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FACULTY FIRST
THE CHALLENGE OF INFUSING THE TEACHER EDUCATION
CURRICULUM WITH SCHOLARSHIP ON ENGLISH LANGUAGE LEARNERS

Jennifer Costa
Gary McPhail
Janet Smith
María Estela Brisk
Boston College

The increasing number of English language learners (ELLs) in U.S. schools requires rethinking
teacher education (TE). Most teachers have received little preparation in how to educate ELLs.
Change in TE programs is needed to ensure that TE students are prepared to teach ELLs. Such
change begins by educating TE faculty first. One catalyst for change, a faculty institute in which
faculty, doctoral students, and public school personnel participated, is described here. Analysis of
the process, the content, and course changes illustrated this TE program’s efforts to infuse the cur-
riculum with ELL scholarship. Change occurred with respect to individual faculty knowledge and
awareness and resulted in changes to course syllabi. Emerging issues during the process illustrate
how context influenced this change effort. TE programs need to adopt changes in order to graduate
teachers confident in their knowledge of and preparation for multilingual and multicultural popu-
lations in order to serve all pupils effectively.

Keywords: faculty preparation; English language learners; teacher education

The number of pupils who are English language
learners (ELLs) in the United States increased
dramatically in the past half decade. The 9.6%
enrollment of ELLs in public schools in 2000-
2001 indicates a 32.1% increase from the per-
centage enrolled in 1997-1998 (Kindler, 2002). If
it is not already true, each classroom in the
country will soon be deeply affected by the
changing demographics of America’s students
(Nieto, 2002). This has created a need for all
teachers to be prepared to teach bilingual pupils
who are now part of English-only classrooms
(Gersten, 1998). At present, the overwhelming
majority of teacher education (TE) graduates do
not have licensure or any significant training in

working with ELLs (Menken & Antunez, 2001;
U.S. Department of Education, National Center
for Education Statistics, 2002).

Most new teachers are powerfully influenced
by their own experiences of school, as pupils or
when they were student teachers (Feimen-
Nemser, 1983). For the predominantly White,
middle-class teaching force in the United States,
that experience may not have included any
challenges to their personal assumptions and
beliefs, nor insight into supporting the success
of ELLs in their classrooms. They may never
have experienced themselves in an educational
setting where the lack of proficiency in the lan-
guage of instruction challenged their ability to
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progress in school. Feimen-Nemser (1983,
p. 157) faulted teacher preparation programs for
not challenging aspiring teachers to examine
the powerful influence of their personal beliefs
before they arrived for their 1st year in the class-
room. TE programs need to become the site at
which TE students’ preconceived beliefs about
linguistically and culturally diverse pupils and
practices are interrogated. Unfortunately, most
TE programs have yet to respond to this need.
The first step toward this goal is for TE faculty to
recognize teaching ELLs as a salient and nu-
anced topic that needs to be included through-
out the TE curriculum.

This article describes the first of a 3-year pro-
ject offered to the faculty of a TE program, as
well as the ideas of and feedback from the in-
stitute participants as they worked together
to change individual course syllabi. It is antici-
pated that most of the full-time faculty mem-
bers teaching required courses for certification
will have participated in the faculty institute by
the spring 2005 semester and made changes to
the course curriculum via the syllabi. This is sig-
nificant in that the TE faculty can then begin to
more fully examine the effectiveness of their
program in preparing students to teach ELLs.

FACULTY EDUCATION FOR CHANGE

Most TE programs include themes or courses
that treat multiculturalism and multilingualism
as “an addition to, rather than a transformation
of teacher education philosophy, curriculum
and structure . . . , outside the sphere in which
teacher education is defined, implemented and
reformed” (Nevarez, Sanford, & Parker, 1997,
p. 163). Change in TE programs is needed in
order to provide space within the TE curriculum
for knowledge about theories and practices that
facilitate success for ELLs in schools. To accom-
plish such change, efforts must be made to
engage faculty first. Indeed, initiating and sus-
taining comprehensive faculty development
prior to and during curricular change is essen-
tial (Nevarez et al., 1997). Successfully engaging
faculty in a learning activity requires careful
attention to four broad factors: the culture of the
academic department, the source of change

efforts, the external influences at play, and the
process of faculty education.

The culture of a university academic depart-
ment, a factor in faculty education, holds five
core values: collegiality, autonomy and aca-
demic freedom, expertise as the basis of col-
legiality, trust in reason (traditionally sub-
stantiated in the form of scientific method), and
local values unique to individual departments
(Walvoord et al., 2000, p. 15). Change can be
built on each of these five values (p. 20), al-
though the values that a department espouses
may not, in fact, be those that are practiced, may
be in conflict, and may cause tension (pp. 15-17).

A second factor to attend to in faculty educa-
tion is the source of the academic program
change effort. Faculty development studies
show that faculty “are inclined to accept only
those changes they deem necessary or desirable”
(Travis, 1995, p. 35), and enact changes more
readily when they are introduced by col-
leagues (Quinn, 1994) rather than by outside or
top-down mandates (Travis, 1995).

External influences are a third factor to con-
sider in academic program change efforts. The
country’s political and economic pressures,
linked to both changing demographics and
questions about the relevance of university cur-
riculum to issues of national importance, influ-
ence universities nationwide (Alstete, 2000;
Walvoord et al., 2000). These external factors
for change occur at a time when internal re-
examination of the academy’s “historically
dominant” emphasis on instruction rather than
on issues of learning is taking place as well
(Walvoord et al., 2000). Thus, faculty education
that addresses the needs of all learners in our
nation’s classrooms is particularly timely.

