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We (the five authors at UCLA) eagerly took
up the opportunity to write about the ef-
fects of new educational policies on
English Language Learners (ELLs) and

their teachers. It was an important opportunity to present
empirical evidence of the consequences of new reforms
on this important student population and to engage in a
rich exchange with colleagues like Eugene García who

has also conducted studies of the schooling of ELLs in
California, and Luis Moll, Richard Ruiz, and Teresa
McCarty who are in the midst of assessing the effects of
similar language policies and educational trends in
Arizona. 

We also believed it important to discuss issues that
are continually ignored in recent U.S. reports on reading
(e.g., National Reading Panel, 2001). While we would
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agree in principle with many of the points raised in such
reports (i.e., the importance of attention to skills required
in early and efficient reading), we believe it is also impor-
tant to understand and attend to other key issues of liter-
acy learning and instruction. A glaring omission in such
reports is a lack of attention to English Language
Learners; to the heterogeneity among learners; to the so-
cial organization of learning and instruction; and to social
class, poverty, and schooling. As Gee (1999) and Moll
and Ruiz (in press) have pointed out, the issue is not
poverty but rather how being a poor child becomes a de-
bilitating condition in schools. So the issue is how
schools treat poor children. 

The research group at UCLA has concerned itself
with these issues in an attempt to mediate the devastating
effects of schooling on poor children. We have focused
attention on the new poor in California, those who are
also English Language Learners, and have been studying
the effects of new language and literacy reforms on this
important student population. Over the past decade, we
have studied the literacy practices of urban schools and
nonformal learning contexts. In particular, we have ex-
amined how effective literacy practices are established
and sustained in classrooms with large numbers of
English Language Learners, primarily immigrant
Spanish–speaking Latino children (Gutiérrez, Baquedano-
López, & Tejeda, 2000). In these long-term ethnographic
studies, we have documented the social organization of
learning of robust learning communities and the affor-
dances of the primary language in learning activity
(Gutiérrez, Baquedano-López, & Álvarez, 2001; Gutiérrez,
Baquedano-López, Álvarez, & Chiu, 1999; Gutiérrez &
Stone, 1997; Tejeda & Espinoza, 2001). We have pro-
posed new frameworks for teacher preparation
(Gutiérrez, 2000) and teacher assistance or coaching
(Gutiérrez, Crosland, & Berlin, 2001) and have challenged
old paradigms for teaching the language arts in the 21st
century (Gutiérrez, 2001; Gutiérrez, Baquedano-López, &
Turner, 1997). 

But most recently, we have been immersed in stud-
ies about the effects of new language and literacy initia-
tives on ELLs. Proposition 227 (the voter initiative that
essentially eliminated primary-language instruction in
California) is one of the most important language policy
decisions in recent U.S. educational history. Without
doubt, the elimination of the students’ home language
from the learning process has had profound and negative
consequences on the viability of democratic schooling in
the 21st century. With a consortium of researchers across
the University of California system, we have been docu-
menting the ways school districts, the local schools,
teachers, and parents make sense of this new policy to
understand better its short- and long-term effects on the

education of ELLs (Gándara et al., 2000; Gutiérrez &
Asato, 1999). Over the past 3 years, the UCLA team has
studied how three different school districts, schools, and
classroom teachers in southern California interpreted and
implemented the new law. The first academic year after
the implementation of Proposition 227, we also docu-
mented the evolution of classroom and language and lit-
eracy practices in three case study classrooms
representing different language instructional models. 

But studying education is never a quick and simple
endeavor. We found that the consequences of English-
only pedagogies were exacerbated by the simultaneous
implementation of a constellation of educational reforms
resulting in new educational practices we have termed
backlash pedagogies (Gutiérrez, Asato, Santos, &
Gotanda, in press). Central to this new pedagogy is a re-
newed focus on testing and the concurrent implementa-
tion of reductive or narrowly defined reading
programs—programs most often taught by teachers with
little formal preparation or experience in teaching, espe-
cially to ELLs. 

Thus, contrary to reports in the public media about
the success of English-only programs, our recent studies
predict a very dismal future for large numbers of elemen-
tary school children who are English Language Learners.
For example, we reported the effects of the New Literacy
(i.e., English-only and reductive/highly scripted phonics-
only reading programs) on students in one large school
district for which the percentage of students reading at or
above grade level dropped, on average, from 20 to 40
points from first to third grade on the statewide assess-
ment (SAT 9). Although native Spanish speakers continue
to be the largest group of ELLs, students from other lan-
guage groups are also being affected by the new lan-
guage policy. Of interest, Asian-language-speaking
children were also among those who experienced the
greatest drop in scores (Gutiérrez, Baquedano-López, &
Asato, 2001). Yet, the public perception is that these new
reforms are working and that programs using the primary
language are ineffective. 

Within this educational climate, there are elemen-
tary schools that continue to surpass the targeted state-
defined achievement goal (Academic Performance Index)
and persist in their use of primary-language instruction.
We believe it is important to document how these
schools and teachers create effective learning communi-
ties in a high-stakes assessment context. Our preliminary
analyses already show some very interesting results. Not
surprisingly, we documented a range in what counts as
bilingual/biliteracy programs among five schools, as well
as significant variance in the role and use of the primary
language. Several schools used very targeted approaches
for preparing students for the state exam while others did
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not address the exam in any explicit way. Of particular in-
terest, two of the schools we studied, both dual-immersion
schools, explicitly stated a valuing of the students’ prima-
ry language as part of their educational missions. As a re-
sult, teacher practices were highly aligned with their
ideologies about the value of students’ primary language.
But, of course, we continue to examine these empirical
questions in our work. We have expanded this study to
examine a new cohort of 29 schools identified for their
achievement and primary-language use. 

We believe that there is an urgency to conduct such
studies as the trends we see in California are emerging in
other states with growing numbers of ELLs. Most notably,
the voters of Arizona recently passed a more stringent
version of the English-only law, Proposition 203. It is for
this reason that the UCLA research group flew to Arizona
to interview several other prominent scholars who are in
the midst of similar studies in Arizona. Moll and Ruiz
have long studied the language and literacy issues in ed-
ucation, and Ruiz, in particular, has conducted extensive
study of language planning and policy in the U.S. We
were fortunate also to conduct a very brief but important
interview with McCarty, a scholar of American Indian ed-
ucation in Arizona. The group also held a telephone in-
terview with García and had e-mail exchanges
subsequent to our conversation. We begin with García’s
discussion of the effects of the new reforms on English
Language Learners in California. 

