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ABSTRACT 

 

Mexican immigrants make up approximately 46 percent of the entire Mexican- 

origin population in the United States, establishing Mexican immigrants as one of the 

largest ethnic subgroups in the U. S. (Pew Research Center, 2012).   Current research 

indicates that only 14.5 percent of all Hispanic adults have a four year degree. This is 

considerably less for Mexican adult immigrants compared to 30 percent white adults 

with a baccalaureate (Zarate & Burciage, 2010).   Since academic proficiency in English 

is one critical factor for college success, this study investigates how Mexican adult 

immigrants acquire academic English in a community college setting and what 

strategies they perceive are effective in this context. Utilizing Adult Learning, Second 

Language Acquisition, and Social Capital theoretical frameworks,  this study addresses 

the following questions:  1) What do Mexican adult immigrants perceive as challenges 

(for themselves) while learning academic English in a community college?  2) How do 

Mexican adult English language learner (ELL) students at a community college use their 

native language to learn English? 3) What teaching and learning strategies do Mexican 

adult immigrant students perceive to be effective in learning academic English? 

To better understand the participants’ English language learning experience, the 

students in this high-intermediate English as a second language (ESL) class were 

surveyed.  A case study was conducted, taking field notes, collecting writing samples, 

and interviewing (audio-taped) to identify participants’ challenges and obstacles 

hindering their acquisition of academic English, identifying native language support 
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mechanisms, and developing effective teaching strategies for L2 acquisition. Data was 

collected over the course of one semester in a community college setting. Findings from 

the data were triangulated resulting in three emerging themes, all central to issues in 

academic English proficiency: collaborating and helping others; recognizing the need to 

practice English; and being college ready.  The first theme addresses the preferred and 

effective learning styles of the participants in this study.  The second recognizes the 

need to practice English, a limitation of which is access to native English-speakers.   

And the third theme, college readiness, addresses what is needed for Mexican adult 

ELLs’ success in obtaining a college degree. 

This study is useful for those educators and administrators developing curricula, 

designing intervention strategies and implementing effective collaborative and 

comprehensive instructional approaches critical for ELLs learning academic English.  

Implications for college and university administrators address intervention strategies 

which may increase college enrollment and retention.  Also, SLA researchers could 

further explore technological applications for linguistic and social support, as well as 

cognitive development for English language learners. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

 Community colleges provide vocational and post-secondary education for many 

Hispanic immigrants living in the United States for a number of reasons. Community 

colleges feature open enrollment allowing more access, associate’s degrees, a variety 

of courses, life skills training, preparation for the labor market, and opportunities to learn 

English.  In comparison to four-year colleges or universities, community college cost is 

much less, making it affordable for many low income immigrant families (Teranishi, 

Suárez-Orozco & Suárez-Orozco, 2011). In addition, community colleges are typically 

located in the community, providing more accessibility for local residents.   Recent 

research reports college enrollment rates among Hispanics exceeding that of whites for 

the first time in the history of the United States (Pew Hispanic Center, 2013). 

 Within the Hispanic community, Mexican Americans are the largest of the top 

four groups, greater than Puerto Ricans, Cubans, and Salvadorans (PEW Research 

Center, 2010) and are less likely to have a college education in comparison to white 

adults.   Within the Mexican-American community, Mexican immigrants make up 

approximately 46 percent of the entire Mexican-origin population, establishing Mexican 

immigrants as one of the largest ethnic subgroups in the U.S. (PEW Research Center, 

2010). Trends in demographic shifts show increases in the Mexican-origin population 

growth and declines in their academic achievement.  Overall, Mexican-origin students 

have one of the highest high school dropout rates and the lowest educational 

performance resulting in fewer opportunities and access to college than other groups 

(Gándara & Contreras, 2009).  Current research indicates that only 14.5 percent of all 
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Hispanic adults have four year degrees, which is considerably less for Mexican adult 

immigrants in comparison to 30 percent of white adults with a baccalaureate (Pew 

Research Center, 2013).  Achieving academic English competence is critical for going 

to college and involves more than language proficiency.   Successful college bound 

students not only effectively demonstrate competencies in reading comprehension, 

writing, and oral communication skills which are components of academic English 

language proficiency; they also have access to social networks and resources that help 

them navigate the educational system.  By contrast, many young Mexican adult 

immigrants whose elementary school education was in Mexico and whose secondary  

education was in the United States fall short of achieving academic competencies and 

do not have the support base necessary for college.    In this dissertation I investigate 

how Mexican adult immigrants who desire a college degree acquire academic English 

proficiency and examine social and educational factors affecting that achievement.  

Statement of the Problem 

Social Factors 

Many Mexican ELLs who graduated from high school in the U.S. find themselves 

unprepared to continue on to postsecondary education because of their inadequate 

levels of academic English proficiency.  According to Zarate and Burbidge’s (2010) 

report, few students of Mexican-origin, both U.S. and foreign-born, and educated in the 

U.S., graduate from high school. Even those who graduate are less likely to have taken 

college prep courses and have access to available financial aid resources.  

Most Mexican-origin students who are fortunate enough to beat these odds and 

go on to postsecondary education almost exclusively enroll in community college 
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(Gàndara & Contreras, 2009).  It is therefore no surprise that disproportionate numbers 

of Mexican-origin students both U.S. and foreign-born choose community colleges more 

than four-year institutions over any other ethnic group, and Mexican-origin students tend 

to under achieve academically, not obtaining college degrees (Gàndara & Contreras, 

2009; Fry, 2002).  

Mexican adult immigrant students, a subgroup of the Mexican-origin population, 

are at even greater risk than other ethnic groups of not completing college for a variety 

of reasons that are interrelated: their higher levels of participation in the workforce, part-

time enrollment in college and immigration status.  According to research, these socio-

political issues are problematic and put Mexican adult immigrants at higher risk of 

dropping out of postsecondary education all together (Fry, 2002).   Because affording 

college tuition is an important concern for low income families without outside financial 

assistance, part-time college enrollment is often the only option. According to Fry 

(2002), part-time college enrollment in and of itself adversely affects Mexican immigrant 

students’ likelihood of finishing their course work and completing a college degree.  In 

general, full-time college students have a higher probability of graduating with a degree 

than part-time students (Fry, 2002). Data from the U.S. Department of Education 

indicate that more than half of Latino students who enroll in two-year institutions never 

finish a degree compared to six out of 10 Latino students entering a four-year college 

(National Center on Education Statistics, 2000; Kane & Rouse, 1999).   Additionally, in 

most cases, low income Mexican immigrant students’ households are frequently 

comprised of several members, both young and old, whose earnings contribute to the 

family’s survival.  Fry (2002) discusses the intense pressure put on young adult Mexican 
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immigrants to work as soon as possible to financially support their families, leaving little 

time to devote to education.  Furthermore, marginal socio-economic groups such as 

Mexican adult immigrants pursuing economic advancement through postsecondary 

education may have limited financial support, and may also contend with challenging 

and changing immigration policy and undocumented status.    

Every year approximately 65,000 undocumented Mexican immigrant students 

graduate from high school (Dougherty, K. J., et.al, 2010). Recent research also 

indicates that including these students, there are approximately 5.5 million 

undocumented immigrants living in the United States. Significant numbers of this 

population will convert to legal permanent resident status, allowing them adult 

occupational mobility (Kaushal, 2008).  Undocumented young Mexican adult immigrants 

are a growing national concern, and immigration policies such as in-state tuition for the 

undocumented is a controversial topic at the state and federal levels of government 

(Dougherty, K. J. et.al, 2010). The important factor behind in-state tuition for the 

undocumented is allowing college access for those who may not qualify because they 

are not legal residents of the state.  There are, therefore, a number of initiatives such as 

the “Dream Act” that are addressing this issue.  Nationally on average, out-of state 

college tuition is $14,707 compared to in-state tuition of $6,257 (Dougherty, K. J., et.al, 

2010).   Only 10 states approved legislation for in-state tuition for the undocumented, 

thereby making these students eligible for lower tuition rates and state student financial 

aid (Dougherty, K. J., et.al, 2010).  One opposing state, Arizona, the location of my case 

study research, approved a counter action policy which denies undocumented high 

school graduates in-state tuition privileges.  In 2006, Proposition 300 passed into law, 
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denying undocumented immigrants eligibility for in-state tuition, state student aid and 

other public services (Dougherty, K. J., et.al, 2010).  This legislation not only hinders 

undocumented high school graduates from higher education, but creates a negative 

social environment, restricting opportunity for economic mobility.  Those young Mexican 

adult immigrants who beat these odds and enter the academic arena of higher 

education still may find themselves lacking academic English language proficiency skills 

and strategies necessary to be successful in a college environment. 