Faculty engagement in learning and curricu-
lum change also entails a fourth factor: the pro-
cess of successfully educating faculty for
change. Such a process recognizes that a faculty
is comprised of individuals who also compose a
professional body experiencing change collec-
tively, and that collaborative efforts they under-
take often involve tensions that are an integral
aspect of change (Cochran-Smith et al., 1999).

In addition to the four factors mentioned
above, those who plan faculty education should
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be mindful that the process of change takes
place over time (Cochran-Smith, 2003; Nevarez
et al., 1997)—it is not a one-time injection of
information and opportunity for discussion,
but rather entails an ongoing effort that chal-
lenges the individual. Such education for
change should include all TE faculty, and in
doing so becomes a component of the group
and institution’s identity. When all are in-
cluded, the opportunities for collegial debate
and collaborative endeavors are rich with possi-
bility, even among colleagues who may not
have recognized such possibilities in the past.

The results of faculty education can be made
public and tangible via course syllabi. The syl-
labi become tools that allow faculty to compare,
share, and integrate their efforts to infuse new
knowledge across the curriculum. The syllabus
delineates and reifies what is to be taught and
learned. “[It] reveals the philosophical disposi-
tion of the instructor, [and serves] as a cognitive
map showing why the intellectual terrain cov-
ered is important. . . . [It is the] link between
individual courses and the mission pursued by
the wider curriculum” (Strada, 2001, p. 209).

TE Faculty Education on
ELLs for Curricular Change

Educating TE faculty about ELLs requires
that faculty be intellectually receptive to reflect-
ing on issues and concepts of multiculturalism
and multilingualism and to critically examining
“the knowledge construction process and text
analysis within different disciplines” (Nevarez
et al., 1997, p. 166). Faculty must also be ready to
examine personal assumptions and to sharpen
their awareness of the cultures, languages,
and the classroom experiences of ELLs. In this
way, TE faculty will be better able to guide TE
students.

White, dominant-culture TE students often
see culture as something exotic, something that
other people have. In short, they lack “socio-
cultural knowledge [that] includes the under-
standing teachers have of their own cultures
and cross-cultural knowledge” (Quintanar-
Sarellana, 1997, p. 50), including how the domi-
nant culture is privileged and reflected in insti-
tutions such as schools. However, TE faculty

can develop curriculum-wide strategies to
guide TE students in developing a reconstruc-
tionist perspective toward their professional
role. Such a perspective entails recognizing and
challenging social power structures that subor-
dinate certain groups while working to trans-
form inequitable educational institutions and
practices.

The social-class, cultural and language gaps be-
tween [classroom] teachers and students call for
teachers to critically understand their own ideologi-
cal orientations about cultural, linguistic and class
differences, and to comprehend that teaching is not a
politically or ideologically neutral undertaking.
(Bartolome, 2002, p. 168)

TE faculty who are themselves versed in the
way language factors into classroom learning
can also help aspiring teachers increase their
awareness of specific language challenges to
classroom learning that ELLs face, challenges
that are often transparent to monolingual Eng-
lish speakers. For example, regardless of in-
struction in English that ELLs may receive, they
are also at the same time struggling to learn all
subject matter in English. Without a thorough
understanding of how language figures into ed-
ucation, “teachers sometimes assume that there
is something wrong with students whose ways
of using language are not what they expect”
(Fillmore & Snow, 2002, p. 10).

THE FACULTY INSTITUTE ON ELLS

Background

Description of context. A comprehensive effort
to infuse the TE curriculum with knowledge
about the needs of ELLs began in spring 2003.
The first step in this process was the implemen-
tation of a semester-long, seven-session educa-
tional offering called the Faculty Institute on
ELL. The goal of the institute was congruent
with the school of education’s mission to enact
education in the service of social justice and
value diversity, including bilingualism and her-
itage languages and cultures. Importantly, the
TE faculty had recently set a programmatic pri-
ority of determining better ways to prepare TE
students to meet the needs of the culturally and
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linguistically diverse school populations, par-
ticularly in the absence of a formal bilingual ed-
ucation program at the state level. They agreed
on the need to develop resources that identified
activities and readings useful for TE students
preparing to teach ELLs. As a unified body, they
agreed to support a proposal to the U.S. Depart-
ment of Education to secure funding to help ac-
complish this priority and expressed interest in
participating in a faculty institute on ELL. In
this way, faculty implicitly and explicitly agreed
to become agents for change.

Funding was secured from the U.S. Depart-
ment of Education to support the systematic
integration of language diversity issues into the
TE courses, and the ELL faculty institute is the
first step toward such integration. Other activi-
ties included monthly workshops for practicum
supervisors and the development of two hand-
books for elementary and secondary levels. All
supervisors and preservice students in field
placements received a copy. All direct quotes in-
cluded in this article are from taped institute
meetings that took place between February and
May 2003, and in follow-up interviews that took
place in October 2003 and in April and May
2004.

The school of education involved in this pro-
ject annually prepares 800 preservice teachers,
approximately 560 undergraduates, and 250
graduate students, representing 30 states. These
preservice teachers will eventually work
throughout the nation in urban, suburban, and
rural schools that serve linguistically diverse
students. The TE student population of the
school of education is overwhelmingly White
and the product of middle- to upper-class sub-
urban, English-only educational backgrounds.
This is a student population that will benefit
from instruction and experiences that build
personal insights and experiences in educating
ELLs across the TE curriculum.

