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Abstract

     This research project explored teachers’ opinions on curriculum used in teaching second language acquisition.  Thirty-two teachers, from grades K-8 were given a survey to evaluate their current curriculum used to teach English or Spanish Language Development.  This survey also included a section where teachers could write comments regarding their opinions either supporting their satisfaction for the second language curriculum currently being utilized in their classrooms, or their dissatisfaction with the second language curriculum currently being utilized in their classrooms.   

Introduction 

    Dual-Immersion programs (also known as Two-Way programs) are shedding a fresh light on bilingual education.  As the United States becomes more ethnically and linguistically diverse, the need for school programs that promote tolerance, multicultural sensitivity, and stress the importance of maintaining the primary language are considered necessary.  Studies into second language acquisition have shown that the better a student knows his primary language the better he will learn a second language. Studies also reveal that curriculum which includes the language learners’ use of their first language results in better acquisition of the second language.  

   As language educators we are interested in teachers’ opinions regarding the language curriculum that they are currently mandated to use in their classrooms, and to whether or not these teachers find this curriculum useful in teaching a second language to their students. 

Statement of Problem   

    Due to the increasing linguistic environments of California public schools, the teaching of second language acquisition has become a predominant part of daily teaching.  Students of many diverse linguistic backgrounds are required to learn English as a second language.  English speaking students and students from other linguistic backgrounds choose to participate in dual-immersion programs where they learn to speak Spanish and English.   Previous observations of the researchers of this study and a review of literature in the practice of second language acquisition in public schools have revealed that many public school teachers--from kindergarten through high school--do not find the current curriculum designated for teaching second languages in public schools efficient.   

Review of Literature

     According to Listening to Teachers of English Language Learners: A Survey of California Teachers’ Challenges, Experiences, and Professional Development Needs a study conducted by Patricia Gandara, Julie Maxwell-Jolly, and Anne Driscoll approximately 1.6 million, or 25% of the student population in California public schools, are classified as English learners.  These 1.6 million California students represent 32% of student English learners in the United States. Of these students, 85% of the English learners are Spanish speakers, and five other languages-- Filipino, Vietnamese, Cantonese, Hmong, and Korean—represent the other major languages represented.  As reported in Gandara’s study, 51 other native languages are represented by students in California classrooms (Gandara, Maxwell-Jolly, & Driscoll, 2005).  

     Despite these aforementioned facts, and the prominent part that teaching English as a Second Language plays in public school education in the United States, there has not been a significant amount of research conducted into the effectiveness of the current curriculum used to teach English as a second language or Spanish as a second language in public schools today.  There has also been very little research done into the need for assessment of students upon entering language acquisition programs. As Gandara postulated in her afore--mentioned study, “As one respondent said, ‘It would really be helpful if for brand new students to our district we had some kind of preliminary assessment to give us some real information about whether this child is really below grade level, on grade level, anywhere—that could be used to get them into interventions early in the year’” (Gandara et. al, 2005, p. 9).

    Research that has been conducted regarding teaching English as a second language has not always resulted in positive findings concerning the current ESL curriculum.  Elavie Ndura, a professor at University of Nevada, Reno, analyzed six textbooks currently being used to teach English as a second language in a school district in the western United States.  She noted in her analysis that these textbooks contained cultural and gender biases.  Three prominent types of biases noted were stereotyping, invisibility, and unreality.  Invisibility occurred in the absence of any type of religious or spiritual representation in these textbooks, even though the lives of many immigrants and English learners are shaped by spiritual values.  Unreality pertains to the exclusion of real life events in the lives of English learners.  No mention is made of the economic struggles and discrimination that many immigrants face when coming to a new culture.   

     Other research into discrimination involving curriculum and policies toward second language learners   is discussed in “Reconstructing the Status Quo—Linguistic Interaction in a Dual Language School.”  In this article Shanan Fitts states that “traditional schooling emphasizes assimilation, monolingualism, and homogeneity.  In such an environment, the languages, cultures, and histories of Latina/o students are consistently marginalized, ignored, or constructed from an Anglocentric point of view.  Many studies have revealed that students’ identities are negated, crippled, or constricted in ‘mainstream’ and English as a Second Language settings (Davidson, 1996; McKay & Wong, 1996; Suarez-Orozco et al., 2004; Valdes, 2001; Valenzuela, 1999)” (Fitts, 338).    