Educational Factors 

Academic English proficiency in the context of higher education requires effective 

linguistic and cognitive skills that help students develop critical thinking (Bifuh-Ambe, 

2009), access resources, and navigate the educational system.  Many Mexican adult 

immigrants fall short of linguistic competency at the college level due to limited literacy 

skills both in English and Spanish.  Recent demographic trends indicate most Mexican 

immigrants have limited Spanish literacy skills and limited formal education from Mexico 

(Pew Hispanic Center, 2010).   In other words, many Mexican immigrant students 

enrolled in community college may have low levels of first language literacy skills, 

putting them at a critical disadvantage in achieving more than basic interpersonal 

communication skills (BICs) (Cummins, 1984).   According to Cummins (1984), BICs is 

a minimal level of second language acquisition, and what is needed for college are 

higher levels of cognitive academic language proficiency skills (CALPs).  In order for 

ELLs to achieve this level of competency in English, Cummins (1984) suggests five to 

seven years of meaningful and effective second language instruction which, in most 

cases, Mexican immigrant students have not received. 
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Moreover, Mexican immigrants’ prior educational experience may include most of 

their formal education in the U.S. or most of their formal education in Mexico, or a 

combination of the two.  Many Mexican immigrant high school graduates educated in 

the United States may be linguistically disadvantaged as well because of their first 

language dominance and limited exposure to English.  Faltis (1993) claims that socially 

isolating experiences often perpetuate academic stagnation and lack of English 

language proficiency.  In other words, low-income Mexican immigrant students living in 

predominately Spanish-speaking communities with little to no contact with English other 

than the school environment, have limited English proficiency due to their social 

environment (Faltis, 1993; Bifuh-Ambe, 2009).  Another factor that influences language 

development is language dominance.  Language dominance is defined as the language 

an individual feels most secure and comfortable using (Griego-Jones, Fuller, 2003). A 

student may be able to use both English and Spanish to some degree, but one 

language will be stronger than the other (Griego-Jones, Fuller, 2003).  According to 

Cummins (1984), Mexican ELLs will need to attain levels of proficiency required in both 

Spanish and English to meet the academic cognitive demands of a college 

environment.  For all these reasons language proficiency is problematic for Mexican 

ELLs. 

Other critical academic competencies that many Mexican adult immigrant 

students may lack include cultural background knowledge and exposure to effective 

learning strategies.   Bifuh-Ambe (2009) suggests that ELLs learning in a college 

context will need knowledge of academic culture as well as U.S. culture in order to fully 

comprehend listening to lectures, reading textbooks, note-taking and comprehension of 
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textbook content.  According to Bifuh-Ambe (2009), ELLs will need to become aware of 

metacognitive strategies that help enhance their awareness of their thinking process.  

Metacognitive strategies may take the form of knowing that “study group” approaches to 

learning help a person perform better academically than studying alone.  Mexican adult 

immigrants may need additional guidance in learning strategies such as studying in 

“study groups” with native English speakers.  Additionally, self-directed skills are critical 

for achieving academic English proficiency and enhance critical thinking important for 

college. 

In this study I will address the social and educational experiences of Mexican 

adult immigrants aspiring to have a college degree who are attending a community 

college ESL course and highlight from the learner’s perspective strategies that teachers 

should consider when teaching this population.  I investigate the following research 

questions: 

Research Questions 

1. What do Mexican adult immigrants perceive as challenges (for themselves) while 

learning academic English in a community college? 

2. How do Mexican ELL students at a community college use their native language 

to learn English? 

3. What teaching and learning strategies do Mexican adult immigrant students 

perceive to be effective in learning academic English? 
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Significance of the Study  

 My study will contribute to the fields of adult education and second language 

acquisition for Mexican adult immigrants because it will extend the research on how 

native language and culture supports learning English as a second language. I hope to 

shed light on and identify major issues that hinder the development of second language 

acquisition for Mexican adult ELLs and determine how to effectively facilitate academic 

English language learning for this population.  In addition, I will provide effective 

teaching and learning strategies for those instructing Mexican adult immigrants 

especially for community colleges and ESL classes.   
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CHAPTER 2:  
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND REVIEW OF LITERATURE  

 
 

In order to better understand how adult Mexican immigrants develop academic 

English competencies in a community college ESL context, I review three frameworks 

pertaining to adult learning processes.  First, I examine adult learning theories from a 

number of perspectives in the field of adult education.  I also review the assumptions 

behind self-directed learning, an assumption based on a Euro-American cultural 

approach used within most colleges and universities, and theories that connect culture 

and learning preferences (Merriam & Caffarella, 1999; Sanchez, 2000).  Second, I 

explore second language acquisition (L2) theories relevant to Mexican adult ELLs and 

discuss some diverse perspectives including more structured frameworks, from linear to 

holistic interpretations of L2 development.  Third, I discuss social capital theory as 

defined by Bourdieu (1973) as “social reproduction” in creating social relationships to 

benefit future social mobility.  In other words, social capital frameworks recognize 

institutional power as including or excluding individuals from achieving social 

connections necessary to accomplish prescribed goals (Akom, 2006).  Therefore, it is 

essential to identify and evaluate what influences ELLs’ academic achievement, and 

one way to do that is to integrate theory and practice into real-life contexts.   As a 

scholar, I utilize these frameworks as lenses to analyze my data and evaluate the 

results.   In the following sections of this chapter, I discuss theory based on the 

literature, examine applicable concepts, make connections with literature relevant to my 

study and identify gaps in the literature that this dissertation aimed to fill. 

 



21 
 

Adult Learning Theory 

There is no one adult learning theory that explains all human learning patterns; 

the most popular models address how adults approach information differently from 

children since adults have more experience and more advanced cognition (Merriam & 

Caffarella, 1999).  A number of scholars differ in their approaches to adult learning 

theory and characterize these differences into principles that model predictable learning 

outcomes. One underlying philosophical stance common in adult education is based on 

the importance of being able to learn on one’s own.   Many colleges and universities 

define this ability as self-directedness and embrace this ideology as fundamental to the 

success of adult student learners in higher education (Houle, 1988; Verner, 1964; 

Merriam & Caffarella, 1999).  Others advocate for cooperative learning frameworks and 

argue that culture influences the learning process and learning outcomes (Guild, 1994; 

Cejda & Hoover, 2010; Sanchez, 2010).   In the context of adult education, I address 

self-directed learning and cooperative learning frameworks.  

  Adult education prior to the 1970’s based much of its understanding of adult 

learning on the work of psychologists rather than educators (Merriam & Caffarella, 

1999).   One of the early scholars, Malcolm Knowles (1968), distinguished adult learning 

patterns from children’s and developed a scientific model that conceptualizes this 

assumption into five modalities.  Knowles’ (1968) “andragogy” theory focuses on the 

way adults learn in real world situations. The concept of andragogy is the “art and 

science of helping adults learn” which was differentiated from pedagogy, focused on 

“the art and science of helping children learn” (Knowles, 1980, p. 43). The andragogical 

model differs from the traditional pedagogical model used to teach children because 
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according to Knowles (1990), adults are influenced by the need and capacity to utilize 

their experiences in order to learn.   For instance, many adults, unlike children, are 

motivated to learn and organize new concepts and ideas which help them connect to 

real-life issues (Knowles, 1990).  Knowles’ (1980, p.43) five andragogical learning 

assumptions include characteristics about adults as learners distinguishing them as 

more mature.  First, adults’ self-concept advances from a “dependent personality” to a 

“self-directing” individual. Second, adults build resources from a “reservoir of 

experience.”  Third, adults approach learning as a developmental undertaking used to 

improve their “social role.”  Fourth, adults are more “problem centered than subject 

centered” in the learning process. The final assumption is that adults are “motivated to 

learn by internal factors rather than external ones” (Knowles and Associates, 1984, pp. 

9-12).  These assumptions behind the theoretical framework of andragogy suggest that 

adult learners are motivated to learn as self–directed individuals primarily influenced by 

the desire to improve their current lifestyles; this framework has generated much 

controversy and debate over the validity of Knowles’ five assumptions about adult 

learning (Merriam & Caffarella, 1999).   

Hartee (1984) argues that perhaps the andragogical model is more about ideas 

of good practice rather than a theory, and she is not entirely convinced that these 

conventional ideologies describe what adults “should be like” (p. 205).  She asserts that 

Knowles fails to describe the distinction between teaching and learning conditions in a 

“systematic way” (pp. 206-207).    Brookfield (1986) claims only the second assumption 

of the andragogical model, the “experience” claim about adults, has some validity. 

Similar to Hartee’s claim about Knowles’ model being unclear, Brookfield (1986) further 
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asserts that the other four assumptions about adult learners are problematic because in 

his view, self-direction is more of an educational goal than a part of the adult human 

condition, and the other assumptions tend to be narrow, limiting approaches to learning.   

Other critics of Knowles’ notion of adult self-directedness like Pratt (1993) and 

Grace (1996) believe that learning involves social constructs and in many cases 

individuals do not always have complete liberty or autonomy to create optimal learning 

experiences.  Pratt (1993) regards andragogy as limiting roles of authority between 

teacher and student.  He states, “andragogy is unconditionally on the side of human 

agency and the power of the individual to shed the shackles of history and 

circumstances in pursuit of learning.”  Grace (1996) on the other hand, points out that 

Knowles’ model does not address the challenges of social organizations that influence 

learning in formal environments.  Furthermore, both Pratt (1993) and Grace (1996), 

claim that these assumptions influenced the American educational system in the past 

and there has not been much empirical evidence proving the validity of Knowles’ theory.  