Institute Participants
and Their Prior Experience

A TE faculty member who is an expert on
bilingual learners, bilingual education, and
teacher preparation for multilingual classrooms

designed and facilitated the institute. Other
participants included 7 TE faculty (including
the department chair) representing a variety of
disciplines, 1 linguistics professor, the associate
director of the practicum office, 3 representa-
tives from urban public schools (PSs; district
bilingual education director, school principal,
literacy coach), and 3 doctoral students from the
TE program. The ethnic backgrounds of the
participants included 12 Anglo-Americans, 1
African American, and 3 Latino. Five individ-
uals identified themselves as bilingual, includ-
ing the institute facilitator. All participation was
voluntary.

The knowledge about ELLs and content on
ELLs taught by TE faculty members prior to
their participation in the institute was not uni-
form. Some had already reflected deeply about
privilege in regard to race, language, and cul-
ture in their own lives and in U.S. institutions
and in the classroom. Some were aware of strat-
egies to effectively teach ELLs and to engage the
parents of ELLs as partners in their children’s
learning. In TE courses, some professors had
already included topics regarding ELLs to vary-
ing degrees, whereas others had not yet begun.
For example, one professor mentioned that he
just “touched on” the concepts of English lan-
guage learning and uses in his introductory
course on diversity. A second professor in-
cluded the topic of bilingual education toward
the end of the semester through a couple of as-
signed readings, and another included just one
reading on language and culture. One of the
professors teaching a methods course had in-
cluded discussion of cultural issues in his
course but stated, “What was new for me was
the issue of language.” Another said he had
been aware for a long time of the importance of
addressing the needs of ELLs in his methods
class but did not have enough current knowl-
edge of concrete strategies to include this topic
in his classes.

Institute Goals

The purpose of the institute was to change
the teacher education curriculum to better pre-
pare teachers for work with linguistically and
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culturally different (LCD) students. Six weeks
prior to the first meeting, participants were pro-
vided with a folder that included the purpose
and expected outcomes for the institute, a sylla-
bus, the readings required for each session, and
an observation protocol to be used during a
classroom observation activity. The syllabus for
the faculty seminar was grounded in research
on the successful education of bilingual learners
(August & Hakuta, 1997; Brisk, 2005). The mate-
rial was organized to move from the larger soci-
etal context to the school context and finally to
the classroom.

As an individual goal, each participant was
expected first to look for ways to change his or
her syllabus. Each new syllabus was expected to
include material concerning the education of
bilingual learners and delineate its objectives,
topics and core knowledge, readings, assign-
ments, and evaluation approaches. Faculty
were to then implement all changes the next
time they taught those courses.

To integrate changes at the departmental
level, participants would then work together to
define the core knowledge about ELLs, as
reflected in individual syllabus changes, and
then decide in concert the best way to present
the core knowledge across the curriculum. In
this way, the new knowledge could increase in
sophistication from one course to the next and
share a common vocabulary.

Institute Activities

Faculty institute activities were framed by
three key questions: How do we educate ELLs
in the present sociopolitical climate of public
education? How can we create a school climate
that is conducive to learning for all learners?
How can we create a classroom context that will
promote learning for all pupils? The broad
range of topics discussed reflected both theoret-
ical and practical knowledge gleaned from
scholarship on ELLs that the facilitator identi-
fied for participants. These topics included cur-
rent and historical controversies in bilingual
education in the United States, the social and
cognitive factors of bilingualism, engaging the
parents of ELLs in school, concrete strategies for

differentiated instruction, and participants’
views on the social identities of the TE students
they taught or observed.

The institute facilitator adopted a construc-
tivist approach as the institute discussions and
activities unfolded. This approach recognized
participants as active knowers participating in
the construction of their own knowledge, fo-
cused on negotiating meaning among partici-
pants rather than transmitting knowledge, rec-
ognized the need for all participants to be aware
of the influence of their prior experiences and
personal values on their learning and under-
standing, and assumed novelty and change to
be part of most learning situations (Jackson &
Caffarella, 1994, p. 37).

ELLs and the Sociopolitical
Climate of Public Education

One aspect of the novelty and change evident
in the unfolding of the Faculty Institute on ELL
was the way participants tailored group dis-
cussions to their own needs. Participants fre-
quently added topics to or preempted general
information about ELLs presented in the
assigned readings in order to discuss topics that
would be more immediately and locally useful.
The following section presents an overview of
the institute content, activities, and discussions,
both planned and unplanned, as framed by the
three overarching questions. The first overarch-
ing question, How do we educate ELLs in the
present sociopolitical climate of public educa-
tion? was addressed during the first session of
the institute.

Answers to this question unfolded against
the backdrop of the United States as a multieth-
nic, multilingual country since earliest recorded
history. A great variety of indigenous nations
with distinct languages inhabited U.S. terri-
tories prior to the arrival of colonizers and the
eventual dominance of the English language,
proving true, at least in the United States, the
old adage, a language is a dialect with an army
and a navy. Immigrants, refugees, and sojourn-
ers further increased the variety of languages
and ethnic groups. Unlike first-language acqui-
sition, second-language acquisition is sup-
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ported and constrained by a host of personal as
well as external factors. Sociohistorical events
mold and change societal attitudes toward vari-
ous ethnic groups, influencing which languages
and their speakers are privileged in any one
epoch. Therefore, the education of bilingual stu-
dents must be situated in a sociopolitical and
historical context, and the numerous external
factors affecting these students’ success must be
explored (Brisk, Burgos, & Hamerla, 2004;
Tollefson, 1991).