Eugene García: The contemporary educational zeit-
geist embraces excellence and equity for all students.
National attention to non–English-speaking children, fam-
ilies, and students and is reflected, for example, in A
Nation at Risk (National Commission on Excellence in
Education, 1983), the articulation of national goals, Goals
2000 (United States Department of Education, 2000), and
the more recent initiatives by President George W. Bush
to “leave no child behind” (United States Department of
Education, 2001). The major thrust of any such effort
aimed at these populations has centered on identifying
why such populations are not thriving, and how institu-
tions serving these populations can be reformed or re-
structured to meet this educational challenge. Recent
analyses following this theme are found in recommenda-
tions by the California State Department of Education’s
(1998) efforts to better train infant and toddler caregivers
in state-supported programs, the U.S. Department of
Education reforms for federally funded education pro-
grams (García & Gonzalez, 1995; United States
Department of Education, 1997), the National Academy
of Education’s discussion of standards-based reform
(McLaughlin & Shepard, 1995), the efforts of the
Roundtable on Head Start Research of the National
Research Council to provide an issue analysis of research

needed to produce a thriving future for Head Start for a
highly diverse population of children and families
(Phillips & Cabrera, 1996), the National Council of
Teachers of English and the International Reading
Association’s (1996) treatment of language arts standards,
and the National Association for the Education of Young
Children’s (1996) position statement regarding linguistic
and cultural diversity. More directly to this issue are the
contributions to this discourse by White House Initiatives
on Educational Excellence for Hispanic Americans (2000),
see http://.ed.gov/offices/oha/hispanics. All these articu-
lations have attended to the vulnerabilities of
non–English-proficient children and students and have
addressed issues of language and culture. Given this
country’s past treatment of this population, they also at-
tend to present conceptual and empirical understandings
of how institutions must become more responsive. 

Reform initiatives addressed in the above publica-
tions have served as the basis of new educational initia-
tives for Latino students throughout the United States.
However, educational reform aimed at non–English-
speaking students historically in California has diverged
from many of these reform recommendations. The fol-
lowing discussion will deal with three substantive chal-
lenges in California regarding the schools’ reform
responses to new English-only policy initiatives at the
state and school district level and their effect on English
Language Learners. At the state level, a new reform has
targeted language of instruction through the passage of
Proposition 227 in 1998 (García & Curry Rodriguez,
2000). In 1999, the adoption of an English-only state
school accountability program followed (García, 2001).
We examined these two recent state policies—policies
that were further enhanced by district-level policies dic-
tating the move toward English-only reading programs
(Stritikus, 2000). The primary findings of recent studies
conducted at the University of California, Berkeley are
that these policy initiatives work together to determine
the form and outcomes of non–English-speaking student
education in California today. Specifically, my colleagues
and I (García and his colleagues) have reported on data
from school districts that have responded to the imple-
mentation of these policies over the last 2 years. The con-
clusions very clearly indicate that these policies and
related practices have spawned new and continued nega-
tive effects on Latino students. They are subtractive in na-
ture and ignore the linguistic resources these students
bring to the classroom, and they are out of alignment
with responsive learning attributes of programs that work
well for these students (García, 2001).

(We begin our conversation with a discussion of the
effects of Propositions 227 and 203 with the larger
group.)
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The effects of Proposition 227 and 203
Kris Gutiérrez: In our new work we hope to exam-

ine the claim that primary-language instruction and acad-
emic excellence are mutually exclusive. This belief was
certainly part of the subtext of 227—that the two could
not coexist. We’re finding that it’s difficult for schools to
retain primary-language instruction when accountability is
measured solely by performance on the state assessment
—a test that’s given in English. In this high-stakes assess-
ment context, even the schools most committed to offer-
ing primary-language instruction are defaulting to English
language instruction and providing intense test prepara-
tion to their students. 

Eileen Lai Horng: Is Arizona’s Proposition 203 dif-
ferent from Proposition 227 in any significant ways? 

Luis Moll: There are basically no major distinguish-
ing factors between the two propositions except that
waivers may be a little bit more difficult to obtain in 203,
and the threat of lawsuits is aimed at administrators—not
at teachers like in California.

Jolynn Asato: In our documentation of instruction in
the months immediately following the implementation of
227, teachers reported being completely confused be-
cause they didn’t know if it was still legal to use the
methods and materials they had always used. But it was
worse for the children. We observed children’s confusion
about what language to use and why they could no
longer use their primary language. Some older children
worried that their teachers would be arrested for using
Spanish in class, and other children reported feeling sad
and afraid about being in school (Gutiérrez & Asato,
1999). 

Luis: I think so far, from our observations and pri-
marily from the teachers’ own observations, we found that
the process is very similar to that of California. There is a
lot of confusion, and teachers report some children are
scared. They also note an almost complete neglect of sub-
ject-matter teaching in structured immersion classrooms. 

Mariana Pacheco: This was also a recurrent theme
among teachers in southern California. The teaching of
science and social studies is virtually absent from schools
post 227, especially because of the implementation of the
highly scripted reading programs that mandate large
blocks of time and strict fidelity to the scripted program.

Luis: There is also no indication that anybody really
has a handle on how to do things that will benefit the
children. Comparable with what you found in California,
there are significant differences in how the law is being
implemented by schools and districts. As I mentioned, I
think we want to pay attention to subject-matter learning
and the exclusive emphasis on English language skills.
Teachers report that there is an attitude that as long as
the children are learning in English, there is little concern

if they learn anything else. Which is outrageous—within
any school. So I don’t think there is anything new to re-
port from Arizona in terms of 227. It is a repeat of the
same oppression over the past 2 years in California. 

When you tell the advocates of this proposition that
it is oppressive, they say, Why is it oppressive to want to
help children learn English? Of course wanting to help
children learn English is not oppressive. The specific ac-
tions taken against these students, their teachers, and
their families are oppressive; it is oppressive to take away
their rights—their right to decide, to make decisions
about their children’s education. That’s oppressive.
Because the English-only law is just being implemented
here, we do not know yet what will happen under these
negative conditions. 

Kathryn Olson: So the same dilemma that teachers
and students in California find themselves in is replicated
in Arizona. It’s just that we have more students being af-
fected in California.

Luis: The local school district has bought complete-
ly into this idea of reform as simply testing the hell out of
the kids. And on top of that you have 203. And on top of
that you have this really limited reading curriculum—this
drill-and-practice reading curriculum. So the prospects
are not good for these children, especially the poor and
the non–English speakers. So again in that sense the situ-
ation is very similar to California’s. 

Jolynn: I wonder if you are also seeing something
else that we documented in California. Right after the
proposition had passed, districts immediately dismantled
their bilingual education departments, reassigned person-
nel, and renamed the departments with less politically
loaded names such as the Multicultural Education Office.
Even before the district had come up with an implemen-
tation plan, workers started to remove placards from the
doors and to throw out primary-language instructional
materials. 

Luis: Yes, I think the same thing is happening here.
If they dismantle the bilingual offices—I think it is a strat-
egy to prevent critical analysis of the implementation of
the new program. If you don’t have people who are in-
terested and keenly aware of the issues and who want to
do a penetrating analysis of what’s going on, then it
won’t get done. Without the key players there, it will hin-
der those documentation efforts. 

Eileen: One potential difference is that because of
our class size reduction policy in grades K–3 and our
shortage of teachers, we have many more noncreden-
tialed teachers teaching English Language Learners in
California.

Luis: Right, that might be a difference. But here
there is this move to decentralize teacher education; so
you have these programs in school districts and junior
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colleges and the practice of placing teachers in the class-
room before they are credentialed. All these teachers
would have only minimal pedagogical training. In
Arizona, we also know that most of the teachers with the
least professional training are the ones who are assigned
to the poorest classrooms. So the children will face not
only a highly structured and limited curriculum, but they
will also have the least prepared teachers. 