Despite many opposing views to Knowles’ five theoretical assumptions about 

adults as self-directed learners, Merriam and Caffarella (1999) assert that many 

practitioners continue to use this rubric as a guide to understanding the adult learning 

process. Considering the limitations of the andragogical model in explaining how social 

and cultural constructs contribute to learning, self-directedness continues to be the most 

recognized model of adult learning (Merriam & Caffarella, 1999).  Even today college 

instruction applies this framework (Warburton & Volet, 2013). 
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Self-Directed Learning 

Many institutions in higher education consider self-directed learning as one 

primary objective in preparing students to become successful contributing members in 

society (Merriam & Caffarella, 1999).  Self-directedness is grounded in the assumption 

according to Brockett and Hiemstra (1991, pp. 26-27), “that human nature is basically 

good,… that individuals possess virtually unlimited potential for growth… [and] that only 

by accepting responsibility for one’s own learning is it possible to take a proactive 

approach to the learning process.”  A part of this humanistic philosophical view is the 

idea of free will, the ability to make personal choice, and taking responsibility for one’s 

direction in life (Merriam & Caffarella, 1999).   In advancing this ideology of self-

directedness from Knowles’ (1980) and Tough’s (1979) work, three major goals are 

categorized: “(1) to enhance the ability of adult learners to be self-directed in their 

learning, (2) to foster transformational learning as central to self-directed learning, and 

(3) to promote emancipatory learning and social action as an integral part of self-

directed learning” (p. 290).   Educators who support these goals for their students agree 

that self-directedness is both an attribute and skill that can be developed and in many 

cases it is the responsibility of instructors to get students there (Brockett & Hiemstra, 

1991). 

 There are many interactive models that emphasize self-direction as more of a 

holistic process.   With one recent model, Garrison (1997) proposes his “collaborative 

constructivist” view which includes an interactive framework grounded in 

multidimensional perspectives.  He outlines three dimensions of the self-directed 

process as based on the concept of interconnection (see Figure 1):  
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Figure 1:  Dimension of Self-Directed Learning 

Source: Garrison, 1997, p. 22                     

   

   

 According to Garrison (1997), the first dimension of self-directed learning is self –

management which recognizes social interaction in both formal and informal contexts.  

Garrison (1997) argues that managing an individual’s goals in an educational context 

means that learners have a higher level of responsibility, not only completing tasks as 

required in a college setting, but also self-management.  The second and third 

dimensions of “self-monitoring” and “motivation” refer to the learner’s cognitive element 

of self-directed learning.  Garrison (1997) recognizes, however, that this current model 

needs more exploration in the area of self-monitoring and motivation, particularly 
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considering what influences individuals to participate in self-directed learning in the first 

place.    

Collaborative Learning  

  It is generally understood that one way to influence adult student participation is 

through collaborative learning approaches.  Collaborative learning in the classroom can 

take place between two or more individuals, such as interaction between teacher and 

students, peers, and the entire class community.  One well known theoretical 

framework, Vygotsky’s (1978) Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD), recognizes the 

importance of teacher/student collaboration.  Vygotsky’s collaborative framework is 

based on his research involving children’s language development, which is discussed in 

more detail in the second language learning section of this chapter.  Understanding 

ZPD theory as it relates to adult students in college can serve as a useful indicator of 

what effective collaboration may entail.  According to Vygotsky’s (1978) approach, 

learning begins with the simple act of mental activity that develops into a “higher order” 

which becomes more complex in cognitive functioning (Saville-Troike, 2006).  In other 

words, an individual’s current mental condition attains a higher mental capacity with 

assistance.  This interpersonal interaction is accomplished when the expert or teacher 

collaborates with the learner and helps with performance.  This mediation in the ZPD 

occurs when the learner is assisted by a more knowledgeable peer or teacher.  

Collaborative interaction occurs through scaffolding, a form of guidance the expert gives 

to the learner to perform a specific task and learning outcome (Vygotsky, 1978).  

Scaffolding techniques, such as prompting students’ background knowledge in a way 



27 
 

that includes their culture and learning preference before introducing new knowledge or 

information' is one effective approach that enhances adult learning development.  

Collaborative models that consider culture and learning styles provide deeper 

insight into the adult learning process.  Curry’s Theoretical Model of Learning Style 

Components and Effects (1991) according to Sanchez (2000), provides a framework 

that effectively illustrates motivation, engagement, and cognitive processes within 

diverse learners.  Curry’s (1991) model utilizes nine learning style measurements and 

categorizes them into three levels of learning preferences.  The motivational 

maintenance level describes the preferred setting and social conditions for learning.   

Curry (1991) discusses two possible examples of how individuals may control a 

particular environment in order to support their goals, such as improving self-esteem by 

exercising or changing the physical environment like studying in a quiet library in order 

to accomplish an assignment.  The next level of Curry’s model, task engagement, 

reflects how learners’ prior learning experience affects new learning (p. 251).    

According to Curry (1991), task engagement occurs “at the point of contact” between 

the motivation of an individual and the internal cognitive processing necessary to 

accomplish a particular task.  She adds that the engagement level measures the 

individual’s degree of determination to develop new knowledge outside the classroom.   

The cognitive control functions level acknowledges that the learners’ information 

processing system is habitual, and this processing pattern is demonstrated in the 

learning environment.  In other words, individuals categorize information differently 

forming a particular style of learning (p. 252).  According to Curry (1991) there is 

significant variance in an individual’s level of participation. However, these variances 
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and categorizations of predictable behavior do not take in account how social factors 

can influence motivation and participation 

 Collaborative learning as a community according to Tinto (1997) increases 

academic development among college students.  Collaboration within a community of 

learners enhances academic achievement and many students advance to higher 

cognitive levels as a result of becoming involved interpersonally in college life with their 

peers and faculty.  In other words, building collaboration within the community of a 

college or university setting promotes higher learning outcomes and increases retention 

(Endo & Harpel, 1982).  In contrast to achievement through self-directedness, many 

Latino students, according to Guild (1994), prefer to learn as a group relating to cultural 

contexts, rather than competitive or individualistic ones.  Cejda and Hoover (2011) 

argue that Hispanic adult students’ learning preferences and motivations differ from 

mainstream conventional approaches to learning.  Guild’s (1994) research with children 

reveals there are distinct learning style differences within racial groups.  Most educators 

concur that there are relationships between culture and learning styles (Guild,1994).  

     Although cognitive style research debates uniformity versus diversity, Guild 

(1994) argues most researchers agree there are observable differences within cultural 

groups and their learning processes.  For example, Guild (1994) claims that white 

Americans value self-directedness, individuality, competition, objectivity and focused 

analytical thinking. On the other hand, Mexican Americans value personal relationships, 

family, subjectivity, collaboration and more holistic thinking (Guild, 1994).  Cognitive 

style research according to Ramirez (1989) provides “a framework to look at and be 

responsive to diversity within and between cultures.”  Incorporating cultural influences in 
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predicting learning gains shapes the quality of instruction.  With adults, learning systems 

are complex and often influenced by personal and sociocultural factors that either 

enhance or impede learning in college.  Adult English Language Learners developing 

academic skills in order to become successful in college need to recognize the 

expectations of the mainstream culture’s value of self-directed behavior and at the same 

time preserve their uniqueness, diversity and learning preference.  It is critical to 

develop multiple ways of learning as an adult college student, and persist in order to 

perform in various modalities including linguistic acquisition. 

Second Language Acquisition Theory  

Second Language Acquisition (SLA) is the process of learning another language 

in addition to the mother tongue, and for many adults acquiring L2 involves more 

focused approaches than L2 acquisition as a child.  Much of SLA’s prior studies have 

been based on children’s L2 development from grades K-12; however, a number of 

these studies provide helpful insights relevant to Mexican adult immigrants.  Both adult 

learning and L2 acquisition theories share similar historical perspectives ranging from 

behaviorist linear models to holistic models.  One of the most practiced approaches in 

the second language classroom today is the communicative competence framework.   

In comparison to other instructional methods of the past, the communicative 

competence approach to language development increases the scope of understanding 

language proficiency, making a distinction between linguistic abilities as separate, and 

related which changed traditional views of evaluating language proficiency (Adamson, 

1993).  
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Traditional Views    

According to Adamson (1993), prior to the communicative competence model, 

structuralist researchers focused on linguistic principles embedded in psychology and 

testing theory. These researchers incorporated their descriptive observations focusing 

on behavioral patterns of their subjects and made predictions regarding potential 

problems in language development (Adamson, 1993; Saville-Troike, 2006).  In addition, 

Saville-Troike (2006) asserts that early SLA research made comparisons categorizing 

first and second language acquisition differences and similarities.  It was not until years 

later when Noam Chomsky introduced cognitive psychology which revolutionized 

language research, shifting the paradigm in the study of linguistics from Behaviorism to 

Mentalism (Saville-Troike, 2006; Adamson, 1993).  Cognitive psychology expands on a 

generative linguistic framework, which describes habitual language patterns.  Chomsky 

takes the firm position that competence and knowledge is stored in the minds of 

individuals (Adamson, 1993).  Chomsky (1965) argues, 

“Historically, we can distinguish two general lines of approach to the 
problem of acquisition of knowledge, of which the problem of acquisition 
of language is a special and particularly informative case…. Beyond this, 
it assumes that the device has certain analytical data-processing 
mechanisms or inductive principles of a very elementary sort….”   (p. 47) 

 

 Chomsky (1965) claims that the brain is like a computer and the mind is like a program, 

storing processed information in order to make decisions (Adamson, 1993).  Chomsky 

(1965) argues that human beings are endowed with innate knowledge of the structure of 

all known languages and this innate ability he defines as Universal Grammar (UG) 

(Saville-Troike, 2006). 
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Chomsky’s Universal Grammar (UG) theory accounts for two important beliefs 

about L1 acquisition.  The first belief is that linguistic competence defines the speaker-

hearers’ intrinsic knowledge of language.  The idea of cognitive competence 

distinguishes linguistic competence from linguistic performance also known as language 

use (Saville-Troike, 2006).  UG’s linguistic competence claim refers to a built-in 

knowledge base that each person is born with and has a built-in knowledge of his or her 

native language’s structural composition.  Adamson (1993) asserts, “one piece of 

evidence supporting this claim is that virtually all human beings learn to speak their 

native language perfectly without formal instruction.”  Chomsky calls this section of the 

brain the “Language Acquisition Device” (LAD) which is a feature representing 

grammatical constructs of all languages (Saville-Troike, 2006).  Chomsky’s research 

points out that children do not need direct language instruction from parents or 

caregivers in order to develop knowledge on rules of grammar or grammatical forms 

(i.e. phonological forms, syntactic patterns, morphological forms, lexical items). 