Participants in the Faculty Institute on ELL
were given state census data to learn more
about the current demographics of school pop-
ulations and the most commonly spoken lan-
guages throughout the state, who is learning
English, and the rate of growth and present en-
rollment figures of bilingual students through-
out the state. Prediscussion readings addressed
the social context of education, approaches to
the education of bilingual learners, attitudes
toward bilingualism, fear of social bilingualism,
and the confusion and problems with current
labels for ELLs. Issues of power and pedagogy
involved with language and policy decisions
were given considerable attention as partici-
pants discussed approaches to education that
emphasize English-only education and the in-
fluences of high-stakes testing and the stan-
dards movement.

The faculty members generated discussions
that stemmed from their realization that the
demographic data they read did not itemize the
actual schools in which ELL learners were con-
centrated, that demographics were not static
but shifted over time, that there was rich cul-
tural heterogeneity within a single language
group, and that educators should understand
policy better in order to influence it. One faculty
member wanted to address a concern he held,
stating, “I get uncomfortable with conversa-
tions around cultures that don’t look at class
dynamics.”

With the help of the institute participants
who were administrators from the local urban
school district, faculty members learned first-
hand how their local public school system was
affected by recent state language policy and
learned about local bilingual programs, the

bilingual students’ level of achievement, and
varying reasons why families participate in the
bilingual program.

How to best prepare their TE students to
teach ELLs was also an issue of importance for
the participants. For teachers to be advocates
for social justice and become effective urban
teachers, participants recognized that their TE
students need to develop (a) deeper respect for
the culture of ELLs and their families, (b) the
ability to question their own assumptions, and
(c) the ability to discuss issues of identity, privi-
lege, and ethnocentricity. Discussions focused
on how to educate TE students so that they
might be “unyoked” from the shortsightedness
of their privileged status. As one participant
noted,

I think our students have assumptions about teach-
ing and learning that they don’t know they have.
They need to know who they are, and they
don’t. . . . [As] teachers, we [all] have to know who
we are as learners and people, and I think that’s our
greatest challenge.

ELLs and School Climate

Once the participants learned about how
schools currently categorize and educate bilin-
gual learners, the faculty institute’s focus
shifted to how to create a school climate and
classroom context more conducive to learning.
The second overarching question asked, How
can we create a school climate that is conducive
to learning for all learners? This was covered in
depth during four institute sessions. Participant
learning began with important readings on
issues of identity development and the impact
of culture on families, students, and classroom
practices and management.

The values of the dominant culture in the
United States are reflected in the curriculum
content and lead to assumptions about the
background knowledge all students should
possess, as well as which learning philosophies,
teaching approaches, management styles, and
school routines should be familiar to all stu-
dents. Examples of good programs for bilin-
gual learners exist within good schools (Carter
& Chatfield, 1986; Pérez, 2004; Senesac, 2002).
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These schools create “a nurturing, family atmo-
sphere with high expectations for learning and
personal development” (Senesac, 2002, p. 99)
and “an orderly and safe climate” (Montecel &
Cortez, 2002) that respects all students and their
families as well as their languages and cultures.
Such respect is evident in effective communi-
cation between school personnel and families
and leads to improvements in students’ read-
ing achievement (Snow, Barnes, Chandler,
Goodman, & Hemphill, 1989), helps students
feel enthusiastic about their education, and
helps teachers better understand the culture of
the home (Ruiz, 1993). Without such communi-
cation, cultural differences between school and
students can cause conflict, affect student per-
formance, and color relations with families
(Brisk et al., 2004; Nieto, 2002). Pressures from
and between the dominant society and their
ethnic community play a role in bilingual stu-
dents’ identity formation (Day, 2002; Suárez-
Orozco & Suárez-Orozco, 2001). Educational
practices must consider the fragility of bilingual
students’ identity and create appropriate envi-
ronments that foster a bicultural identity.

Social meaning of curriculum topics. Through
collaborative discussion, institute participants
recognized that issues of bilingualism and mul-
ticultural education were most always placed at
the end of their course syllabi and textbooks.
This placement sends a message to the TE stu-
dents regarding the priorities these issues have
within the larger context of education. A faculty
participant pondered this tendency:

The diversity issues always get put at the end of the
course, and . . . I don’t know why I put them there; it’s
like after you’ve talked about all of the educational
stuff, then you talk about kids. So, I made a note on
my syllabus to change where it falls.

Participants began to see possible changes
that could be made across the curriculum and
discussed the possibility of weaving university
coursework together to help TE students ad-
dress issues of identity, language, inequity, and
power.

I could see, when you’re thinking about what the se-
quence could be in what we do at the university
level, that [two introductory education courses]
could be a place where people encounter just the

notion of how you use language in a classroom . . .
what’s a teacher ’s responsibi l i ty around
this . . . [and] the culture of power. And then, you
build on that in the methods classes.

Classroom Context
That Supports All Learners

Good instructional practices alone are not
enough for students who are trying to learn in a
second language. The third overarching ques-
tion, which was covered in the final session of
the Faculty Institute on ELL, asked How can
teachers create a classroom context that will
promote learning for all learners?