     In her report of a study of 35 bilingual and standard curriculum teachers who integrated their students for content area instruction Ester de Jong reflected on previous research when she noted in her findings that “native and non-native speaker interaction can facilitate negotiation of meaning and provide increased comprehensible input (Long & Porter, 1985; Pica, 1994) and create meaningful opportunities for comprehensible output (Swain, 1995)”  This study by de Jong took place in a medium-sized school district in the Northeastern United States where De Jong analyzed teachers written reflections of the positive influence of integration on social relationships.     

    Catherine Snow conducted research into the rationales for and against bilingual education.  In her article “Rationales for Native Language Instruction: Evidence from Research” she claims that “it seems paradoxical to try to teach children English by isolating them from the larger numbers of native English speakers available in the mainstream classes of their schools” (Snow, 1990, p. 61).  

Research Proposal and Question 

    The purpose of this research was to determine if the use of the current curriculum in public schools to teach English as a Second Language and Spanish as a Second language results in students acquiring communicative and linguistic competence in the second languages they have studied.  To determine this we proposed a survey which would evaluate teachers’ opinions on the effectiveness of the adopted curriculum they are currently using in their classrooms to teach second languages.

Definitions of Terms 

    In second language education there are numerous terms which are readily used by educators and administrators in that field.  These terms include common abbreviations such as ESL which refers to English as a Second Language, EFL which refers to English as a Foreign Language, TESOL which refers to Teachers of English as a Second Language, and EL which refers to English Learners, or ELL which refers to English Language Learners, and ELD which stands for English Language Development. Other common terms used in second language education are the programs utilized in public education language instruction.  These programs include ABE which is Alternative Bilingual Education.  In the San Bernardino school district which was included in our survey, ABE refers to Alternative Bilingual Education and it is a bilingual maintenance program where Spanish-speaking students are taught a core curriculum in their primary language while acquiring English during specific ELD times.  SEI refers to Structured English Immersion where all curriculum is mandated to be taught in English by bilingual teachers; however, due to the lack of bilingual teachers this instruction is often facilitated by English-only teachers.  The program referred to as EO is a mainstream classroom taught in English only.   Finally, SDAIE is the abbreviation for Specifically Designed Academic Instruction in English.  Specifically, this refers to the strategies that teachers use during direct instruction as well as the preparation of the instruction with attention given to visual aids and realia.  

Significance of the Proposed Study

     The results of this study could have an impact on the selection of future curriculum for public schools.  The teaching of English to speakers of other languages, and the teaching of Spanish to non-Spanish speakers impacts the lives of many students, parents and communities in California.   

Description of Method

Participants:  

     The participants in this study were thirty-two Kindergarten through Eighth Grade public school teachers from the Riverside Unified School District in Riverside County, California, and the San Bernardino Unified School District in San Bernardino, California.   Participants were randomly selected from three different schools in these districts: Bonnie Oehl Elementary School in Highland, California (San Bernardino School District), Monterey Elementary School in San Bernardino, California (San Bernardino School District), and Matthew Gage Middle School in Riverside, California.      

Instrumentation:  

     The instrumentation implemented for this study was a survey presented to randomly selected participants including a section of the survey designated for teachers’ comments.  The survey is attached at the back of this paper.

Data Collection:

     Thirty-two surveys were randomly passed out at three public schools in the Riverside Unified School District and San Bernardino School District in California.  Twenty-seven surveys were collected from the San Bernardino School District: Ten from Monterey Elementary School and seventeen from Bonnie Oehl Elementary School. Five surveys were collected from the Riverside School District.  Of these five surveys, five were collected from Matthew Gage Middle School.        

 Of these thirty-two surveys which were passed out, thirty-two surveys were returned to the researchers.  Of these returned surveys three were from teachers of Kindergarten, six were from teachers of First grade, five were from teachers of Second grade, five were from teachers of Third grade, three were from teachers of fourth grade, four were from teachers of Fifth grade, two were from teachers of Sixth grade, two were from teachers of Seventh grade, and two were from teachers of Eighth grade.  