Kris: A recent report by a large district in California
indicated that students did better with credentialed teach-
ers. Specifically, second-grade students in structured
English programs taught by teachers with a CLAD (Cross-
cultural Language and Academic Development) or LDS
(Language Development Specialist) certification had the
greatest gains in reading, while students with BCLAD
(Bilingual Cross-cultural Language Development) had the
largest gains in the language assessment. On the whole,
regardless of the model, teachers with credentials had
students with greater adjusted gain scores than students
enrolled in classrooms with emergency credentialed
teachers (Hayes & Salazar, 2001). 

Luis: Teresa, what are your impressions of the im-
plications of 203 for Native Americans?

Teresa McCarty: I think regardless of the fact that
Native Americans are supposedly protected from the ef-
fects of the proposition by virtue of the Native American
Languages Act (1990/1992), Proposition 203 is having a
chilling effect across Indian country. The status of Native
languages is really very fragile right now. And it makes
arguing for the kinds of programs that are really needed
in Indigenous communities (i.e., heritage language im-
mersion programs) even more difficult. An additional
concern is that even though more Indigenous students
come to school with English as a primary language, it
tends not to be schooled English. The students are still la-
beled as LEP (limited English proficient), they’re not ex-
periencing success in school, and they need appropriate
bilingual education services. I think we have to wait and
see what the concrete impact of the new law will be in
terms of programs and policies. However, between
Proposition 203 and these standardizing educational man-
dates, right now things are not looking very good. It’s
very frightening because Indian students are just going to
get an even more inferior education. At least there’s hope
for a quality education with some form of bilingual edu-
cation, or immersion education. This trend will result in
an even more inferior education for these students. It’s a
different context for American Indian students, but the ef-
fects are probably going to be just as devastating as for
other language-minority students. It will make it harder
for teachers to stand up for what they know the students
really need.

Kris: Even though the use of their home language is
legally protected?

Teresa: That’s an interpretation that some have
made for reservation schools. But that becomes problem-
atic when you are dealing with public schools, whether
they are on reservations or not. There are always jurisdic-
tional issues with which to contend. So I don’t think the
jurisdictional issues have been resolved at all. Our state
Attorney General made a preliminary finding that the law
(203) would not apply to Native Americans—at least in
reservation schools—and especially nonpublic reservation
schools. But like all schools, American Indian schools are
trying to come in line with the standardizing mandates
because the funding in community-controlled and BIA
(Bureau of Indian Affairs) schools is contingent upon
meeting certain standards that are imposed by outside
interests.

Kris: So the push toward English language instruc-
tion is part of that?

Teresa: Exactly; you can’t separate this population
from the impact of these new policies.

Kris: What Luis and I have both been documenting
in our work is very consistent with what you’ve just stat-
ed. The effects of English-only are exacerbated by a high-
stakes assessment context that results in the most
reductive learning environment possible.

Teresa: I’ve been working with the Rough Rock
community in northeastern Arizona for about 20 years. It
was the first American Indian community-controlled
school, and it is famous for being the first Native school
and bilingual program teaching the Native language.
They have a Title VII, pre-K to 12th-grade bilingual pro-
gram that is supposed to be immersion from pre-K to
second grade and then 50-50 from there on. However,
the last few times I’ve been there have caused me to
worry about the viability of such a program. For exam-
ple, I was in the preschool and heard a lot more English
than Navajo. These are 3-year-olds who are supposed to
be in a Navajo immersion program; yet Navajo is primari-
ly being used only for directions, instructions, and disci-
plinary purposes. When I went to one center to observe
the teacher and the students, the teacher just looked up
at me in despair and said, “I just don’t know what to do
here—should I be teaching Navajo or should I be teach-
ing to the standards?” Three-year-olds are taking this
[Stanford 9] test. It’s obscene. The tests are having a chill-
ing effect in a community-controlled school that is sup-
posed to be liberated from some of the restrictions on
public schools and other Indian schools. But in order for
them to get their funding, they have to meet these stan-
dardize mandates (see McCarty, 1998, 2001, 2002;
McCarty & Watahomigie, 1998; McCarty, Watahomigie &
Yamamoto, 1999).
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Kris: It reminds me of a school in Los Angeles that
is so well known for its effective primary-language in-
structional program. The school administrators and teach-
ers have worked hard to retain primary-language
instruction, and most of their students have up until re-
cently waivered out of the state testing program, which
they can do by law. But the school may be forced to
abandon its alternative language program because it
needs the state money that comes with testing and
monies to reform low performing schools. Here’s a
school that has for years been so committed to carrying
out a model bilingual program but may now have to turn
to English language instruction so that its students can
take the state-mandated test. This high-stakes testing en-
vironment and 227 are forcing teachers to default to
English language instruction. High test scores are the sole
criterion used to measure accountability. Instructional de-
cisions are influenced by testing issues rather than learn-
ing issues.

Convergence of reforms
Kris: It’s difficult to separate the effects of

Proposition 227 from the multiple reforms implemented
in California recently. As you know, we have had a con-
vergence of numerous reform efforts with 227 (e.g., class
size reduction, a new state standardized assessment pro-
gram, new mandated reading programs and accountabili-
ty initiatives, state content standards, a high school exit
exam, and a number of remedial programs in response to
the ban on social promotion). Of course, teachers are
overwhelmed, and it becomes easier to understand the
cynicism that comes with what teachers say is the latest
new and improved reform. I have written about this in
what I call the archaeology of reform—that is, the layer-
ing of one reform on another without consideration of
their compatibility, either theoretically or pedagogically,
and their efficacy.

When I began studying the effects of writing reform
efforts over a decade ago, I noted the coexistence of
classroom practices that grew out of very different and
even competing theoretical orientations to literacy and
learning. Nevertheless, they were all part of the teachers’
repertoire—their toolkit—and they were often used unin-
tentionally at cross purposes. But the more we under-
stood the educational histories of the state and district,
the schools, and their social practices, the better we un-
derstood that teachers were expected to implement each
new reform without the time and support to make sense
of the reform in their own local context, or to understand
the new reform in relation to previous reforms and
practices—much less in relation to theories of literacy.
What results is a layering of reforms—with old reforms
being mingled unproductively with new reforms in class-

room practice. In this way, teachers’ practices and under-
standings are unmediated by the reflective and examined
practice that is required to transform contexts for learning.

Luis: Yes, I think that for reasons that we have dis-
cussed today, especially this confluence of factors, test-
ing, the standards, and the reading prescriptive programs,
the prospects of finding schools that emphasize biliteracy
and the acquisition of two languages are not very good.
I’ll use the words that Teresa used in describing the ef-
fects on American Indians, “a chilling effect,” she said.
And in a sense, if we could extend that metaphor,
Propositions 227/203 freeze any action and do not allow
the continued development of classrooms and other set-
tings that would promote literacy in two languages. So I
think that the prospects for developing biliteracy in pub-
lic schools with working-class children are not good at all
right now. 

High-stakes assessment
Eugene: California teachers’ projections of the im-

pact of high-stakes testing on their language-minority stu-
dents find strong parallels in the research findings of
McNeil and Valenzuela (in press). Drawing on emerging
research on high-stakes testing and their individual inves-
tigations (McNeil, 1988, 2000; Valenzuela, 1997, 1999),
the authors identify a set of alarming educational trends
regarding the impact of the Texas Assessment of
Academic Skills (TAAS) testing in Texas. Some of the crit-
ical issues identified by McNeil and Valenzuela mirror the
set of concerns raised by teachers and principals in our
studies. TAAS-based teaching and test preparation are
usurping a substantive curriculum. TAAS is divorced from
children’s experience and culture and is widening the ed-
ucational gap between rich and poor, between main-
stream and language-minority students (McNeil &
Valenzuela, in press). What are the effects of high-stakes
testing in Arizona?