Institute readings on ELLs focused on the
need for teachers to address the English lan-
guage in addition to teaching the subject matter.
Indeed, ELLs take from 4 to 7 years to catch up
in academic content knowledge to their native
English-speaking peers (Hakuta, Butler, & Witt,
2000). The type of language knowledge ELLs
need in order to understand classroom instruc-
tion is complex and decontextualized (Fillmore,
1982). Students need specific and high-level
knowledge of vocabulary, grammar, and dis-
course functions when using language for
mathematics, social studies, and science
(Solomon & Rhodes, 1995).

Academic language activity. During one ses-
sion, participants struggled with analyzing
textbook readings from various disciplines in
order to tease out how academic language can
be confounding for ELLs. They found that syn-
tactic and semantic characteristics of academic
language varied from one discipline to another
and noted that such variation and the difficulty
it presents to ELLs is rarely, if ever, discussed
with aspiring teachers in TE courses. For exam-
ple, participants identified the potential diffi-
culty for ELLs trying to understand the “short,
chunky, often incomplete” sentences used to
give directions in the texts of many disciplines,
the use of the historical present in history and
social studies texts, and semantic issues within
math texts such as discussion of the “legs” of a
triangle.

Additionally, ELLs may be confounded by
trying to understand, instead of overlooking,
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inconsistencies in English. “There are also
things in text that aren’t meant to be recognized,
that [ELLs] will trip over,” commented an insti-
tute participant who is a linguist.

For example, the text that we looked at here contains
two adjacent sentences: “Biologists have described,”
in the present perfect . . . and then, in the next sen-
tence, “Some biologists estimate” that’s in simple
present tense. There’s a small semantic difference be-
tween “have estimated” and “estimate.” [I]t’s not re-
ally relevant and doesn’t really push the discourse
forward. Aconscientious [ELL] student might spend
a lot of energy trying to figure out [his or her tempo-
ral] orientation to these facts. A fluent [English]
reader just goes, “Yeah, yeah, describe, estimate,
etc.”

As part of this activity, institute participants
also analyzed the state standardized assess-
ment tests in math, science, history, and reading
and discussed the specialized language used
and how this also disadvantaged ELLs, regard-
less of their knowledge of the subject matter.
The facilitator reminded the institute partici-
pants more than once, “A test in English is a test
of English” for ELLs. Participants remarked that
the language of standardized tests is often de-
signed to try to trick people into choosing a
wrong answer, a practice that is especially con-
founding for students whose native tongue is
not English.

One faculty participant commented on the
manner in which language structures reflect a
specific worldview and social orientation. For
example, academic English emphasizes catego-
rizing and classifying specific components into
a linear hierarchy and favors a teacher-driven
question-and-answer discourse pattern.

Videos. Video presentations catalyzed discus-
sion in two institute sessions about classroom
practices. One video presented information on
the Sheltered Instruction Observation Protocol
(SIOP) model (Echevarra, Vogt, & Short, 2000).
The purpose of this model is to help teachers
adapt their instruction to better serve ELLs. By
analyzing the SIOP model and collectively dis-
cussing related issues, participants learned
about the essential teaching strategies for in-
structing ELLs that the protocol was used to
identify. Following this discussion, participants

were asked to use the SIOP protocol during an
upcoming school visit.

The second video was chosen for its experi-
ential learning impact. It featured a teacher pre-
senting an oral lesson on nutrition in a language
that none of the participants understood. Partic-
ipants expressed frustration and discomfort
when presented with extensive information
they could not understand. They expressed
sympathy for ELLs in classrooms where their
peers can understand lessons and they cannot.
An institute participant who works in the pub-
lic schools explained, “[ELLs] try to show they
are confident, so they develop these strategies
that help them appear [confident]. The issue is,
how do you train them to want to ask questions
and dare to say, ‘I don’t comprehend?’” The
institute facilitator added, “If you don’t have
the negotiation of meaning, in which a teacher
and a student go back and forth until they actu-
ally agree [on a shared meaning], then you don’t
actually have language development.” Another
participant commented that classroom teachers
need to be careful when helping ELLs under-
stand content to not “take up all the space” in
the conversation, to instead allow ELLs to try to
express their understanding themselves, even if
they are slow or inaccurate.

The second segment on the same video
showed the teacher delivering the same lesson
in the same language, but this presentation was
accompanied by visual aids. Several institute
participants expressed relief at the comprehen-
sion made possible by visuals. One participant,
however, raised concern that graphics make
necessary the engagement of a different part of
the brain, with the potential to confuse students
if their struggle for aural comprehension is dis-
tracted by their additional struggle for visual
comprehension. In addition, it is important to
remember that interpretation of graphical
images is not universal, but rather bound by
cultural understandings.

School visit. The school visit and related use of
the SIOP model was a very valuable activity,
particularly for institute faculty participants
whose time is spent mostly in university class-
rooms. One institute participant reflected, “I
was struck by the way that questions are con-
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structed; even [questions] in texts that are pre-
pared for teachers can be very confusing. They
were confusing for me as an English speaker.”

Participants reflected on how important it is
for teachers to know English and its idiosyncra-
sies well in order to understand what linguistic
patterns ELLs might be struggling with and to
better understand what ELLs might be trying to
say or write in English. Institute participants
appreciated the difficulty teachers face in trying
to both teach academic content and clarify the
different linguistic features of specific content
areas in order to be an effective teacher for all
students. One institute participant who had
previously taught in elementary school pointed
out, “It’s one thing if you’ve got a specialty, but
if you’re an elementary teacher, you’re doing all
of this. . . . As an elementary teacher, I never
would have thought to differentiate all of this,
because I was so overwhelmed with content.”

