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Starting with Citizenship in Schools: The Social Inclusion of
Immigrant Children via an Alternative Dual Language Program

Lisa Winstead
California State University (USA)

Abstract

This paper refers to the worldwide lack of inclusion of immigrant children in schools,
and the detrimental effect of this on citizenship development. Few schools provide
opportunities for social and linguistic participation between migrant children who are
New Language Learners and their mainstream peers. This paper focuses on three dyads
of school students (aged 12 and 14) who interact in an dual language program. We show
how immigrant children who are English Learners negotiate meaning with mainstream
peers who are Spanish Learners. The paper shows how these linguistically, socially, and
culturally different peers authentically learn language and how the experience
empowers them to engage in leadership roles as language experts in an alternative dual
language program.

Introduction

Citizenship conjures up a whole host of ideas including participation, the garnering of
rights and special privileges, the preservation of democratic ideals and norms in modern
states. Historically states have used schools as a vehicle for citizenship ‘assimilation’ in
order to achieve national goals. Immigrants are expected to relinquish their native land,
their language, and adopt the principles and ideals of the modern state (Burdette, 1942;
Atzmon, 1958; Remy, Anderson & Snyder, 1966; Giroux, 1980; Balibar, 1988).

This paper refers to a phenomenon that exists not only in the United States, but globally
as well - the removal of the linguistic, social and cultural capital of the immigrant as
antithetical to citizenship inclusion. Schools, in the form of educational instruments of
the state, have historically taken on the role as purveyor of citizenship ideals; however,
they and their state sponsors have been remiss in providing for the ‘additive’ inclusion
and participation of these potential citizens.

In light of this context, this paper examines: (1) U.S. citizenship policies with a
particular focus on Mexicans who continue to be marginalised in the United States; (2)
exclusionary and restrictive policies in the state of California that impact the education
of immigrant children and their ability to become productive citizens; (3) an overview of
second language and social language within a political context; and, (4) the findings of a
case study pertaining to a microcosm of society - Mexican immigrant children who
socially and linguistically interact with mainstream counterparts in an alternative dual
language program.

This paper is part of Citizenship Education in Society: Proceedings of the ninth Conference of the Children’s
Identity and Citizenship in Europe Thematic Network, ed Ross A, published by CiCe (London) 2007.
ISBN 978-1899764-90-7; ISSN 1470-6695

Funded with support from the European Commission SOCRATES Project of the Department of Education and Culture. This publication
reflects the views of the authors only, and the Commission cannot be help responsible for any use which may be made of the
information contained in this publication.
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A Brief History of U.S. Citizenship Policies

In the 1920s, the United States recognised the need to tap Mexico’s labour force to fulfil
the economic needs of agriculture and industry. This need for labour became especially
evident during the two world wars; however, only when it suited the needs of the state.
At any sign of economic downturn (e.g., the Great Depression of the 1930s), many
immigrants were denied work and/or were repatriated (Melville, 1983). It did not matter
that immigrants had become part of the social fabric, attended schools, said the pledge of
allegiance, were denied the use of their native tongue, and lost their primary language as
well as their identity while participating in *Americanisation’ campaigns that promoted
the use of English, or that their children had become American citizens (Valenciana,
2006). However, it appeared that this Americanisation was temporary and insignificant
as those who remained were also denied access to licenses in high status careers as early
as 1933 in “...medicine, law, accounting, teaching, and kindred pursuits’ (Fields, 1933,
p. 213). Melville (1983) notes, that it is more about ‘non-belonging than belonging’:

“Thus, positive ingroup ascription becomes important for the dominant
group as a means of maintaining its social integrity and advantage, while
pejorative outgroup ascription by them of the disadvantaged population
operates to prevent members of the disadvantaged population from
passing and diluting the former’s power and resources’. (p. 278).

Recent Policies in California that Affect Immigrants and their Children

While the social and civil movements of the 1960s endowed historically marginalised
groups with increased social rights in terms of better working conditions, hiring
practices, and primary language support for the immigrant child, recent policies at state
and local levels beginning in the 1980s have placed restraints on the ways in which
immigrants and their children are able to participate in society, especially in terms of
language use. How can immigrant children be expected to become ‘productive’ citizens
in modern states if they are not socially included or valued for their cultural and
linguistic capital?

California is the most racially diverse state in the country, yet the state electorate ignores
the social needs of immigrants and their children (Tolbert & Hero, 2001). Restrictive
initiatives passed through the direct electorate have circumvented the California state
legislature. By garnering enough signatures, initiatives, some of which were previously
rejected as laws by legislators, could be placed on the state ballot for voter approval
(Tolbert & Hero, 2001).