Luis: That is yet another similarity to California and
Texas. Arizona wastes millions of dollars on the AIMS
(Arizona’s Instrument to Measure Standards) test, which is
just a typical high-stakes test administered solely in
English, with a lot of pressure on teachers to shape
everything they do in response to this test. The lowest
performing schools identified by the district are the
schools where the majority of the students are Hispanic
or Native American. Of course, those schools are under
the most pressure to improve the test scores.

Kris: One of my concerns is that educators and poli-
cymakers will overinterpret the early results of the state
test scores, especially those of the first and second grades
where there is such high alignment between the scripted
reading programs and the test; and then they’re surprised
by the huge drop in scores when it comes to measuring
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comprehension in the upper elementary grades. The other
is that the districts are also not factoring in the huge sys-
tematic accommodations they have made in implementing
the programmatic changes district wide. For example,
they have designated large blocks of time to increase time
on task for reading instruction; they have implemented
lots of professional development and on-site assistance
that would certainly bolster, in the short run, the test
scores. The test scores have such legitimacy with the dis-
trict and the public that they’re being used to make all
sorts of decisions about schools—at least the lowest per-
forming schools where all the poor children are.

Luis: Now an interesting aspect here is that the pri-
vate schools are exempted from the test. I don’t know if
it’s the same in California. 

Kris: Yes.
Luis: So the rigor of the test is required only of pub-

lic school students. The private schools with the wealthi-
est children are protected from having to endure these
tests and also protected from the changes in curriculum
that concentrate on solely teaching to the test, as op-
posed to a more expansive curriculum for the children.

Kris: This is not new for poor children. Now it’s just
legislated.

Luis: That’s right. There’s nothing in these reforms
or in 203 that helps create conditions to help children
from poor families succeed in school. So why should we
expect that it would have an effect? If we know that the
percentage of poor children in schools is high, there
should be attention to the working conditions of teachers
so that they can access every resource necessary to help
the students do their academic work. But there are virtu-
ally no resources being poured into improving the work-
ing conditions of teachers. On the contrary, they are
deteriorating the working conditions of teachers.

So morale is also the issue. Teachers are consider-
ing leaving the profession because the curriculum has
been forced upon them, and they are being forced to ad-
just the curriculum to the test. So you see, it’s a Catch-22
for the schools and teachers. And it goes like this: If the
students do well, and if the teachers do their work as
well as they can, then the success will reinforce these op-
pressive measures. Yet the teachers won’t get any credit.
If they do poorly, then it will get even more oppressive
and then it will reinforce those who want to privatize ed-
ucation. So schools are caught in a Catch-22 situation.

Scripted reading programs
Mariana: What exacerbates the effects of 227 is this

attention to testing and the simultaneous implementation
of reductive literacy programs in English, as well as other
reforms. 

Luis: Although scripted programs are not mandated
in Arizona, several schools have adopted them. So we’ll
be able to also document, at least partially, the interaction
between these prescriptive reading programs and the im-
plementation of 203. The scripted programs are similar in
the ways they control students through language, some
through oral language and others through decoding the
written language. They are both ways of using language,
in this case English, to pacify and control the children.

Kathryn: This seems to be a trend in states with
growing numbers of ELLs.

Eugene: Yes, the educational trends in California
and Texas are similar. Both states use one test to deter-
mine academic outcomes for students. Both have placed
a tremendous emphasis on school ranking and are seeing
a drastic increase in the implementation of mandated
scripted reading programs at the expense of known ef-
fective instructional practices for second-language learn-
ers. California’s educational system is growing more and
more prescriptive, just as Texas has, discrediting the cul-
tural and linguistic assets students bring to the classroom.

Luis: The tendency is to remediate what students
can’t do well, as opposed to building and developing
what they can do well, to use reading as a way of bol-
stering other needs that may need further development. It
seems odd to me that you would spend many semesters
working on the children’s pronunciation of symbols with-
out having any concern for the child’s ability to under-
stand text and to do interesting intellectual things with
text, especially in the early years. It’s a strange notion to
me. Why would anybody want to read if it’s not to un-
derstand? Except for religious purposes, where you might
recite text without really understanding it. I remember
being at a conference and meeting a man from an early
childhood reading center. I asked the group whether
comprehension of text was a primary goal of the center.
He said, “Why would you want to worry about compre-
hension?” This is an early childhood center and that
means the children have not finished decoding yet. So
his idea was that you didn’t have to worry at all about
understanding text.

Kris: So there’s no meaning making going on in ear-
ly childhood? (laughs)

Luis: Yes, that’s right, you only have to worry about
decoding the text. So that means drilling the students on
these issues or language sounds for long amounts of
time. It’s really an absurdity to think that you could deal
with comprehension issues of reading much later, maybe
fourth grade.

Jolynn: Several of the most widely used new read-
ing programs give little attention to comprehension, to
deep learning of content and language. But teachers who
want to do more than just teach isolated skills are over-
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whelmingly concerned with how to teach English lan-
guage reading to English Language Learners.

Richard Ruiz: That’s because they’re being evaluat-
ed according to certain standardized measures of reading
skills. The view of reading currently in the ascendancy
reduces a very complex process to a set of discrete skills,
in part to create a reading program that can be packaged
and sold to schools and given to teachers off the shelf.
Reading is more than discrete skills, and literacy is bigger
than reading. The whole idea of environmental print and
meaning making, what Freire (1971) called “reading the
world” is something that people don’t want to hear about
in these times. In their way of conceptualizing reading,
his ideas are not useful. The goal of the school has be-
come to teach students to read this text so that they can
score high on this test. Even the whole issue of critical lit-
eracy, that is being able even to understand what you
have read so that you can reflect on it, criticize it, think
about it and even beyond, is not thought of as useful
here. Teachers have to know specific things about read-
ing for sure, but they also have to know what literacy is.
They need to know what dimensions of social life enter
into meaning making and comprehension and the role of
first-language development in second-language reading.
The relationship between first-language development and
second-language reading is something that’s obviously
very important. See, for example, the work of Diane
August and her team of researchers that shows that
Spanish literacy skills are a great resource to the develop-
ment of English reading proficiency (August, Carlo, &
Calderon, 2000). But the view of reading that predomi-
nates in Washington these days ignores the importance of
first-language development. I would even say that they
do not consider anything literacy if it is not in English.

Kris: One district administrator recently told me that
what his teachers needed were prepackaged lessons.
What he’s really saying is “give me an ironclad, teacher-
proof, systematic way of teaching so that I can make ac-
countability easier. I can measure teacher variables; I can
measure kid variables if you just give me an ironclad
curriculum.” 

Mariana: We’re talking now about highly scripted
programs that come out of a particular view of learning.
How would you compare this view to a cultural-historical-
psychological view of learning and development, espe-
cially if we’re thinking about early literacy development
of English Language Learners? 