Discussion shifted to the importance for TE
students to learn strategies to ensure that they
understand and effectively work with more
sophisticated language structures. These
include sentence structure and vocabulary that
explain relationships between concepts and
support effective argument development. A
participant who oversees language learning in
a public school explained, “We’ve found that
kids can get really good at organizing content
into webs and clusters and that sort of thing.
[However,] if they don’t read aloud the relation-
ships, they don’t really get that extra level of
comprehension.”

One group of institute participants linked
what was learned in their school visit observa-
tions with readings on parent involvement to
consider the value of creating an experiential
learning activity, a home visit, as part of a
required TE course. In this activity, pairs of TE
students might spend the evening and an over-
night at the home of a family who did not speak
English well in order to understand cultural
and linguistic practices in the home and to con-
sider how those practices might support or con-
flict with dominant culture language and cul-
tural practices in the classroom.

Guest speaker. During the last of the regular in-
stitute sessions, a well-respected academic and

researcher in the field of multicultural educa-
tion and bilingual learners presented her recent
work, tying together many of the institute top-
ics. The speaker discussed the sociocultural
context of school, the need for classroom teach-
ers to maintain a focus on societal equity and
equal access to educational opportunities, and
enacting classroom practices that support learn-
ing for all children. The speaker pointed out the
many ways in which power is present in school
decisions, such as “which classes meet in the
basement, who is teaching which children, and
who decides what knowledge is of most
worth.” She pointed to the necessarily political
nature of teaching, the need for all teachers to be
grounded in issues of social justice, critically ex-
amining their assumptions and ideologies. She
urged the institute participants to push their TE
students to “learn other languages [including
‘other Englishes’] in order to better under-
stand the problems and experiences of others,
including poverty, immigration, culture shock,
oppression, and prejudice.” She also demanded
that ELLs and other children of color be sup-
ported in learning how to “ask troubling ques-
tions and take a stand on important issues.”

The speaker described a school classroom
where every parent came to class to discuss
things they did or wanted to do, and the teacher
used those stories as part of the classroom cur-
riculum. She ended by saying, “We need to find
other ways to engage with parents without
thinking that parent involvement is [just] going
to PTA [parent-teacher association] meetings.
There are different ways of engaging the par-
ents, and it’s not just helping with homework.”
Following the presentation, one institute partic-
ipant asserted that most of all, the institute par-
ticipants needed to maintain a local focus on the
TE students in their own TE program and on the
students and parents in the nearby schools. This
need was addressed in the next faculty institute
activity: the participant-facilitator meeting.

Faculty Reflection
and Syllabi Changes

Following the last regular session of the insti-
tute, faculty participants met individually with
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the faculty institute facilitator. Each meeting
was a brainstorming session on specific syllabi
changes that the individual participants were
considering in their own courses or in their roles
in the public schools. This was an invaluable
opportunity for each participant to resolve
questions and test ideas for change. One partici-
pant stated, “Developing an action plan was a
powerful way for me to force the application of
ideas—which may have otherwise only been
good intentions.” A second participant felt it
was “useful to anticipate such a conversation
[with the facilitator] in propelling my thinking
forward and making it concrete, practical.”
However, some participants indicated that end-
of-semester pressures compromised the extent
to which they could benefit from the meeting.

Summer Seminar

The summer seminar was a chance to present
to the whole group those ideas for change that
individual participants planned to incorporate
in their individual courses. The institute facilita-
tor had expected that all faculty would have all
syllabi ready and would be ready to identify the
key overarching ideas linking those changes.
This would set the stage for deciding how best
to integrate the new information on ELLs across
the curriculum and to later evaluate the effect
the new curriculum might have on TE students.
At this final meeting, participants began by
itemizing their proposed changes (described in
the following section) and briefly generating
key ideas, but then chose instead to discuss the
specifics of those changes and ideas in depth,
with little attention to how to integrate such
changes across the curriculum or evaluate their
success.

Participants characterized the summer semi-
nar as a chance to share and to hear how others
are integrating the big ideas of the Faculty Insti-
tute into their own practice. Some participants
considered it too short and suggested extending
the summer seminar to 2 days. Another felt, “It
could have been more of a product-oriented
experience than a continuation of Faculty
Institute discussions.”

Program Change

When the new semester began, faculty par-
ticipants continued to discuss ideas with the
ELL faculty institute facilitator. They imple-
mented ideas covered during the institute and
considered ways to coordinate topics on ELLs
across the curriculum. They began implement-
ing preliminary changes to individual courses
during the spring 2003 semester and more sys-
tematically during the fall 2003 semester, thus
influencing TE students. New initiatives to
address issues of ELLs with TE students’
practicum supervisors have also been imple-
mented. Adaptations made to courses included
readings, activities, and assignments required
of students.

Six participants reported that they assigned
additional or different readings to TE students
based on readings discussed in the institute
and/or recommended by the institute facilita-
tor. These readings specifically address the
importance of exploring beliefs and practices
when preparing to teach ELL. One participant
stated, “I need[ed] to look for more ways to
incorporate students’ experiences into discus-
sion, and to get them to reflect personally on
their linguistic beliefs.” Two participants in-
dicated they had invited guest speakers as part
of an ongoing discussion of how to best teach
ELLs. Three participants indicated that they
introduced their students to the SIOP model.
Public school participants also began using the
SIOP to evaluate and counsel teachers on issues
pertaining to ELLs when they observed
classroom instruction.