 The surveys collected from the Kindergarten through sixth grade teachers represent teachers of multiple subjects and of four distinct English learning programs.  These four programs are Alternative Bilingual Education (ABE), Structured English Immersion (SEI), Two-Way Dual Immersion, and Mainstream.  Of the surveys collected nine are from Alternative Bilingual Education (ABE), seven are from Structured English Immersion (SEI), four from Two-Way Dual Immersion, and seven from Mainstream. 

     The surveys collected from teachers of Seventh and Eighth grade are from single-subject teachers.  Three of these teachers are English Language Development (ELD) teachers, and two are teachers of languages that are not English.  

  Of the thirty-two surveys returned to the researchers, twenty of the teachers who responded are using Moving Into English curriculum, published by Harcourt.  These twenty teachers all teach at the Kindergarten through Sixth grade level.  Five of the teachers who responded to our survey are using a component from the Houghton-Mifflin Language Arts Curriculum to teach English as a second language. Two of the teachers who responded to our survey are using Shining Star curriculum from the Pearson-Longman Language Arts program.   These two teachers teach at the Sixth grade level.   Of the Seventh and Eighth grade teachers who responded to our survey, three of them are using High Point, published by Hampton-Brown.

Data Treatment Procedures:

     Upon being returned to the researchers, the completed surveys were filed by the researchers until all thirty-two surveys were returned.  In May, 2007 the surveys were then categorized according to the school districts of the teachers surveyed, the individual schools of teachers surveyed, language programs within these schools, and the grade levels of the teachers surveyed.  After the surveys were categorized into the afore-mentioned categories, the curriculum designated by the teachers on the surveys were categorized.  This categorization included categorizing the frequency of use of the curriculum, and categorizing the effectiveness of the curriculum according to the scale designated on the survey.  Once these surveys were categorized into the afore-mentioned categories, they were analyzed and graphed. The graphs can be found at the back of this paper. 
Dates of Research:  

    Surveys for this research project were created in April, 2007 and were passed out to the afore-mentioned participants in April, 2007.  Participants returned the surveys to the researchers within three weeks of first receiving the surveys.  All of the surveys were returned by May, 2007.  Interviews were conducted in May, 2007.  Data collected was evaluated and analyzed in May, 2007.  Conclusions were formulated in May, 2007 and findings were presented in June, 2007. 

Presentation of Findings

    The response to these thirty-two teachers revealed that fifteen of the teachers who returned the survey used their curriculum daily.   Eight of these thirty-two participants used their curriculum 2-3 times each week. Three teachers use it once per week, and two teachers who only use the curriculum 2-3 times per month.   One teacher responded that the curriculum is never used in the classroom.  

    Of those who responded that they frequently used the curriculum, the majority of these teachers, although they did utilize the curriculum, expressed that the ELD curriculum was not efficient or adequate for teaching their ELL learners.  Most of these teachers expressed that they felt the curriculum was too easy. 

    In the ranking of the effectiveness of the curriculum approximately half the respondents ranked it below average and half the respondents ranked it above average.  However, the sentiments of those who rated the curriculum below average were stronger than those who rated the curriculum above average.  Nobody rated the effectiveness of their curriculum above an 8 out of a 10-scale, however three respondents gave their curriculum a 1 out of a 10-scale for effectiveness.   

    The instructors who used the curriculum most frequently in their classrooms were those who taught in the ABE programs.  Those teachers in dual-immersion programs used the curriculum rarely.  Of the SEI and Mainstream instructors half of them used it frequently and the other half hardly used it. 

    In analyzing teachers’ opinions of the effectiveness of their curriculum, the ABE instructors averaged the effectiveness at a 7 out of a 10-scale.  The SEI Mainstream instructors averaged a 5 rating on a 10-scale. 

    Teachers from SEI, Mainstream and Dual-Immersion feel that they do not need a separate English language development curriculum because they are already teaching in English one hundred percent of the day, with the exception of the Dual Immersion program, which teaches for fifty percent of the day in English.  These teachers expressed, that in place of a curriculum, they needed strategies that can be used across their Language Arts, Science, Social Studies and Math curriculums. They commented that they needed strategies that will help second language learners acquire language while learning content at the same time. The strategies that the teachers felt were most effective were the SDAIE strategies and the incorporation of cooperative learning groups.