Luis: Oh, that’s a tough question. It really depends.
Some of the people who have worked with a cultural-
historical line disagree or have different approaches to the
teaching of reading. There is no one particular way that
the theory will dictate how reading has to be organized.
However, there are certain aspects one can take into ac-

count in organizing reading instruction. One is that read-
ing instruction must be semantically driven. The making
of meaning or what Vygotsky referred to as semiotic me-
diation, not only the mediation of thinking through sym-
bol systems but also the mediation of thinking through
meaning, always involves meaning. This would suggest
that acquiring the symbol system always involves facilitat-
ing the making of meaning by children. That’s what I
mean by the system first and foremost being semantically
based. The other aspects of learning how to read include
understanding symbol-sound correspondence and how
the alphabetic system works. Those aspects would be ad-
dressed but in the context of the making of meaning. I
see that the more holistic approaches to the teaching of
reading are much closer to the cultural-historical perspec-
tive that involves acquiring a system, an alphabetic system
that becomes first and foremost a tool for the mediation of
meaning. So I see compatibility between a cultural-histori-
cal-psychological view and the more holistic approaches
that include meaning as a principle of development from
the beginning. 

Vygotsky wrote that one principle of development
is that whatever outcome you want to develop has to be
present in some form from the beginning of the activity
(Moll, 2000). So in the same way, the teaching of reading
from the very beginning has to include the semantic as-
pects of literacy development if you want that child to
develop into that system and retain those aspects of liter-
acy. But that said, like all theories, there are many differ-
ent actions that may be taken on the basis of this
theoretical perspective. There’s no one particular direc-
tion that the theory necessarily takes. So it depends on
what principles are utilized to create a particular peda-
gogy. For example, Raphael and Goatley (1994) studied
book clubs as systems of instruction organized around
children acquiring discourse to talk about texts in learn-
ing activity. They claimed that many of these kinds of lit-
eracy activities are built on Vygotskian ideas—especially
the appropriation of the discourse means. Claude
Goldenberg’s work on instructional conversations
(1992/1993) represents a very different approach, a much
more scripted approach in terms of teaching reading
comprehension. He also claimed that this approach
builds on Vygotskian ideas, in this case, the zone of
proximal development (Vygotsky, 1978). The Goodmans
(Y. Goodman & K. Goodman, 1990) stated that
Vygotskian and Piagetian ideas were central to their
whole language approach to literacy. Those are at least
three very different ways of approaching the topic of the
teaching of reading that have been influenced in one way
or another by Vygotsky’s ideas. But there’s no prescrip-
tion that you can borrow from the field of teaching.
There’s a whole lot of intellectual work that one must do
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to develop a pedagogy that’s inspired by the theory, but I
don’t think the theory provides you with prescriptions for
practice. 

Kris: But in line with what you said before, while
there are no prescriptions, there are some general princi-
ples that are inspired by cultural-historical perspectives of
learning and development. For example, let us consider
the distinction that Cole and Griffin (1983) made in their
discussion of remedial reading. One major distinction be-
tween an approach that remediates reading and one that
re-mediates reading issues is the way in which learning is
organized, how the intellectual work required in learning
to read is defined and organized. I’ve also made some of
those same distinctions in my own work. Keeping Cole
and Griffin’s distinctions in mind, remedial reading in-
struction, for example, most often emphasizes the learn-
ing of basic skills, while re-mediating reading difficulties
requires immersing students in a basic reading activity in
which they learn both basic skills, as well as the sociocul-
tural knowledge about what it means to be literate and
participate in literacy activity. I don’t want to oversimplify
this distinction. It is a fundamental difference that is ig-
nored in current research on reading development. I
think there are other distinctions that are worth mention-
ing as well. 

Another is that remediation, as well as the new na-
tional paradigm of reading, privileges one way of orga-
nizing learning, namely explicit instruction. I think a
sociocultural view of literacy learning would argue for
multiple mediational means that would include explicit
assistance as but one form. And explicit instruction would
be used strategically and purposefully. In line with that,
this view would value engaging students in rigorous tasks
where accountable talk (Michaels, 2001) and joint activity
are part of the normative classroom script. 

Luis: Yes, that’s right, that’s a differentiation that
Cole and Griffin (1983) also made—the importance of the
broader activity and how those activities help organize
the details of the teaching and learning. That’s another
way of thinking about it. As a matter of fact, research like
Annemarie Palincsar’s reciprocal teaching (Palincsar,
1986; Palincsar & Brown, 1984) was inspired in part by
Vygotskian (1978) ideas of mediation, the zone of proxi-
mal development, and the guidance of significant others.
So again, I don’t think a theory, especially a theory like
cultural-historical psychology, provides prescriptions for
practice. Those have to be generated. Gordon Wells
(1996, 1999) also provided ideas on the teaching of read-
ing and writing that built perhaps more directly on
Vygotskian ideas than other researchers. The tools of
reading and writing are used deliberately to develop stu-
dents’ own thinking. I borrow the idea of literate thinking
from him. Wells was interested in social interactions and

how certain types of discourse patterns were appropriat-
ed by the students in interaction; he was interested in or-
ganizing activities that students eventually take over
because they have developed expertise with specialized
forms of discourse. 

Jolynn: And, of course, your own body of work,
Luis, is inspired by Vygotsky (Moll, 2000, 2001).

Language planning and policy
Luis: Richard, do you consider the phonics-based

reading programs where the children are drilled in isolat-
ed word sounds a language planning issue? 

Richard: Sure. In programmatic terms, if you can
make ELLs sound more like normative English speakers
with the short-term gains that you get from phonics pro-
grams, you can exit them out of primary-language pro-
grams more quickly. 

Kris: I think your emphasis on short-term gains is a
critical point. One of the things, it’s too soon to tell in
Arizona, but one of the main effects that we saw immedi-
ately in 227 was the absolute reduction of the use of the
primary language even in places where it was required.
The whole campaign around 227 made public and sanc-
tioned this new ideology about language and the primacy
of English. And so, very quickly, there was a move away
from primary-language instruction and the tendency to
equate oral language proficiency with academic English
language proficiency. 

Richard: Historically, language planning has been
divided into two areas: status planning and corpus plan-
ning. Recently, Robert Cooper (1989) has suggested a
third dimension, which he calls acquisition planning.
Acquisition planning involves the decisions that are made
about language learning—how you structure the learning
environment, how you prepare teachers and create mate-
rials. And how you develop the sound theoretical bases
to ensure students learn what you intended them to
learn. To my way of thinking, along with that of others
such as Nancy Hornberger (1989, 1994, 1997), Rebecca
Freeman (1998), Maria Brisk (1998), and a host of others,
the most crucial issue in acquisition planning is how to
create additive contexts out of situations that have histori-
cally been subtractive ones. For the most part, language-
minority children around the world enter a subtractive
environment when they go to school. Their language is
not valued in schools. So if you’re going to have a bilin-
gual program that actually works and that sustains long-
term bilingualism, you need to create an additive rather
than a subtractive language and literacy program.

Eugene: Our data indicate that the same is true in
California; most of the learning contexts for minority stu-
dents were already subtractive. And now the combined
effects of recent reform attempts will exact a greater price

336 READING RESEARCH QUARTERLY   July/August/September 2002   37/3



on the education of California’s poorest minority stu-
dents. These policies and related practices are not aligned
with either federal efforts to build additive bilingual/
bicultural programs as opposed to subtractive English-only
programs (García, 2001); nor are they aligned with empiri-
cal information related to optimal and effective schooling
for language-minority students (August & Hakuta, 1997).