Three participants reported adding written
assignments to their syllabi that hold students
accountable for addressing ELLissues. One par-
ticipant stated, “We changed the design used
for [student] lesson plans. Students had to have
a section that dealt with ‘problematic vocabu-
lary’ . . . words that ELL students would not be
familiar with.” Other participants provided
additional options for students in course
projects. For example,

Each student in the [special education] class was re-
sponsible for conducting a workshop that bridges
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theory and practices on a specific topic. The options
included one on bilingual-special ed. Consistent
with our course approach to learning about prac-
tices, a student shared with us principles for effec-
tive bilingual-special-ed.

Another assignment added to a course syllabus
as a result of participation in the ELL institute
was a child study of an elementary or high
school pupil and his or her social context of edu-
cation. This paper was geared to focus on chil-
dren from different linguistic and cultural
backgrounds.

More general comments indicated greater
consistency in referencing material and experi-
ences related to ELLs. “We would regularly
allude to the need for our students to be aware
of the ELLs that they would be teaching,” stated
one participant. Similarly, another indicated, “I
specifically and repeatedly addressed the idea
of the importance of paying attention to lan-
guage and the culture in which it is embedded.”
Two participants pointed to the value of multi-
ple content areas addressing ELLs in varying
ways. “The inclusion of topics addressing ELLs
seemed to become more important to students
as the semester progressed and they were able
to tie our on-going discussion of ELLs to discus-
sions of ELLs in other courses.” Four partici-
pants indicated that the amount and signifi-
cance of change is not adequately reflected in
updated syllabi. One participant stated, “The
change appears to be minimal on the syllabus.
Bilingual learners and immigrant students were
already a topic on my syllabus [but] I think I had
better information this semester.” Another par-
ticipant felt he had been addressing cultural
issues in courses for many years, but the
institute helped further enrich the language
component.

One institute participant began targeting the
teachers and supervisors in the public schools
who oversee the TE students’ practicum experi-
ences. She has conducted teacher and supervi-
sor workshops and has included reflective
prompts on issues about ELLs in TE courses.
She is piloting the use of the SIOP in practicum
placements.

Another institute participant brainstormed
with the institute facilitator about plans for

engaging other TE faculty in systematically
mapping the addition of ELL scholarship and
activities about ELLs across the curriculum. The
infusion of such information reflects the devel-
opmental progression in children (e.g., early
childhood, prekindergarten, primary, second-
ary, etc.), around which the TE courses are
organized.

In addition, participants from the public
schools demonstrated several culminating
activities they had undertaken in response to
what they had learned in the institute. For
example, one participant developed an imple-
mentation plan for professional development in
her department based on information from the
institute. Other school-based participants used
the SIOP model to evaluate and counsel teach-
ers whom they observed in their classes.

DISCUSSION

Participants in the Faculty Institute on ELL
succeeded in demonstrating in their discussions
and syllabi their commitment to change. This
change, consistent with prior studies of faculty
change (Quinn, 1994; Travis, 1995), occurred on
a personal level, as participants examined
assumptions, biases, and instructional practices
in their own teaching. This commitment
extended to their plans to work with TE stu-
dents, to help them examine who they are and
how classroom practices may inadvertently dis-
advantage ELLs. A close examination of litera-
ture on ELLs, including language acquisition
theory, identity development research, and
effective classroom practices, expanded partici-
pants’ awareness of and knowledge about
ELLs.

Change also occurred on a program level, as
faculty institute participants found application
for their new knowledge in their course syllabi,
in plans for integrating new knowledge across
the TE curriculum. As noted by Strada (2001),
the syllabi are the link between individual
courses and the wider TE curriculum. The most
common changes across courses included in-
corporating discussion and activities about
ELLs across the whole semester rather than in
only one class meeting at the end of the semes-
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ter, adding readings that addressed issues of
learning for ELLs relative to particular aca-
demic content, and assignments that addressed
the educational development of ELL. The par-
ticipants working in public schools were invited
to the institute to ground TE curricular changes
in practice. However, they also used their
knowledge to bring changes to their own work.
They designed professional development in
schools and assisted teachers interacting with
ELLs in the classroom through classroom obser-
vations and critique.

TE program change could occur because of
several concurrent factors. First, the faculty was
ready to participate in the institute, as demon-
strated by their philosophical agreement with
the university’s and department’s focus on
issues of social justice and on their voluntary
participation. Second, funding for the institute
allowed participants to be compensated for
their time and made it possible for the facilitator
to supply each participant with important read-
ing material in the form of journal articles, data,
and Internet resources, including some read-
ings pertinent to the areas of each participant’s
greatest interest. Third, the facilitator provided
expertise and guidance in navigating the theo-
retical and practical knowledge about educat-
ing ELLs, as well as a plan for enacting concrete
change across the curriculum. Fourth, the facili-
tator’s constructivist approach in the institute
activities and interactions demonstrated flexi-
bility in allowing participants to approach their
learning as they wanted, acceptance of the vari-
ety of experiences and points of view that par-
ticipants brought to the institute, and the valu-
ing of cultural and linguistic differences among
participants (Jackson & Caffarella, 1994). In
short, through the institute, the facilitator mod-
eled important practices that could be applied
in teaching TE students about how to best serve
ELLs.