The second belief of UG is that this innate knowledge far exceeds what could be 

learned from the input one receives (Saville-Troike, 2006).  According to Chomsky 

(1965) children have this linguistic innateness and do not need to learn grammatical 

phrases separately.  Chomsky’s second claim, also known as the logical problem of 

language learning or poverty-of-the-stimulus, argues that innate knowledge is    

something every human is endowed with (Saville-Troike, 2006).  Therefore, Universal 

Grammar theory poses significant questions for SLA theory in the area of competence 

versus performance, innate transferability in adult second language learners, and the 

distinction between acquisition and learning other languages.  Stephen Krashen builds 
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on Chomsky’s work and attempts to answer these questions in his five hypotheses 

about L2 acquisition. 

Krashen (1982), a second language acquisition scholar and follower of Chomsky, 

argues that acquisition is different from learning and proposes five hypotheses about  

learning and acquiring L2.  Krashen’s theories have frequently been criticized by 

scholars, stating much of his claims have no empirical evidence.  One critic in particular, 

Swain (2005), argues  that her review of immersion research  raised doubts about 

Krashen’s claim that comprehensible input is the only true reason for second language 

acquisition.  Taking a pedagogical perspective on Krashen’s hypothesis, Adamson 

(1993), points out that the teaching implications of Krashen’s theories based on 

effective and meaningful communication, have resulted in many practitioners adopting 

the concept of “meaningful input,” as a part of their teaching strategy in the classroom.  

In the next few paragraphs I highlight three of Krashen’s five hypotheses that are most 

relevant to my study.   

Krashen’s (1982) “The Monitor Hypothesis” suggests that acquisition initiates 

verbal speech in L2 and controls fluency.  He argues that learning has only one role or 

capacity and this is as an editor or Monitor of speech.  He claims that the Monitor 

function is to make changes or corrections of utterances that have been acquired in the 

LAD.  Furthermore, according to Krashen (1982), the Monitor framework implies that 

learning grammar rules is limited and only contributes to a small portion of L2 

performance.  In other words, he holds that learning grammar rules is a conscious act 

and only can be achieved if three conditions are met.  First, second language learners 

need to have sufficient time in order to process rules and language use.  The second 
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condition, focus on form, happens when the acquirer focuses on grammatical form and 

thinks about the correctness of what is being said.  The third condition, know the rule, 

implies learners’ heightened awareness of conscious grammar, and the operating 

system that makes corrections, noting error and sentence patterns.  Krashen (1982) 

also suggests that conscious grammar has limitations because acquirers are unable to 

learn every rule presented to them, and what they are exposed to represents a fraction 

of linguistic knowledge.  In some cases, optimal Monitor users often utilize their learned 

competence, for instance, in understanding basic written communication, instead of 

using their acquired competence, and this action may demonstrate what appear to be 

advances in language development.  Krashen (1982) cautions that although users may 

produce native-like writing samples, He claims these users have gaps in the conscious 

learning process. 

The “Input Hypothesis” addresses how individuals acquire a second language.  

According to Krashen (1982), this particular framework can positively affect language 

teaching and the acquisition process involves more than linguistic competence.  

Knowledge comes from many social contexts that can help us understand language.  

Describing how communication is natural to learning, Krashen (1982) points out that 

contrary to many pedagogical approaches in L2 which believe learning structure is first 

in communication, the Input Hypothesis is the opposite.  This framework’s primary focus 

is “going for meaning” first, and this approach is where structure is acquired.   One 

example of the importance of considering meaning first is a scenario of a grammar 

lesson on the future tense.  He discusses how comprehensible input at the i+1 level 

which examines real-life situations such as identifying grammatical structures in a 
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dialogue of a phone conversation is meaningful (Krashen, 1982).  Moreover, he 

suggests that effective acquisition comes from recognizing the future tense in daily 

conversations.  

 According to Krashen (1982) this approach improves language proficiency more 

than just learning grammar rules (future tense).  The last assumption behind the Input 

Hypothesis on speaking fluency is that it cannot be explicitly taught.  In other words, 

Krashen (1982) argues that this process happens over time and that beginning speech 

will follow when the acquirer is ready.  He also points out that early speech in the 

acquisition process is generally not grammatically correct and as the user listens to the 

target language more, understanding increases through comprehensible input and this 

exposure advances fluency over time. 

The third framework relevant to my study, Krashen’s (1982) “Affective Filter 

Hypothesis”, recognizes external factors which may influence the acquisition process.  

He describes three categories of assumptions in the area of affective variables: 1) 

Motivation.  Users who are highly motivated tend to perform better in L2; 2) Self-

confidence.  Acquirers with a positive self-image and self-confidence generally do better 

in L2; and 3) Anxiety.  Individuals with low anxiety seems to be conducive to L2.  

According to Krashen (1982) these attitudinal variables directly relate to 

acquisition and not to the learning process.  For example, he suggests there is a strong 

relationship between affective variables and the development of L2 acquisition.  He 

gives an example of individuals with high anxiety and/or low motivation who tend to 

seek less input and have a high Affective Filter which Krashen (1982) claims prevents 

input and obstructs the pathway to the LAD responsible for language acquisition.  This 
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example illustrates how individuals vary even though they may receive the same 

amount of input, and in many cases the high affective individual will fall short of 

acquiring the target language and become “fossilized.”  Fossilization occurs when adult 

L2 learners fail to reach the full capacity in the lexicon and as a result, remain at the 

intermediate stage of language development, and not advance to native-like 

competence (Saville-Troike, 2006).  Therefore, in order to acquire native-like 

competence, Krashen (1982) claims that comprehensible input and the strength of the 

affective filter are fundamental to L2 acquisition.   

In addition to the major premise of comprehensible input as crucial to language 

acquisition, the Affective Filter Hypothesis also represents causative variables that may 

impede or enhance L2 development.   Krashen (1982) addresses other factors 

contributing to L2 success; one is effective language instruction which he believes can 

foster optimal results.  Effective language teaching helps with L2 acquisition by initiating 

the main source of comprehensible input in a low affective filter environment.  This is 

particularly important for beginners developing the target language and for those who 

do not have comprehensible input outside the classroom.  Furthermore, there are 

significant correlations between length of study in a formal context such as an ESL or 

Foreign Language classroom, and L2 proficiency.   

Addressing the concept of comprehensible input, Cummins (1981) claims that 

context-reduced instruction can be effective when teachers optimize context-

embeddedness.  Cummins (1981) defines these terms of context-embedded and 

context-reduced as two continuums in the language development process.  He argues 

that context-embedded communication allows the learner to negotiate meaning; for 
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example asking for clarification or feedback when a message is not fully understood, 

and the learner relies on “paralinguistic” or nonverbal cues such as body language, 

gestures, and/or verb inflections to correctly interpret what is taking place.  Context-

reduced communication, on the other hand, strictly depends on linguistic structural cues 

that depend on the logic of grammatical patterns that are precise and less likely to be 

misinterpreted.  Additionally, Cummins (1981) stresses that context-embedded and 

context-reduced communication do not represent a dichotomy; therefore, an ELL can 

range in L2 proficiency moving from one end of the continuum in cognitively demanding 

situations such as reading or writing an academic paper to cognitive undemanding 

situation like having a casual discussion with a close friend.  One reason why ELLs who 

Cummins (1981) describes as Language Minority Students, fail to advance to higher 

cognitive academic levels is because their primary English language instruction focused 

on context-reduced instruction such as the audio-lingual method which Cummins (1981) 

claims is counter-productive. 

In support of effective classroom instruction having favorable outcomes to L2 

fluency, Krashen (1982) claims some adult L2 research confirms the advancement of 

language acquisition when there are high levels of interaction and motivation in the 

classroom. Language instruction in the classroom for many adult ELL students is the 

primary source of comprehensible input in the target language, and Krashen (1982) 

argues this exposure factor predicts success in language proficiency and competence.  

Additionally, he points out that the variable of length of residence (LOR) in the L2 

environment with the combination of high levels of interaction influences 

comprehensible input and proficiency in L2.  Structural linguists Chomsky and Krashen 
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contribute much to L2 acquisition theory from a linear perspective; however, more 

inclusive approaches such as the communicative approach integrate cognitive, cultural 

and social factors that are holistic and appropriate for diverse learners. 