Kris: You have done so much work on language
planning. I want to ask you if you think the tragedy of
September 11, 2001, is going to change our national
stance toward languages other than English or toward
language planning and policy?

Richard: Well, the most intense language planning
activities in the world are generally military based. This is
certainly true in the USA, where the most effective lan-
guage developers are the military. They have a captive
audience that they can keep for 2 or 3 years at a time,
immersing them in a new language. And the military has
a mission, a goal. This has not always been true, by the
way. Certainly in the last 50 years, our sense has been
that language, the knowledge of different kinds of lan-
guages, is beneficial militarily, to know the language of
the enemy (Ruiz, 1984). So I suspect that since September
11th the military has been really intensifying its recruit-
ment of people who know Arabic, who are interested in
learning Arabic, or who have a background in it. So, yes,
there will be a huge impact on language with respect to
schools. At the same time, the history of linguistically or
racially diverse students in schools has not been good
when we have a conflict because what often happens is
that, and you see it now, there are clear symbols of polit-
ical and national allegiance that you have to display.
Language behavior is one of those: The extent that you
insist on maintaining and using your heritage language,
even if you are proficient in English, becomes an indica-
tor of allegiance to those around you. And there are con-
sequences to pay if you don’t engage in such public
displays of patriotism. These conflicts intensify a kind of
inwardness, an almost jingoistic and xenophobic idea. So
in times of war or perceived threats to our national stabil-
ity, our schools tend not to respond positively to things
like language, diversity, and pluralism. It makes it much
harder to impress on people the value of language diver-
sity and language pluralism. 

Jolynn: So what you’re describing is a paradox. On
one hand, language pluralism is valued when it’s used to
safeguard our national borders and interests. On the oth-
er hand, our national identity is premised upon the con-
dition of linguistic homogeneity. 

Richard: Yes. At the same time, there is this tenden-
cy now to have more and more people talking about the
value of language as a resource to the nation, and to the
society, and to the school, and to the students, and so

on. But let’s be clear. The languages that people perceive
in these ways are those that have been attached to high
prestige or social (usually economic, but sometimes mili-
tary) usefulness; these are the so-called world standard
languages. But it’s not clear that the knowledge and lan-
guage proficiencies of local communities are seen as re-
sources that children can utilize in schools. What’s more,
in the language planning literature it is clear that global-
ization itself, which Skutnabb-Kangas and Phillipson
(1994) and others refer to as “McDonaldization,” is proba-
bly detrimental to small language communities. It homog-
enizes small communities and makes them more
susceptible to the problems of globalization. For exam-
ple, if they speak or use a local language, they are pres-
sured to abandon their local language, their regional
language, and their community language in favor of the
world standard. By the way, foreign-language educators
have never been great supporters of bilingual education,
because they see the local language as essentially a dif-
ferent kind of language from those they study and
promote—if they see the language of the community as
language at all. 

Mariana: Again, the language of the local commu-
nity is not valued in the larger community or in schools.

Richard: Few pay attention to the fact that in
Tucson there are old and vital communities where lan-
guages other than English live. If we would see these
communities and their languages as resources, we would
make use of them in schools. We would figure out some
way to conserve, manage, and develop the local lan-
guages in interesting and important ways in schools. But
for the most part we don’t do that because we really
don’t see them as useful in any substantive way.

Luis: But bilingual education didn’t just serve the
function of educating the children. Bilingual education
was a powerful medium to bring a lot of people from the
local communities into the profession—people who oth-
erwise wouldn’t be in the profession. So in that sense, it
forever transformed the social demographics of schools.
And so there’s a powerful legacy. If you asked many of
us in academia and many of the teachers, “What was
your motivation?” we and they would answer, “Well, my
motivation was bilingual education.” In that sense, there’s
a contribution we have to honor. 

Effective learning communities
Kathryn: Our study of effective schools that use

primary-language instruction documents the specific prac-
tices that schools and teachers use that both build biliter-
acy skills and increase achievement. We found that
across schools there is a range in how schools organize
literacy learning, how they use the primary language, 
as well as a range in how they value the children’s
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languages and cultures. What does your research say
about effective learning contexts for English Language
Learners? 

Luis: We are studying one school that has been par-
ticularly successful by any criteria. Our observations and
documentation of the progress of the students in bilitera-
cy programs have shown that they are above the national
average in all respects. In reading, the students are scor-
ing around the 65th percentile. It’s almost as if they have
a guarantee of academic success at that school. They tell
the parents: Bring your children here. Regardless of
whether they’re Spanish speakers or English speakers,
they will leave the school literate in two languages and
competent in subject matter. That’s a hell of a guarantee.
Thus, part of the idea behind this study is to understand
how the school does its social work to achieve this suc-
cess. And, ideologically, how they function to protect the
children from propositions oppressing their language.
Now we’re documenting how they’re mediating the im-
pact of Proposition 203.

Mariana: So how do these schools do the social
work and get these higher test scores with a primary-
language focus? 

Luis: Part of what we are trying to understand in
our studies, like you are in California, is to document
what people are doing to create the space to do work
they think is valuable for the children, teachers, and fami-
lies. That’s not only an educational achievement; it’s a
political achievement. How do they do it? It takes a com-
bination of factors, including having a supportive ideolo-
gy and having a language ideology in which having
children develop two languages is a very good thing. Part
of this ideology is the belief that it is a particularly impor-
tant thing for them to develop their primary language not
only as a basic right, but also as a valuable intellectual re-
source. Schools should be about creating a set of intellec-
tual resources for students. Schools do many other things,
but one of the primary responsibilities is to create an in-
tellectual environment for students. So that’s one aspect
of the ideology. 

Another requires relationships of trust between the
teachers and the administration, the school and the
broader community—the school’s ability to open its
doors to potential resources from the community and the
school’s ability to provide resources to the community—
and the school’s ability to create a larger educational
ecology that’s not solely in the classrooms. It should pro-
vide a lot of after-school activities and the support to sus-
tain those activities. These are all consistent with a
philosophy of providing an additive schooling experience
for the children, particularly one in which the two lan-
guages are privileged and are marked in those activities.
The challenge is to create unmarked contexts for the use

of Spanish for sustained periods of time. Our study of
biliteracy has also turned into a study of ideologies and a
study of the social organization of schooling.

In a recent article Richard and I wrote, we called it
achieving educational sovereignty (Moll & Ruiz, in press).
What we mean by sovereignty is not in the sense of iso-
lating and creating borders to isolate the community you
have created, like strengthening the borders of the U.S. to
protect its sovereignty from immigrants. That’s not the
way we’re using the term here. We are using the term
sovereignty in almost the opposite way, to describe the
process of creating the social networks, social interac-
tions, and social relationships necessary to bolster the
school’s opportunity to develop and sustain additive en-
vironments for the children—even in the face of rather
oppressive social factors. We’re trying to understand a lit-
tle better how they achieve that sovereignty.

Mariana: Do you think we can count on schools to
accomplish this if the educational trends continue?