Proposition 63, the English-Only initiative, proclaimed English as the official language
of California in 1989. This set the tone for other initiatives that would chip away at the
immigrants’ ability to participate in society. Other measures approved between the years
of 1986 to 1998 included Proposition 187, known as the lllegal Immigrant initiative,
which prevents immigrants from gaining access to social services such as medical care
(Hernandez, 2004; Shields & Behrman 2004); and, Proposition 227 which mandated the
‘overwhelming’ use of English in classrooms resulting in limited native language
instruction for English Learners (Tolbert & Hero, 2001; Crawford, 2000). While this
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subgroup of English Learners would not be forsaken as districts nation-wide were held
accountable for their academic growth per the nation’s 2002 No Child Left Behind
(NCLB) Act (Abedi, 2004), it did ignore the social and verbal needs of the English
Learner.

Newcomer Mexicans in the United States, as is the case with other immigrants, are often
isolated from mainstream peers due to linguistic barriers and their perceived social
status. Schools can become a bridge to providing inclusive participation for the children
of immigrants via language as well as cultural exchange within the classroom.

Despite the fact that schools can become bridges, few school programs, with the
exception of dual immersion and alternative dual language programs, set the native
language on equal status with the dominant language of the host state. Dual immersion
programs provide immigrant children with opportunities to interact with content in two
languages. The alternative dual language program is a microcosm of the dual language
movement. It provides access to social language practice for both newcomers and
mainstream peers.

Second Language and Social Language Research in a Political Context

A review of recent literature and current events in the United States are briefly
delineated to show how changes in language theory moved away from the more
behaviourist approaches of the 1950s to allow for authentic social communication and
meaning making.

During the 1950s, the behaviourist methods of drill and repetition, rote memorisation of
language vocabulary proved inadequate for the United States who prepared military
personnel for the Cold War (Krashen, 1983). Thus, the audiolingual method, drill, and
repetition were enhanced by social verbal practice that would lead to more authentic
language use.

The military were not the only ones to see the benefits of authentic communication.
Authentic language use in the form of dual immersion programs emerged in the United
States in the 1970s after noted successes with such programs in Canada (Cummins,
2000). These dual immersion programs validated the use of the primary language as
well as dominant language in content learning and provided a forum for interaction
language study.

Interaction research that emerged during the 1960s and 1970s influenced the study of
second language interaction research. A number of seminal studies focused on the
observations of social interaction between teachers and students. These studies revealed
the varied instruments that were developed to capture language student-teacher reflection
via classroom observations such as Interaction Analysis (Flanders, 1970) and Foci for
Observing Communication Used in Settings (FOCUS) (Bellack, 1966). These studies
set the tone for the study of bilingual student discourse and interaction.

Long, McLean, Adams and Castafios (1976) focused on the interaction of Mexican
university students who were taking English as Second Language courses. By placing
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students in a small group environment where they could practice English, they found that
students engaged in a greater quantity of language production in small groups than in
teacher-centred classrooms. This type of research was significant in capturing the
identification and quantification of social language functions and pedagogical moves.
However, this study did not capture the social interaction of children who utilise
language in a bilingual and bicultural environment. Ventriglia (1982) researched
conversations between children whose first language was Spanish. She, like Long et al.,
identified language functions that help bilingual students make meaning (e.g., code-
switching, bridging, checking for understanding); but, more importantly, she delineated
how the linguistic aspect of language is intended for communication: ‘...the social
dimension concerns itself with bicultural status and the ease with which they adapt to
various social roles’ (Ventriglia, 1982, p. 105). Her findings also showed how role-play
could be advantageous in staging ‘social scenarios’ in which students learn to take on
expert roles that may become part of their social scripts.

While these studies are integral to understanding how language is learned in authentic
bilingual contexts, a study conducted by Thomas and Collier (2002) is remarkable in that
it provides longitudinal data about the effectiveness of dual immersion and other
bilingual programs. This study reveals how English Learners who participated in these
programs from four to seven years outperformed their counterpart mainstream schools
based on evidence from standardised tests of 210,054 students from five urban and rural
school districts over a four-year period.

Although the data is important, what might be more important are the reasons why these
language learners outperformed their counterparts in mainstream schools. In this case, it
appears that student success may be due to at least three factors: (1) the first language
serves to enhance the acquisition of the second language, (2) primary and secondary
languages maintain equal status in dual immersion programs and/or the primary
language is validated in other bilingual formats, and (3) students are able to remain in the
bilingual environment from at least four and up to seven years.

These studies are relevant and provide a backdrop for second language research as well
as insight about the importance of dual language learning and bilingualism; however, the
research is still dearth with regard to how language and social interaction may play a
bigger role in determining the inclusion and status of immigrants who are potential
citizens in our society.

Case Study of a Microcosm of Society: An Alternative Dual Language Program

The following case study imparts additional data that reveals how dual language learning
and social interaction encourages social inclusion via mutual understanding, confidence,
pride, empowerment, and belonging. The research questions posed are: ‘How do
adolescent English Learners and Spanish Learners negotiate meaning in an alternative
dual language environment?’” ‘How do they perceive themselves during their social and
linguistic interaction?”