Communicative Competence 

  Many English language learners attending community colleges and/or 

universities are taught English based on the communicative competence model of 

instruction.  As part of sociocultural theory in applied linguistics, Lantolf (2004: 30-1) 

describes communication as a mental activity involving social interactions.  He explains, 

“despite the label ‘sociocultural’ the theory is not a theory of social or cultural aspects of 

human existence….it is, rather,… A theory of mind… that recognizes the central role 

that social relationships and culturally constructed artifacts play in organizing uniquely 

human forms of thinking.”  Within the conceptual tradition of Vygotsky’s work, Lantolf 

and Thorne (2006) view language learning functions in systems of social connections 

and relationships.  In other words, he argues that memory, rational thinking, attention 

learning, and emotions are controlled by individuals influenced by social and cultural 

factors, which thereby construct elements of human language activity.  Lantolf and 

Thorne (2006) examine traditional educational approaches which only focus on 

linguistic structures as limited and do not allow the background experiences of learners 

to co-construct L2 learning development.  Lantolf and Thorne (2006) recognize these 

factors and argues that one way educators can better interpret L2 development is 

through alternative forms of engagement.  One way is to bring together individuals and 

their communities into the learning experience.  
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 Sociocultural theory in L2 acquisition according to Saville-Troike (2006) includes 

not only knowledge of grammar, vocabulary, phonology, and other components of 

language patterns, but the knowledge of when and how to speak appropriately.  

Whereas historically second language instruction has been on structuralism, the 

communicative competence approach involves social and cultural knowledge that 

equips learners to use language and interpret forms of language in any given situation 

(Saville-Troike, 2006).  Dell Hymes (1972) developed the term communicative 

competence in contrast to Chomsky’s view of competence (knowledge of language 

performance) into what Hymes describes as what an individual needs to know in order 

to be an effective communicator in a speech community (Richards & Rodgers, 2002).  

According to Richards and Rodgers (2002), Hymes critiques Chomsky’s linguistic theory 

as sterile and asserts that language theory should incorporate both communication and 

culture.  In agreement with  Hymes’ view of communicative competence, Richards and 

Rogers (2002) suggest that this perspective is more encompassing than the exclusive 

focus on abstract grammatical knowledge which Chomsky perceives as language 

competence.  

Moreover, the communicative approach to second language acquisition 

illustrates a better understanding of the functions of language necessary for language 

proficiency.  Halliday validates this approach by stating, “Linguistics…is 

concerned…with the description of speech acts or texts, since only through the study of 

language in use are the functions of language and therefore all components of meaning, 

brought into focus” (Halliday 1970: 145).  Recognizing that contextualization is a basic 

premise of the communicative approach, Adamson (1993) asserts that effective L2 
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instruction presents different combinations and features of language to promote 

proficiency while developing the four language modalities of speaking, listening, 

reading, and writing.    

Canale and Swain (1980) expand on Hymes’ communicative competence model 

and take on a pedagogical perspective which enhances the four language modalities 

into four areas of competence: grammatical, socio-cultural, strategic, and discourse 

competencies.  

Figure 2:  Components of Communicative Competence (Celce-Murcia, 2002: p.17) 

 



40 
 

Grammatical competence is having the knowledge and ability to recognize correct forms 

of syntactic, phonological, morphological and lexical forms of language.  It is not 

however, one particular framework but the ability to use these connotations of 

expression and properly negotiate meaning (Savignon, 1972; Canale & Swain, 1980). 

Socio-linguistic competence refers to the learner’s understanding of social context and 

interaction in which the communication is taking place. In addition, it is interdisciplinary 

and involves questioning rules and language use in social contexts.  Strategic 

competence is the ability to get one’s meaning across having limited linguistic skills in 

the target language and using coping strategies in unfamiliar situations.  Discourse 

competence is the interpretation of a message, knowing the interconnection of what is 

written or spoken in a form of text.  It involves understanding inferences and meaning of 

conversations in that text. (Savignon, 1972; Canale & Swain, 1980; Adamson, 1993; 

Richards & Rodgers, 2005).   

  The background and formation of these pedagogical competencies were 

developed from Canale and Swain’s (1980) five guiding principles which interconnect 

theory and the learner’s developmental needs.  1) Communicative competence builds 

on minimal grammatical competence and incorporates sociolinguistic competence and 

strategies in communication.  The primary goal here is integration of all these types of 

knowledge and not overemphasizing one particular form of competence.  2) The 

learner’s communication need is foremost and based on what Widdowson and others 

describe as personal communication.  Additionally, Canale and Swain (1980) suggest 

the importance of recognizing factors such as the learner’s age, level in L2, and 

language variety such as vernacular and standard forms the learner may encounter.    
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3) L2 learners must have the opportunity to participate in meaningful dialogue with 

“highly competent” speakers of the target language.  Canale and Swain (1980) believe it 

is crucial to expose learners to real-life contexts in communication in order to develop 

linguistic competence and confidence in communication skills.  4) In early stages of L2 

development it is important to practice language acquisition and use of both L1 and L2 

and recognize common communication skills.  5) It is important to provide the learners 

with information and experience necessary to meet their communication objective, and 

practice.  It is Canale and Swain’s claim that learners should be taught primarily (not 

exclusively) grammatical forms and communicative functions in their native language.  

In a later study, Canale (1981) incorporates these guiding principles into a 

communicative competence framework applied by many practitioners teaching English 

language learners. 

In contrast to the communicative competence model addressing the needs of 

ELLs, Cummins (1981) argues that this framework does not consider the developmental 

aspects of how language minority students’ develop English acquisition.  He claims that 

the relationships between L1 and L2 in the communicative competence model are 

vague and asserts there is not enough examination of contexts particular to acquisition 

that involve communicative competence such as academic demands and developing 

language outside the classroom on a variety of levels (Cummins, 1981).  Cummins 

(1981) proposes a framework that addresses this issue by proposing the bilingual’s 

proficiency in L1 and L2 as interdependent connections between both languages.  His 

Common Underlying Proficiency Model (CUP) suggests there is a direct link between 

experience and exposure of either language in an academic or broader learning setting 
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which has a direct correlation to advancing language development and proficiency.  

According to Cummins (1981) a considerable amount of research supports the CUP 

model, also known as the Interdependence Hypothesis, as having a long history of 

evidence supporting how bilingual proficiency improves when both languages are 

developed with adequate motivation and exposure in the school and community 

environments (Cummins,1981).  He argues that although language systems in 

bilinguals differ on the surface, these systems are joined together as  illustrated in an 

image of a “dual iceberg” in which both languages overlap beneath the surface.  This 

assumption builds the rationale which Cummins (1981) claims is the foundation of 

bilingual education.  

Unlike Cummin’s view on the limitations of the communicative competence 

framework, Widdowson (1978) advocates an integrative approach to communicative 

language teaching that considers the nature of language and the activities surrounding 

communicative functioning.  He claims the underlying ability to use language 

appropriately is as important as the knowledge of linguistic structures. Widdowson 

(1978) discusses communicative frameworks that challenge conventional language 

instruction.  For instance, he makes two distinctions between what is commonly 

practiced language usage and his recommendation of language use for instruction.  He 

argues that subject-oriented learning activities promote advances to second language 

acquisition.  For example, he illustrates the concept of language usage (focus on 

grammatical structures) and language use (focus on meaning) as key principles that 

can be applied in all communicative competencies.  Language usage (conventional 

method) is the learners’ demonstration of knowledge of language rules; however, 
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language use (integrative method) is more contextualized, allowing the learners to 

demonstrate their ability to effectively get their message across.  Widdowson (1978) 

illustrates this example by describing two individuals engaged in a conversation in a 

language use context.  The main idea in this setting is understanding, not pointing out 

grammatical irregularities which is the primary focus of language usage and the 

curriculum of many language lessons in the ESL and the foreign language classroom.  

Widdowson (1978) argues that the language usage construct conflicts with the learners’ 

understanding of how language works in everyday situations.  Additionally, this 

pedagogical approach according to Widdowson (1978), impedes language transfer from 

L1 to L2.  He believes that subject-oriented pedagogy and language use will address 

both learning functions such as appropriate speech and grammatical knowledge.  On 

the other hand, instruction based exclusively on language usage impairs the sense of 

“appropriacy” and denies the learner the ability to relate to his or her own experiences.  

What is important to take in from this example, is how language teaching should 

consider the nature of language acts and the activities and incorporate the learners’ use 

of them.  Widdowson’s (1978) communicative orientation in language teaching 

considers advancing the concept of theory into practice which ultimately improves 

language development for ELLs acquiring a second language. 

Therefore, second language pedagogy that centers on the learners’ 

communicative needs provides practical learning applications and fosters a positive 

learning environment.  Savignon (2002) suggests that all language systems 

demonstrate variation and instability; however, what is critical is developing the abilities 

to interpret the overall meaning of the texts presented in the classroom.  In addition, the 
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sociolinguistic perspective values variation and the knowledge of appropriate 

expression of meaning.  In this section, I have attempted to highlight various 

perspectives of second language acquisition theory frameworks relevant to my case 

study and outline the variance between structuralism and more holistic models such as 

the communicative approach.  In the next section I discuss another social factor, the 

development of social network systems and mentorships, which are critical components 

for academic success among Mexican adult immigrants developing scholastic 

competencies in the community college environment.    