Luis: Not necessarily, but I do think that we have to
worry more about how to create other learning arrange-
ments like the 5th Dimension after-school programs or
versions that expand the ecology of education beyond
the school and create other social networks that provide
an expanded view of how education can take place. And
within those broader views, Spanish I think can play an
important role. 

Kris: Unfortunately, we are having to rely more and
more on outreach efforts to mediate the effects of, as you
say, oppressive schooling practices on urban students.
One of our more successful attempts is our after-school
computer-mediated club in a port-of-entry elementary
school in Los Angeles. You referred to the 5th
Dimension. Our after-school club is a variation of the 5th
Dimension after-school clubs originally conceptualized
around cultural-historical activity theoretic views of learn-
ing and development by Cole and Griffin (Cole, 1996).
This effort is part of a statewide consortium of University
of California researchers, primarily the group at UCLA,
Olga Vasquez and Michael Cole, and a number of others
who have dedicated themselves to creating and sustain-
ing robust contexts for learning in partnerships with local
communities. These sites are characterized by their ex-
pansive learning opportunities (Engestrom, 1987) and hy-
brid language practices—that is, the strategic use of the
children’s complete linguistic toolkit to learn new content
and to build literacy skills (Gutiérrez, Baquedano-López,
& Tejeda, 2000). 

Luis: I think that could be a place that takes advan-
tage of resources in the children’s broader environment
and coordinates that with their schooling—especially
after-school programs, both school based and community
based, that currently play a very limited role. The idea of
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a teacher closing the door to the classroom with the
teacher in charge means that you’re also closing the door
to all sorts of resources and allies for the teacher working
with the student. You close the door on that.

Richard: Earlier I was talking about additive and
subtractive schooling. I first heard Lambert and Taylor
(1972) speak about these concepts, but they were speak-
ing mainly in terms of language acquisition and language
development. Subsequently, other researchers, like
Hamers and Blanc (2000) who wrote a book on bilingual-
ism, also talked about the notions of additive and subtrac-
tive as sociocultural factors rather than only linguistic
ones. They argued that it is impossible to have an additive
context if the child’s first language is not valued—if both
or all of the languages are not highly valued or reflected
in the curriculum. For example, from an additive perspec-
tive, a child’s language is used for important functions—
not just to give directions or just to converse with
children, but actually to use the language as the medium
of instruction. We often think of additive and subtractive
as having more to do with whether the child’s bilingual-
ism is stable, rather than the sociocultural environment in
which the child acquires language, right? Lambert (1977)
has expanded the terms to include the quality of the so-
ciocultural contexts of language acquisition.

Kris: Luis, this is similar to the way you and others
talk about cultural amplification—that education should
be about amplifying one’s linguistic and sociocultural
knowledge (Cole & Griffin, 1980). 

Luis: There’s another way of thinking about additive
schooling. There is also a strong emotional aspect to con-
sider. Additive schooling can be thought of in terms of
creating nurturing and effective environments for the chil-
dren’s learning, while subtractive environments are both
punitive and distressing emotionally, like the current en-
vironments resulting from Propositions 203 and 227. 

Richard: Yes, I wanted to come back to this point.
In these contexts that Lambert and others call subtractive,
it is extremely difficult to convey any sense of value for
the student’s first language. In this political context stu-
dents are transitioned into a mainstream program as
quickly as possible, in no longer than 1 year. How can
you do this and possibly convey a sense of value for
their language to teachers, to students, to their parents,
and to society in general? How can you value what they
bring to the school when you’re basically saying there’s
nothing of educational value in their language because
we want to transition them out of it as soon as possible
and never use it again. Right? And so what you’re doing
in passing initiatives such as 227 in California and 203 in
Arizona is institutionalizing a subtractive environment.
This practice has been there forever for these children;

we are going back to the same educational situation that
we’ve always had.

Kris: But now it’s legalized. 
Richard: Yes. The folks who are pushing English-

only are saying that this is a new thing. It’s not a new
thing. It’s something that English Language Learners have
always had to deal with in schools. But now it’s legal and
institutionalized and, in some cases, part of the constitu-
tion of the state. It is depressing from that point of view.
Yet, whenever there are creative and well-intentioned
and capable teachers around, they are going to find a
way to make something good out of something terrible.
That doesn’t mean that it wouldn’t be better if you didn’t
have terrible language policies to resist or deal with.

Eileen: But there are teachers doing good things
even in this oppressive context.

Luis: Yes, there were a few teachers we observed
who were exceptional. What I admire is that they have so
much self-confidence about their work, what they’re do-
ing, and their pedagogy. Sometimes I would walk in and
observe in the classrooms without even asking them be-
forehand. And they would say, “Come on in, what do
you need to check out?” They are just very self-confident
and are constantly trying to expand the learning environ-
ment where the students are participants. In these envi-
ronments, they provide the students with the tools,
practices, and the discourse practices to be able to en-
gage in sophisticated activities using texts and computers
in Spanish and in English. And they show tremendous re-
spect for their students. 

Kris: The effective teachers we have studied also in-
sist on what Mike Rose (1995) called a respectful curricu-
lum. A respectful curriculum is one that is built on high
expectations of students’ ability and potential, on the
need to engage students in rigorous, demanding, and au-
thentic literacy activities. And at the same time, a respect-
ful curriculum provides the necessary scaffolding or
mediation that students need in order to develop. 

Luis: That’s correct. And that’s what I mean too.
These teachers manifest this respect in their work, and
they are self-critical and question, Did I do this right? How
else can I organize this activity? What new things can I in-
clude in here to engage the students? And they include
the children in the decision making. It’s not that the chil-
dren have total say in the classroom, but the teachers
share the decision making with the students. They share
the power of deciding not only what they are learning,
but why they are learning it. These are really excellent
teachers.

Kris: And how do these students perform on more
traditional criteria measures or state tests?

Luis: They score well. I’ve never seen any of them
teaching to the test or training children to do the test or
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anything like that. I think they go so much beyond the
test that the test items are within the children’s reach
because they are used to doing more complicated literacy
activities. 

Kris: How do you think these teachers got to be so
good? 

Luis: I think who their colleagues are makes a big
difference. And I think they also have a certain ideology
about the needs of the children and the families that sus-
tains their practice. We could call it an additive ideology
that sustains their effective practice. So regardless of how
difficult the social conditions of working as a teacher can
get, they find ways of sustaining these additive environ-
ments—sometimes with great difficulty. They are really
heroes in that sense, completely unselfish in terms of
their work and in their attempts at helping the children
succeed.

Teacher preparation
Kris: What do teachers need to know to teach

English Language Learners in this post-227/203 context? 
Luis: There should be a list of essential criteria. 
Richard: I think there are some interrelated cate-

gories: knowledge of language, and not just language
with a small l, but language development—how children
develop language, how they use the resources at their
disposal to develop different concepts and ideas. So lan-
guage development is a large category. But also teachers
have to know about the students’ language, about their
students’ backgrounds and experiences, and about the
contexts of their language development. What do they
need to know about their students’ communities, the re-
sources in the communities, and about the way in which
the communities have developed? These questions are
important because most of the teachers, especially teach-
ers of English Language Learners or minority children in
general, do not live in the communities in which they
teach. So teachers need to know something about what’s
going on in the community (see Moll, Amanti, Niff, &
Gonzalez, 1992). In other words, their teaching can’t be a
totally decontextualized experience within the classroom.
People often talk about how you can close your class-
room door and do your thing in there. Well, you know
what? You can close your door, but you’re always in this
larger context from which your children come. The con-
text is always there. 