The study took place in a rural Northern California middle school with 837 students
from predominantly White (70%) and Latino (21%) backgrounds. Six students, ages 12



Winstead: Starting with Citizenship in Schools 359

to 14, volunteered to participate in the alternative dual language program. This study
explored how linguistically different peers - Spanish Learners (SL), who are native
speakers of English and English Learners (EL), who are native speakers of Spanish
negotiate meaning in an alternative dual language environment, and perceive their
interaction and themselves during this social and linguistic exchange.

Spanish Learners participated in a mainstream Spanish class for six months before
participating in the program. English Learner participants had lived in the United States
for a year and one-half, with the exception of Leticia who had arrived just six months
prior to the start of the program. The participants formed three dyads and are denoted by
their pseudonyms: (1) Leticia (EL)-Sam (SL), (2) Maru (EL)-Sylvia, and (3) Teresa
(EL)-Helen (SL).

The English Learners and Spanish Learners met every Wednesday for two months
engaging in a 30 minute Spanish session and then a 30 minute English session. An
additional 30 minutes of time was dedicated to set-up, cleanup and journal reflection.
Triangulated data retrieved from journal entries, transcriptions from taped language
interactions, interviews, and field notes revealed how the language learners passed
through various language stages as they assumed the roles of language teacher and
learner, and how their perceptions about one another and their role within the social
context of the program began to change.

During the first stage of Language Apprehension, language learners question their
confidence, language teaching as well as their own ability to converse or interact in the
second language. Helen’s words also mirror her lack of confidence: ‘...1 don’t think my
Spanish is good. A few times we would just sit there and wait for the other person to
talk. I can’t imagine what 30 minutes will be like when | was at a loss for words in just
15.” Helen’s language partner, Teresa expressed similar concerns: ‘My experience was,
in the beginning, | felt ashamed but afterwards it went away little by little.’

By the second stage of Language Initiation, participants began to problem-solve, initiate
language strategies (e.g., language games, quizzes), increase their confidence, perceive
some language acquisition, and engaged minimally in conversations. Sylvia notes, ‘We
first played hangman...Teresa gave the spelling test. We played that whoever got 30
points first wins.” By playing games, students were able to avoid the anxiety of not
being able to converse. However, as the playing continued, students relaxed, and
conversations emerged.

By the third stage of the program, Language Acquisition, these peers continued to play
games but they also begin to engage in lengthy, sometimes humorous, conversations
longer than ten exchanges that evinced their language development. Why did this
happen? ‘We are more comfortable talking to each other,” writes Sam. And, although in
the first two stages Sam initiated conversations, Leticia did so in the third stage with
great aplomb. ‘I could speak but it was very difficult at the beginning but the good thing
was that he [Sam] understood me.’

In addition, lengthy conversations that supported language acquisition, humour and
‘having fun’ became a common denominator for all participants, especially making fun
and playing with words. ‘They said | eat too much, even though I’'m skinny. So, I said
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Teresa ate too much. Then Teresa said | was as skinny as the handle of a broomstick,’
writes Sam.

This social bicultural world gave them a sense of confidence in their language teaching,
learning, and language development. ‘It helped me a lot to see that we would support
one another. Just like they wanted to learn Spanish like we wanted to learn English, they
were very patient with us as we were with them,” comments Teresa. Sam sums up their
experiences:

‘Confidence just to speak in Spanish and words - | mean, not as much
like a test, but gradually, small words like ‘mercado’...I’m learning it’s
more speaking than words, you know because you are not forced to
know it...Like the first day it was kind of like we looked at the paper
[language guide], and now we’re kind of friends, and we’re not afraid to

try’.
Conclusion

Schools are microcosms that reflect society in terms of social status and inclusion. If
schools are vehicles for citizenship, then school systems need to find ways to include
and prepare immigrant children to become a part of society. The only way to help these
students become included is to set up programs or courses that promote interaction,
value the native language, knowledge, and cultural background of the immigrant. While
the immigrant children in the alternative dual language program were not explicitly told
that their cultural and linguistic capital had value, they were aware that teaching their
language to mainstream students was a valuable part of the program and that without
their expertise the program would not exist. The outcomes of the program were also
immeasurable on a social affective level.

Sam was not the only participant who commented that they had become friends by the
end of the program. Spanish Learners also commented on how they came to understand
the difficulties in learning a second language even if only for 30 minutes a day during a
Spanish session. On a linguistic level, these students taught language by utilising
strategies such as games, quizzes, and drawings to help scaffold language learning. And,
after their anxiety was lowered and they became accustomed to one another and their
roles in the language program, they began to culturally share language and create new
words, sentences, phrases, and eventually sentences that were longer than ten exchanges.
They found a sense of belonging in the bicultural social world they created.

Once schools validate the language and culture of the immigrant child as additive versus
deficient, once they provide opportunities for immigrant children to participate within
the microcosm of society with equal status, then schools will have begun to fulfil their
roles as purveyors of citizenship.
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