 

Social Capital Theory 

Social capital theory in the context of higher education examines how 

socialization, social networks, and academic systems affect achievement among non-

privileged groups such as Mexican adult immigrants. By recognizing these connections, 

educators can better understand the challenges ELLs face in college and realize that 

their students’ academic performance is not solely based on cognitive and linguistic 

competencies.  According to Bourdieu (1977) educational institutions, in “particular 

institutions of higher education” contribute to differentiating social class relations and 

reproducing power for privileged groups.  He claims that a large percentage of 

individuals who achieve higher levels of education are almost exclusively members of 

the privileged class.  Freire (1999) claims these inequities are manifested through the 

pedagogical practice of power representing the action of a “depositor,” and the students 

as “receptacles” which are filled by the instructor in accordance to their subscribed 
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behavior and academic performance.  Delpit (2006) argues that cultural conflict adds to 

division between teachers and minority students who are often influenced by racial 

prejudice and misinterpreted actions of assessment.  In addition, Delpit (2006) claims 

that stereotypes and negative assumptions about minority students particularly among 

white instructors, who significantly outnumber teachers of color in the United States, do 

not consider cultural factors their practice and assessments.  Therefore, what creates 

cultural conflict and racial discriminatory issues so critical for ELLs who are 

predominantly people of color is the need to recognize that the higher educational 

system is not set up to promote, nor advance non-dominant groups including Mexican 

adult immigrant students pursuing college degrees.  Moreover, it is important for ELLs 

not only to achieve academic competencies, such as self-directedness strategies and 

L2 acquisition, but to establish networks and relationships that develop social capital 

that will in turn assist them with their college goals (Bourdieu, 1977; Freire, 1999; 

Valenzuela, 1999).  

  In support of developing social capital for academic gains, Valenzuela (1999) 

argues that Mexican students attending school in the United States are structurally 

deprived of social capital and scholastic supportive networks.  Research substantiates 

this claim according to Valenzuela (1999) as one of the primary factors of academic 

advancement in secondary and higher education.  Valenzuela (1999) presents the 

theory of social capital into her framework “subtractive schooling.”  Her concept of 

academic reduction provides an instance of how the educational system separates 

Spanish from English-speaking students, limiting academic opportunities for Mexican 

immigrant students such as developing strong relational ties between teachers and 
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students.  Restructuring academic programs that promote learning, such as integrating 

English and Spanish-speaking students in the same classroom, provides not only the 

much needed language support, but develops social capital and a positive learning 

experience among teachers and their students (Valenzuela, 1999).  Advocating 

linguistic desegregation in the classroom, Adamson (1993) argues that ESL programs 

should incorporate language development while maintaining important connections with 

instructors and peers insomuch as allowing ELLs access to the larger academic 

institutional environment.  Adamson (1993) claims that traditional ESL instruction does 

not address effective strategies needed for academic success and that these barriers 

should be broken down.  Therefore, the principle behind developing relationships for 

academic advancement is critical for this population and also having the strategies to 

identify what frameworks and resources support this activity. 

Coleman’s View 

Grounded in sociology, social capital theory addresses the importance of forming 

ties with institutional agents who provide resources and support to advance job 

placement and higher education (Stanton-Salazar, 1995).  According to Coleman’s 

(1988) view, there are a variety of forms related to social capital theory and these forms 

have two underlying commonalities, social structures and participation or action from 

the actors.  He defines these actors as individuals or corporate contributors within a 

social structure such as a college or university.  Coleman (1988, p. S98) argues that 

“like other forms of capital, social capital is productive, making possible the achievement 

of certain ends that in its absence would not be possible.”  Additionally, he supports this 

claim in an example of the diamond market in Brooklyn, New York which is controlled by 
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the Jewish community.  He illustrates how the family, their religious association, and 

their societal ties unite members of this community in trade and business.  Coleman 

(1988) also argues that absence of these ties in the diamond market impair and hinder 

business for outsiders. He asserts that there are three commonalities found in the 

diamond market example and most social networks which are, obligation and 

expectations, information channels, and social norms.  In the first, obligation and 

expectation, Coleman (1988) explains these dynamics as a relationship between two 

individuals.  He illustrates A doing a favor for B and in-turn fulfilling the expectation that 

B will sometime in the future return the favor.  Coleman (1988) discusses this 

relationship as a credit or a type of deposit made by A with the expectation of this debt 

being repaid.  Coleman (1988) examines how this type of social capital relies on two 

important factors; trustworthiness and reciprocity of the actor B, being obligated to 

uphold.  

The second component, information channels provides a basis for action in 

social relationships.  Coleman (1988) stresses the value of acquiring relevant 

information that can advance one’s goals which most often has limitations and can be 

costly.  Coleman (1988) illustrates another relational example between university 

colleagues who depend on each other for keeping current on important information that 

may facilitate action benefiting those involved.  Coleman (1988) points out from both the 

obligatory and information channel scenarios (A&B and the university colleagues) as 

another form of building networks in social capital.  

Coleman’s (1988) third assumption, social norms, is a fragile yet powerful 

concept used to develop social relationships.  He addresses how effective social norms 
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can influence a community and provide a sense of safety, for instance, a person having 

liberty to walk outside late at night in an urban environment feeling secure that no harm 

will come to him or her because of the social norm in place to protect and inhibit criminal 

activity.  This norm demonstrates power which Coleman (1988) points out can be 

favorable for individuals within this community, and on the other hand, can limit 

innovation and creativity of members in this group or collective.  Coleman (1988) argues 

the negative effect of social norms hinders individualism and requires group consensus 

before taking social action.  Additionally, the reluctance to take social action can impede 

on critical thinking skills which according to Coleman (1988) ultimately hinders progress.  

Coleman’s three components describe the way social ideologies connect and create 

social capital for members of a particular group or social setting; however, he does not 

address how to develop social capital for marginalized groups such as Mexican adult 

immigrant students who need to create academic networks. 

Integrating Culture into Capital 

Ortega (2011) addresses these limitations and offers linking social capital to 

democracy.  In other words, he claims that social capital is important to civil society and  

civic culture because it forms participation in civil and higher education associations.  

According to Ortega (2011) social capital’s origins are based on networking and 

interactions at a group level.  He states that these characteristics demonstrate how 

individuals and the collective group can balance power and protect the rights of 

individuals who are less fortunate.  For example, Ortega (2011) believes that one 

approach to negotiate an equal “playing field” for minorities in higher education is to 

establish democracy in organizational practices such as equal educational opportunity 
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and access for undocumented immigrants.  He argues in support of associations having 

a greater impact in leveraging the success for Mexican adult immigrants pursuing a 

college degree than individual ambition or academic performance.  In other words, 

Ortega (2011) points out that membership in higher associations are voluntary and 

individuals generally join for professional development, access to research and other 

interests benefiting the educational community, whereas other networking opportunities 

tend to be more self-focused. 

Collective assets build a stronger educational community.  According to Ortega 

(2011), higher educational associations’ primary focus is to make social action that 

benefits members of the academic community.  Cook (1998) credits how the higher 

educational community is effective in organizing actors for social change because of the 

array of expertise among its members.  Ortega (2011) et. al. argue that effective 

collective action helps shape policy which in turn influences and interprets power 

resulting in a more accessible social capital framework which benefits Mexican adult 

immigrants. 

Mexican adult immigrant college students often are unaware of academic support 

available to them.  Stanton-Salazar (1997) examines these issues as they relate to 

Mexican-origin students.   In his research, Stanton-Salazar (1997) analyzes how 

support from what he defines as “institutional agents” or mentors, positively contributes 

to minority students’ academic success.  Stanton-Salazar describes this interaction as a 

“transmission of institutional resources and opportunities” (p. 6).  In other words, he 

argues that institutional agents, such as teachers and counselors can facilitate access 

to needed resources necessary for students’ educational success.  Stanton-Salazar 
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(1997) suggests that socialization is a complex process and forming ties with 

“institutional agents” is important for minority students who may not otherwise navigate 

the educational system.  Results from his study point out that many Mexican-origin 

students lack the knowledge of what is required for undergraduate and advanced 

degrees at the university level which ultimately contributes to Mexican ELL 

underrepresentation in higher education (Stanton-Salazar, 1997). 

Field (2005) points out the limitations of this framework by asserting that social 

capital theory should have a constructivist view which recognizes barriers that hinder 

equal access and should also acknowledge the construct of social capital in network 

communities as well.  He addresses differences in informal everyday learning and 

learning in formal academic contexts (Field, 2005).  According to Field (2005, p. 3) “The 

concept of learning is very different from the concept of education, and people’s active 

engagement in the wider social context is an extremely important aspect of the 

distinction between the two.”  For example, Field (2005) argues that social capital 

networks should consider how immigrants learn and form knowledge and include these 

experiences in formal learning environments such as in colleges or universities.   

Woolcock and Narayan (2000) acknowledge the significance of constructing 

networks in immigrant communities, but assert the limitations of culturally isolated 

settings.  For example, they point out that this type of community does not necessarily 

encourage involvement or integration which restricts opportunities for younger 

generations.  Woolcock and Narayan (2000) argue that immigrant young adults who 

aspire for upward mobility through a college degree will need the capacity of social 
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access from a variety of social contexts as they develop their English proficiency and 

academic performance. 

Social access can provide educational opportunities and social capital through 

the community college.   Community college enrollment is particularly attractive to 

Mexican immigrant students because of the open-door access policy.  Students taking 

classes at a community college do not necessarily have to seek a degree in order to 

attend.  Therefore, many Mexican adult immigrants enroll in developmental classes in 

order to enhance their future potential in the work force.  For many immigrants enrolled 

in these courses, according to Amey and Long (1998,) mandatory placement tests are 

required to determines their level of achievement.  According to these researchers the 

output variables include college GPA and completion of developmental courses.  As a 

service or a type of social capital resource for unprepared students, Amey and Long 

(1998) claim that intervention through developmental class enrollment in English 

positively affects overall achievement of students.  Students who completed these 

courses according to Amey and Long (1998) were more successful, having higher 

ASSET (ASSET Basic Skills inventory) test scores than their counterparts. 