Luis: Teachers also need to be familiar with theories
of reading and how particular theories treat the issues of
language. But they also need to know that learning to
read, and teaching reading, isn’t simply a technical skill—
that there are other broader social, cultural, and semantic
factors involved.

Richard: What do we do now in terms of teacher
preparation? Do we act as if there are no English
Language Learners out there, or do we act as if every
teacher in every circumstance is going to have English
Language Learners and, therefore, we have to teach
them? The National Board for Professional Teaching
Standards (2001, see http://www.nbpts.org) created a new
certification program for what they called Teachers of
English as a New Language (ENL). The standards are an
attempt to address the importance of teachers needing to
have knowledge of community, knowledge of their stu-
dents, and knowledge of culture. They also need to have
knowledge of language development, including develop-
ment of the students’ language. How teacher education
institutions such as the University of Arizona will ulti-
mately respond to this new situation is unknown; the
recognition that we will have to change to prepare teach-
ers for all students is just starting to hit us.

Kris: One of the tensions in teacher education pro-
grams in California is that some educators and policy-
makers believe that there is no need to continue the
special preparation of teachers who can provide instruc-
tion in the students’ home language or teachers who will
teach English Language Learners in general. Even some
more progressive teacher education programs do not rec-
ognize the special challenge that bilingual teachers now
face in light of English-only and highly scripted literacy
programs. Others of us argue that teachers of English
Language Learners need more professional development,
more knowledge than ever before, and that they cannot
receive the same preparation program as other novice
teachers and still be adequately prepared. So even pro-
grams that are social justice oriented should ask them-
selves if one-size-fits-all ideologies inform their teacher
preparation practices, if there is a need to prepare bilin-
gual teachers and teachers of non–English-speaking stu-
dents differently—especially when it comes to teaching
reading. 

Richard: Your colleague Leo Estrada at UCLA
would call that demographic denial. That is, the idea that
one can prepare teachers for classrooms in which all stu-
dents speak English is a fantasy, yet we continue devel-
oping programs as if the fantasy were true.

At least in Arizona, that’s certainly true of our pro-
grams. We have these bifurcated teacher education pro-
grams, where the regular and the bilingual teacher-
preparation candidates are in different tracks, called
“blocks.” The regular students are in what is usually a 
4-year program. In our case, people don’t enter until their
junior year, so they have 2 years of general education
before they enter the College of Education for their last 2
years of methods courses. This is the so-called regular
track or block of students. They hear virtually nothing
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about bilingual language methods, nothing like that. I
think they have one course at the end of their program
that throws everything into it: mainstreaming, bilingual
education, and all that stuff. I think this still exists, be-
cause we don’t know what we’re going to do yet. On the
other hand, you have the bilingual block of students who
have to do everything the regular students do, but in ad-
dition they learn about teaching methods appropriate for
English Language Learners. So the bilingual program is a
5-year program. You have to go an extra year. This is
why the argument that bilingual teachers are conspiring
to keep bilingual education programs, regardless of their
effectiveness, in their own self-interest is ludicrous. The
bilingual teachers are just as certified as teachers as the
other students when they leave the college, but in addi-
tion they have the added background and experience
needed to work with these other children. If anyone
should be afraid for their jobs, whether we have bilingual
education or not, it is those who have no experience or
training in this area. 

Next steps
Jolynn: It looks like New York and Colorado might

be next in line to consider initiatives similar to
Propositions 227 and 203. How should language and lit-
eracy researchers respond to this trend? Do we have a
role to play? 

Luis: Well, I think that informing colleagues or peo-
ple interested in these issues in New York is an important
contribution. Although, as you know, the function of data
in these political debates is negligible. We even have data
here from the Arizona Department of Education that stu-
dents in bilingual programs were outperforming students
in English monolingual programs. Using their own data
and their own criteria, those findings played no role
whatsoever in shaping people’s thinking about how to
vote on the propositions. Even if you had presented the
voters of Arizona with the most compelling data, they
would have ignored it because they were voting at an
ideological and emotional level—that is much more per-
suasive than any data that we could provide. Propositions
227 and 203 weren’t about bilingual education. They
were about broader ideological and political concerns,
especially in the context of the changing demographics.
Nevertheless, it’s our work to provide information and
collaborate with our colleagues in New York and
Colorado to provide the analysis and theory they need. 

Mariana: So what lessons have you learned from
your research? 

Luis: The primary lesson I have learned from the
teachers with whom I’ve been collaborating is that if
you’re going to be in education, you have to stay opti-
mistic, regardless of 203, 227, oppressive reading curricu-

la, the lack of resources, and the testing. If you lose that
optimism, then you will become intellectually and social-
ly demoralized and you won’t be able to do your work. I
believe that teachers in the system who are struggling to
create and maintain additive learning environments for
the children—those are heroes, man. And there are a
bunch of them. We learn from them. 

Kris: That’s why it is really important for us to work
closely with teachers committed to helping children in
the districts because, more than anything, they need
some validation, some meaningful assistance—they’re dy-
ing in their unsupportive contexts. And I think good rig-
orous research that presents multiple perspectives should
be available to them as well. I’m concerned about the
medical model surfacing as the metaphor for educational
practice and research. I recently heard someone say, I
don’t remember where, that even within the medical
model one never hears doctors being told to adhere to
one single perspective, to try only one method or test to
diagnose and address a patient’s illness, to treat the pa-
tient’s illness without consideration of the patient’s specif-
ic symptoms—to hold on to a particular view despite
compelling new evidence. But that’s what good teachers
are being asked to do, especially when it comes to teach-
ing reading to poor children, to English Language
Learners.

At UCLA, our group has engaged in serious discus-
sions about what this all portends for conducting literacy
research in urban communities, for doing good research
that makes a difference for those communities, and for
mentoring the next generation of scholars. We have dis-
cussed the particular challenges the recent and not-so-
recent trends in education present to scholars of color
who are committed to studying and addressing the
oppressive and unproductive schooling practices that so
many poor and working-class children experience. 

Conclusion
As we consider the next steps for research con-

cerned with improving the schooling experiences of the
rapidly growing student population in the United States,
we believe it is important to challenge recent claims from
sectors of the research community that reduce rigorous
qualitative research to pseudoscience. Recent publica-
tions suggest that the knowledge base that informs the
teaching and learning of reading must emerge from stud-
ies following a particular methodological orientation
(National Reading Panel, 2001). In these discussions, rig-
orous research is defined by the exclusive use of control/
comparison groups, standardized measures, and random
assignment or comparable group pretesting. From this
perspective, systematic research that focuses on activity
or social practice as units of analysis would be excluded.
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Similarly, research that concerns itself with culture and its
relationship to literacy learning, or that examines how the
social organization of learning influences learning out-
comes, for example, is considered unscientific and irrele-
vant to the national discussion of how children learn to
read and become literate. Of course, such dangerous di-
chotomies fly in the face of how many of us think about
our work and prepare our graduate students, as we try to
move away from methodological orthodoxy to deeper
understandings of education as a complex activity requir-
ing complex and multiple perspectives and methods.
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