The design of the institute respected the char-
acteristics and needs of adult learners, includ-
ing recognizing learners’ prior experience and
knowledge, allowing their active involvement
in how learning efforts are designed and carried
out, satisfying the need to be connected and
supportive in their learning endeavors, and be-

ing cognizant of the context of adult lives that
may provide both barriers and support for
learning (Jackson & Caffarella, 1994). In addi-
tion, the institute provided opportunities for
“situated cognition,” the opportunity to learn
through experiences that are “‘situated’ as
closely as possible to practice they represent in
order for learning transfer to become a reality”
(pp. 36-37). This occurred both in the experien-
tial learning activities during institute sessions
and the school visit, and in the abundance of
current, real-life challenges regarding ELLs and
classroom practices described by the school-
based participants in the institute discussions.

Although faculty education for change in
order to improve the teaching of ELLs is desir-
able for all TE programs, the faculty institute on
ELLs and the learning it led to should not be
seen as replicable for other universities. Indeed,
TE faculty change efforts in other universities
may be noticeably different in implementation,
direction of faculty learning, and priority of
change efforts. In recounting key experiences
from the first institute, it is clear that two local
factors, the specific TE students and TE faculty,
created challenges and healthy tension that de-
fined the lens through which faculty viewed
their learning. The outcome of a similar educa-
tion effort might be very different in another
University setting.

First, the students in the TE program in the
university where the institute was held are rela-
tively affluent members of the dominant culture
and are White and monolingual. This appeared
to create a situation in which the important
information on ELLs that participants were
learning in the institute and their commitment
to their TE students were held in tension. The
comments of both faculty and public school in-
stitute participants indicated that TE students
needed to be guided to recognize their own dom-
inant culture social identity before they could
truly grasp the challenges ELLs face in the class-
room. Faculty recognized this as a possibly
painful process, but one that was necessary if TE
students were to truly understand the impor-
tance of knowledge and practices regarding
ELLs, especially given all the other teaching
issues (e.g., content knowledge, classroom

Journal of Teacher Education, Vol. 56, No. 2, March/April 2005 115

 © 2005 American Association of Colleges for Teacher Education. All rights reserved. Not for commercial use or unauthorized distribution.
 at Univ of Illinois at Chicago Library on February 27, 2008 http://jte.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://jte.sagepub.com


management) vying for their attention. In dis-
cussions, TE faculty and the public school par-
ticipants indicated that teaching TE students
about social issues was a prerequisite and an
ongoing corequisite to presenting new informa-
tion about teaching ELLs.

The second local source of tension, the TE fac-
ulty, influenced the institute focus on faculty
education for change. Faculty members have
been humorously described as “a group of indi-
viduals bound together by their mutual interest
in a reserved parking area.” This description
points to the individualism that is part of the
faculty collective, instantiated by values such as
autonomy and freedom of expression. Al-
though the institute facilitator succeeded in
guiding individuals to make changes in their
own courses, the facilitator’s plan for integrated
curricular-wide changes did not come to fru-
ition within the 4 months of the institute. In
other words, the collective effort for change did
not fully occur with this group. The knowledge
about ELLs that the faculty learned was neces-
sarily influenced by the context of the learning
environment, including the characteristics of
TE students and the TE faculty (see Figure 1).

There are at least two reasons for this influ-
ence. First, this group of faculty had not worked
together before to jointly discuss the TE curricu-
lum, so the institute goal required a behavioral
change, in addition to the intellectual challenge
of learning and agreeing on subject matter
about ELLs. Second, although TE faculty mem-
bers had supported the institute and its goal of
curriculum-wide change, only one third of the
TE faculty was able to attend the institute due to
scheduling and/or prior commitments. The
individual faculty participants who did attend
the institute were clearly ready and committed
to change in their own individual courses. Rep-
lication of the institute in subsequent years with
additional faculty may allow for change at the
broad programmatic level because they will
share a common intellectual base about ELLs,
and eventually a common identity (Nevarez
et al., 1997) as advocates for ELLs.

The participants of the Faculty Institute on
ELL described here were able to break new
ground in infusing topics and activities about

ELLs in their syllabi at a key point, given the
politics at play regarding bilingual learners in
K-12. Future research is needed in several areas
to track the growth of individual change into
integrated change across the curriculum, the
sustainability of such change, and the impact of
the change on the current TE students and even-
tually on the success of ELLpupils in the schools
where TE graduates become practicing teach-
ers. The latter is the ultimate measure of the suc-
cess of the ELL faculty institute.

CONCLUSION

The multilingual, multicultural classroom is
an American reality in the 21st century. Typi-
cally, aspiring teachers try to extract knowledge
from the occasional multicultural course or
workshop to address the needs of ELLs in their
classrooms. However, the responsibility lies
with the faculty first, rather than with the stu-
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dents of TE programs. Teacher educators need
to learn and to assimilate knowledge of lan-
guage and culture into their disciplines to pass it
on to their students. TE programs must regener-
ate themselves to prepare their graduates to cre-
ate responsive classroom environments for all
of their pupils.

This article provides an example of how an
institution has begun the process of change to
prepare aspiring teachers to better serve ELLs.
Future stages of this project are designed to
reach most TE faculty and infuse scholarship on
ELLs across the TE curriculum. The characteris-
tics of the TE faculty and student population
play an important role in the direction of any
effort that TE program change takes. Therefore,
other institutions that are cognizant of the local
variations in these two groups and are ready to
accommodate their needs and concerns can and
should undertake faculty education for change
that increases knowledge about ELLs.
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