Lave and Wenger (1991) offer an alternative to test scores and developmental 

courses through building social capital in apprenticeship.   Lave and Wenger examine 

different types of apprenticeship that take place in informal contexts that provide 

effective forms of learning.  One example they mention is of Yacatec midwives 

participation in training younger women in this occupation. The teachers of these Maya 

girls pass on particular knowledge and experience such as prenatal massage, herbal 

remedies and birthing techniques which ultimately trains younger women as midwives.    
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According to Lave and Wenger (1991) apprenticeship and situated learning can occur 

without formal teaching or organized apprenticeship.  In other words, rather than 

instruction through tests and work-learning settings, apprenticeship happens through 

the development of membership/identity in situated learning environments. 

Valenzuela (1999) compares apprenticeship and social capital as caring in 

education.  She claims that teachers who are student oriented demonstrate the 

framework of caring.  Building from Noddings’ (1988) work, Valenzuela describes how 

the instructor’s role of genuinely caring for the student’s welfare contributes to the 

student’s academic success.  Teachers, another form of social capital, who portray 

caring for their students confirm acceptance that in many cases is needed before 

pedagogical cultivation can begin.  Valenzuela (1999) acknowledges Noddings’ (1988) 

definition of technical over expressive discourse that most commonly practice in formal 

educational environments contending that caring value relationships.  Expressive 

discourse is “a broad and loosely defined ethic [of caring] that molds itself situations and 

has proper regard for human affections, weakness, and anxieties” (Noddings 1988, p. 

25).  According to Valenzuela (1999), Latino students’ feelings toward education are 

strongly connected to their relationships with teachers and their concept of education is 

reciprocal.  For instance, Mexican culture defines “educación” as building mutual ties 

between instructor and student.  Additionally, the concept of “educación” refers to the 

moral and social role of family which provides security and the basis where learning 

begins.  This conceptual frame of social capital contradicts traditional participatory 

models most practiced between teacher-student in higher education.  
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Social Capital Theory varies in form and expression, but connects the power of 

collectivity and influence which facilitates action within a social structure (Coleman, 

1988).  Framing the importance of networking through caring, apprenticeship and 

networking with associations reiterates Coleman’s (1988) notion “to yield control of their 

resources to an organization, the expectation is to gain the greater power of combined 

resources” (Coleman, 1973, p. 3).  Clearly, social support through access to resources 

in higher education promotes academic achievement; on the other hand, identifying 

resources and obtaining them is unclear.   

Social Capital and Instruction 

Cejda and Hoover (2011) examine academic achievement through the lens of 

instruction in a community college context.  From their research of interviews with 

community college instructors who teach ESL to Hispanic students, they offer an 

intervention that can increase social capital through teacher training.  From the results, 

they propose a learning style model to help instructors understand their students in 

order to help them academically and provide mentorship for Hispanic students. 

In reviewing the learning patterns of Hispanic students, the researchers 

recommend a framework for educators to better understand their students.  Curry’s 

Theoretical Model of Learning Style Components and Effects (1991) interprets what 

was observed and documented from instructors in a community college about Hispanic 

student behavior in their classrooms.  Cejda and Hoover (2011) illustrate Curry’s 

theoretical model as interactive involving diverse learners and learning preferences. 

According to these researchers Curry’s framework considers the motive of the learner 

and his or her process needed to accomplish a particular learning undertaking. 
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According to Cejda and Hoover’s (2011) study, Hispanic students’ motivation to 

learn requires a high level of formative feedback from instructors.  For example, these 

researchers suggest that Hispanic students are cautious around authority and need 

time to develop trust in the instructors.   

 Sanchez (2000) affirms Curry’s model as a helpful tool for teachers to better 

understand how group oriented learners, such as Mexican adult immigrants, relate to 

their instructors.  As a strategy to prepare teachers to be mentors for their students, he 

highlights patterns of building relations with this population.  From the results of 

Sanchez’s research, which involved 240 Hispanic and 206 Native American community 

college students in the southwest region of the United States, themes emerged.  The 

study identified that there are significant differences in learning preference from these 

populations compared to white students. For example, at the motivational level, 

Hispanics students preferred feedback and evaluation tools such as direct feedback, 

which seem to be helpful for them.  Also, there was a strong preference for participation 

in classroom discussions.  According to Sanchez (2000), Hispanic students preferred 

collaborative versus competitive and concrete over abstract activities.  There were 

common characteristics among the Native American students, but the exceptions were 

more teacher-directed instruction rather than participatory instruction like the Hispanic 

students.   

 As teachers become better prepared for instructing diverse populations 

according to learning preference, they will also need to understand many 

socioeconomic complexities as well.  There are various factors that impact adult 

Mexican immigrant achievement in higher education, such as social economic status, 
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poverty, immigration status, first-generation college status, and lack of academic 

readiness (Razfar & Simon, 2011).  Many social issues impede upon academic 

performance, limiting the overall educational experience resulting in impaired cognition.  

Drawing from several studies that claim ELLs with low literacy in their first language 

behave differently in the classroom than learners with higher academic background, 

research supports that these students taking an ESL course in a formal environment, 

such as a community college course, will need more attention. Instructors will also need 

to be aware that many ELLs do not have good communication skills and will need 

teachers’ guidance. 

According to Suarez-Orozco (2001), the majority of immigrant students has very 

structured educational backgrounds from their homelands and are unaware of how to 

communicate with their instructors.  Other researchers claim that although methods of 

communication differ between teacher and student, many immigrant students will 

accept guidance from their teachers.  Affirming this claim a Longitudinal Immigrant 

Student Adaptation (LISA) study was conducted indicating immigrant students overall 

have more positive associations with school than their native-born peers.  Many ELLs 

lack the knowledge of how to openly communicate with their instructors and engage in 

class activities. Grassi and Barker (2010) the researchers of this study respond to this 

concern and offer implementing basic literacy techniques that may be helpful 

pedagogically and a base to build relations with this population. They suggest that 

teachers should not only focus on the phonemic, phonics, fluency, vocabulary and 

comprehension which are essential elements of reading, but also add to their 

knowledge of culture in grammatical instruction.  For instance, if teachers give examples 
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of their student’s first language such as Spanish, while teaching English, this method 

will improve the gap between first and second language acquisition.   

Social capital theory then, involves participation from many social groups such as 

instructors and college administrators.  As suggested from the literature, teachers have 

direct influence with their students and can help mentor ELLs with the appropriate 

knowledge about learning preference, cognition, and second language acquisition 

theories.  Additionally, teachers can help in a social context by being a much needed 

resource for Mexican adult immigrants with limited access to social capital and access 

to native English-speakers. 

Gaps in the Literature 

 Reviewing the relevant literature I noticed some limitations in the theoretical 

frameworks.  Beginning with Adult Learning Theory, two main assumptions were 

presented.  First, self-directedness and Knowles’ andragogy, claiming the distinction 

between pedagogy and how adults learn differently from children and should be taught 

differently.  This assumption categorizes that all adults have the same learning patterns, 

and this framework does not consider diverse learning for adults.  Furthermore, self-

directedness theory refers to the way adults interact with the world.  Considering the 

base of this ideology as a part of humanistic philosophy of human behavior, this theory 

also takes on the embedded value of western views which do not consider diverse 

perspectives.  Many minority groups such as Mexican adult immigrants have a different 

context of learning and a value system which is important to them.  Theories that 

assume all adults respond similarly are limited and share a narrow worldview. 
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 The second framework in second language acquisition describes two views; 

traditional and communicative competence models. Traditional views of second 

language acquisition focus on structure of language as opposed to focus on form or 

meaning.  The focus on grammar has been the, still for many language curriculums, 

most common practiced approach in ESL and foreign language instruction.   Acquiring 

grammar outside of L1 has not been fully addressed by structuralism theory.  

Widdowson (1978) offers more a integrative way to look at language development 

outside of structural patterns.  He proposes a focus on language use rather than 

language usage that could help with acquiring a language.  Widdowson’s (1978) 

framework claims instructors should first assess meaning then grammatical patterns.  

Several examples in the literature point out and support the difference in the concept of 

language use and language usage and propose strategies of evaluating the two.  

Cummin’s BICS and CALP theory also have limitations; however, what is important to 

understand in this framework is there are multiple ways to evaluate language 

development.  Isolating language development structurally as a primary focus limits how 

ELLs can conceptualize abstraction (grammatical patterns) in real-world contexts. 

 Social capital theory varies in perspective, but the underlying common belief is 

that networks form relational connections that could benefit individual ambition.  The 

limitations from these various views focus on the institutions and the contributors such 

as the agent who has the power to help the individual.  However, these contributors do 

not recognize the “funds of knowledge” (González, Moll, & Amanti, 2005) that 

marginalized groups have to offer as well. 
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CHAPTER 3:  METHODOLOGY 

    

Overview 

 This chapter discusses the methods and approaches of this study, as well as 

describing the approaches and rationale behind the research questions and the context 

of the study. The main purpose and focal point of the study focuses on acquiring 

academic English from the perspective of the learner while examining effective 

strategies that can be implemented in instruction.  The term “academic English” in this 

research refers to language used in an academic environment such as a community 

college as opposed to informal or vernacular English used in specific ethnic 

communities or daily interactions.  Also, the terms “competency” and “proficiency”  

describe similar linguistic abilities achieved in an academic setting in this case study.  

