom and beyond.    
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