Limitations of the Design

    Much more needs to be learned regarding the effectiveness of curriculum used for second language acquisition.  The survey we conducted was a small-scale survey involving only two school districts in California. Although it is our opinion that the sample surveyed is representative of English and Spanish language teachers in California, a more extensive survey with a sampling of school districts across California would provide even more insight into teachers’ opinions regarding the effectiveness of curriculum used in teaching second language acquisition.   

Conclusion

   After analyzing the results of our survey the data seems to contradict our interpersonal daily dialogues with faculty and co-teachers at our survey locations.  During our interactions with our fellow teachers they often express dissatisfaction with the mandated curriculum for teaching English.  In previous informal conversations with many of these teachers, they had expressed that they do not use the curriculum, although the survey reveals that the curriculum is used.  Regarding the ABE instructors frequent use and higher evaluation of the curriculum’s effectiveness, it appears that because these instructors teach the majority of their day in the students’ primary language of Spanish, these students are not exposed to English in the classroom.  The only time these students are exposed to English is through the use of the ELD curriculum in the classroom.  Therefore, there is a need for an English language development program. This could explain why district-mandated ELD curriculum is used more by teachers in the ABE program than by teachers of other programs. 


We come to the conclusion that classrooms that have their teaching the majority of their day in a language other than English need to have an English Language Development curriculum.  However, those classrooms where English is being taught for more than fifty percent of the day do not need a curriculum designated just for English Language Development.  

Recommended for Further Research

    There are many opportunities for doing further research in exploring the effectiveness of curriculum mandated for second language acquisition.  Surveys involving the opinions of administrators and students regarding second language curriculum would offer further insight into the effectiveness of current curriculum. Interviewing students, in particular, would greatly enhance our understanding of the usefulness of current mandated curriculum.   

    Teachers are concerned with student language acquisition and often want to know how they can make their lessons more comprehensible for their language learning students.  These teachers also already feel overwhelmed with four core curriculum teaching manuals; to add another one for second language acquisition could become a burden for teachers.  Research into utilizing the core curriculums for Language Arts, Math, Social Studies, and Science with second language acquisition strategies already embedded into the lessons could be advantageous in determining future decision regarding SLA materials.        

     Further research into the allocation of money designated for second language acquisition could also benefit and alter public education policies regarding English and Spanish language development.  Research studies into the benefits of money designated for workshops or in-services for teachers to receive a thorough training in SDAIE strategies and cooperative learning would aid and influence policies regarding second language acquisition. 

Education 607: Research Project

       Questionnaire:  Regarding teachers’ opinions on curriculum used in teaching second language acquisition. Please respond to the following questions as thoroughly and accurately as you can.  If there is more than one response, please include all responses.  
All responses will be kept anonymous. 
 Thank you for your time.

In which school district do you teach?                       Which school?

_____________________________________________________________________
What grade level do you teach?   _____________________________________________________________________
      3.   What program do you teach?  (please circle)  

            ABE        SEI          EO          Dual-immersion       Mainstream       Other ​​​​​​​​​​​​​​____
      4.   What curriculum is used to teach English to non-native English speakers?         _____________________________________________________________________
How often do you use the above curriculum?   (please circle)      2+ times daily        once daily        2-3 times weekly        once weekly     2-3 times monthly      once monthly       rarely        never

6.  On a scale of 1 to 10, 1 being very poor and 10 being very effective, how would you rate the 

     effectiveness of the above curriculum?

    1             2            3            4           5          6           7           8            9            10     

      7.  Does this curriculum include material in the language learner’s first language?     How much?

           (please circle)      substantial material           some material           little material        no material   

      8.   What curriculum is used to teach Spanish to non-native Spanish speakers?

     _____________________________________________________________________
How often do you use the above curriculum?   (please circle)      2+ times daily        once daily        2-3 times weekly        once weekly     2-3 times monthly      once monthly       rarely        never 

     10. On a scale of 1 to 10, 1 being very poor and 10 being very effective, how would you rate the 

      effectiveness of the above curriculum?

 1            2            3            4           5           6           7            8             9            10     

     11.  Does this curriculum include material in the language learners’ first languages?     How much?

            (please circle)      substantial material           some material           little material        no material  

     *  Please feel free to further comment on any of these inquiries on the back of this form.   
Thank you.   
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