Purpose of the Study 

 This dissertation examines a case study of an ESL community college classroom 

and the students enrolled in high-intermediate academic English.  I intend to investigate 

challenges and effective strategies in learning academic English from a Mexican adult 

immigrant perspective.  The goal is to not only identify the students’ perception of their 

language development, but to examine what skills and abilities are important for college 

and what competencies these students already possess which help them complete their 

classroom assignments.  As a part of qualitative inquiry, I also look for pertinent issues 

particularly from this subpopulation of adult Mexican students living in the U.S. that 

contribute to or hinder obtaining a college degree.  From this data, I also address the 
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implications and make recommendations which will be presented in the concluding 

chapter of this study. 

 Previous literature in the field identified critical issues about the Hispanic 

population being underrepresented as college graduates; however, these studies have 

not addressed issues specific to academic English development among Mexican adult 

immigrants in the community college setting.  This study will contribute to the field of 

adult education and second language acquisition in two major areas:  The first is my 

method of analysis based on in-depth descriptions drawn from four major sources 

(surveys, classroom observations, writing samples, and interviews), drawing on the 

perceptions that Mexican adult ELLs have about their progress in academic English 

language development.  Second language acquisition for this population in a community 

college setting has not been fully addressed in previous research in adult education.    

Additionally, many studies consider lack of “college readiness” as a major factor that 

contributes to the underrepresentation of Mexican Americans’ achievement of 

baccalaureate degrees; however, it remains unclear what teaching strategies are 

effective for this population. This qualitative examination highlights the sociocultural 

view of ESL instruction, including the perspectives of the learner and also identifying 

specific L2 competencies needed for further development and implementation. 

 This case study also contributes to the field by providing a framework for future 

longitudinal research in pedagogy for this population. Although much research has 

focused on second language development of immigrant children, few studies have 

focused their attention on adult L2 development.  It is important to promote effective 

learning strategies that will help Mexican adult immigrants in higher education. The 
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literature has shown that the most effective language instruction implements the 

communicative competence approach, and this study points out some of these 

communicative approaches in addition to cultural considerations that warrant further 

inquiry and examination.   

Research Questions 

1) What do Mexican adult immigrants perceive as challenges (for themselves) 

while learning academic English in a community college?  

2) How do Mexican ELL students at a community college use their native 

language to learn English? 

3) What teaching and learning strategies do Mexican adult immigrant students 

perceive to be effective in learning academic English? 

Research Approach 

In support of the constructivist perspective which incorporates the learners’ 

background experiences in second language instruction, I examine critical factors that 

impact language development among adult Mexican immigrants in a community college 

ESL classroom.  The research site and study population were selected for three primary 

reasons.  To recruit a larger sample of participants my original target site was a 

community college campus with the highest Mexican immigrant population; however, 

due to low enrollment numbers the campus with the second highest Mexican immigrant 

population was selected.  The second reason is because there are few studies which 

examine academic English competencies among Hispanic ELLs, and even fewer have 
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considered Mexican adult immigrants as a study population (Cervantes, 1992; 

Kossoudji & Cobb-Clark, 1996).  The third reason was my personal interest and working 

history with Mexican adult immigrants for many years as an ESL instructor.  My 

pedagogical experiences primary focus was on bilingual teaching methods for limited 

English proficient adults.  Taking my inquiry to more advanced levels, this case study 

examines this population in higher education at a community college setting. 

   Case study design is relevant for my research because qualitative inquiry 

adequately and effectively describes the learning process of the participants.  By using 

multiple modalities of data collection, such as surveys, classroom observations and 

classroom assignments, writing samples, and interviews, I was able to highlight the 

learners’ perspective of their L2 development in academic English.  From this data, I 

identified significant themes that emerged through the analysis process.  

Since case study research is a type of ethnography which applies the inductive 

analysis process, it examines reality from an individual perspective and evaluates what 

is taking place in the context of the participants (Merriam, 1998; Glatthorn & Joyner, 

2005).  The premise behind qualitative research is that there are multiple realities in 

social environments that are constructed uniquely by individuals. Case study inquiry has 

special features that center on holistic descriptions and interpretations of the data.   The 

primary goal in this of approach, according to Stake (1995), is to communicate 

understanding from the data, and he offers the following definition: 

“Keeping in mind that it is the case we are trying to understand, we analyze  

episodes or text materials with a sense of correspondence.  We are trying to 

understand behavior, issues, and contexts with regard to our particular case… We 



62 
 

try to find the pattern or the significance through direct interpretation, just asking 

ourselves “What did that mean?” For more important episodes or passages of text, 

we must take more time, looking them over again and again, reflecting, 

triangulating, and being skeptical about first impressions and simple meanings (p. 

78).” 

Furthermore, since case study research is an inductive process incorporating 

special holistic features of descriptions and interpretations, the analysis process also 

necessitates intensive examination of a single phenomenon such as my focus on adult 

Mexican immigrants learning academic English an ESL classroom (Merriam, 1998).    

In order to gain a more in-depth understanding of this process, I draw from the 

case study literature that outlines data descriptions into three areas:  these features 

known as Particularistic, Descriptive and Heuristic means describe comprehensive 

phenomenon unique to this area of study.  The Particularistic component focuses on a 

specific situation and how individuals confront specific problems or issues.  The 

Descriptive feature defines the results of the case study in terms of providing “thick,” 

rich description (Merriam, 1998) of the experience being studied.  The Heuristic 

component is concerned with informing the reader about the experience in order to 

discover solutions or answers about the research (Merriam, 1998).  Case study analysis 

is concerned with illustrating data unique to the field of research.  Stake (1981) argues 

that case study analysis differs from other research in four areas: 

 More concrete – knowledge gained from case studies most often can be 

identified as commonalities with the reader’s own personal experiences 

because of the richness of information. 
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 More contextual – experiences are grounded in context.  The contribution 

of knowledge differs from formal knowledge which is a part of other 

research methods. 

 More developed by reader interpretation - readers contribute their own 

understanding and historical background which adds to “generalizations” 

which according to Stake are a part of the knowledge process. 

 Based more on reference populations determined by the reader - the 

reader not only adds personal experience to the pool of generalization 

knowledge, but expands that knowledge about a particular population 

(Stake, 1981, pp. 35-36). 

In agreement with the assumption that qualitative research identifies a reality that is 

holistic and multidimensional, I collect data that represent the background knowledge 

and academic English experiences of my participants, with the intention to illustrate 

challenges and learning strategies from their perspective.  

Setting 

 The study took place in the fall of 2013 in an ESL classroom on a community 

college campus located in Arizona.  The data was collected on the campus of the 

community college with the second highest Mexican immigrant population.  Tensions 

between Mexican immigrants and whites are high in this city, and many of these 

sentiments influence social interactions between Mexicans and whites (Combs, et. al, 

2005).  In this region one hour from the US-Mexico border current political initiatives 

have focused on border security and immigration restrictions that negatively impact 

mobility for the Mexican immigrant population on a number of levels, such as 
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employment and community college enrollment.   Many of the Hispanic residents in the 

region speak Spanish as their primary language and have limited access to learning 

academic English.  

 

ESL Academic English Course 

  ESL Academic English I, is described as a high-intermediate-level course 

designed to prepare English language learners’ academic skills for college.  Class is 

held twice weekly for approximately 118 minutes each session.  The course 

incorporates in-depth knowledge of academic English using content-based materials, 

literature, grammar, and discourse.  Additionally, Academic English I focuses on 

developing reading, writing and conversational skills demonstrating English 

competencies through multiple forms.  Using lectures, videos, audio texts, and other 

technology to help to contextualize academic English patterns, ESL instruction focuses 

on conventional methods of Standard English.   

The first part of the case study included all the Hispanic students in the 

classroom of 13. The majority of the students in the class were Mexican-origin adults 

with the exception of two students from Japan and Vietnam.  There were five males and 

eight females enrolled in this ESL class ranging in age from 18 to 43 years.  All 13 

 
Participants 

 

 



65 
 

students volunteered to take the survey, and out of that total, six volunteered to be the 

main subjects for the second phase of this case study. 

The six student participants who volunteered for the second part of the case 

study were all Mexican adult immigrants, two born in the U.S. and four in Mexico.  Out 

of the six, five are female and one male, with varied formal educational histories in 

Mexico and the United States.  As a research protocol, actual names are not used and 

participants were identified using the alphabetic markers from A through F.  Below are 

brief summaries of their educational backgrounds and primary reasons for taking ESL 

Academic English: 

Participants A and E are the most recent residents of Arizona.  Participant A, 

high English proficient and the youngest of the participants, is studying as an 

international student from Obregon, Mexico.  Coming from an affluent Mexican family 

that financially supports her education in the States, Participant A aspires to attend a 

four year university next semester.  

Participant E, also a Mexican national, moved to the United States after 

marrying an American citizen two years ago.  In Mexico Participant E was an 

elementary school teacher and believes she has the educational equivalent of a college 

degree from Mexico.  Her overall goal for taking this ESL course, is to become proficient 

enough in academic English to pass the TESOL exam, transfer her college credits from 

Mexico to a local university, and enroll in a teaching program.  She wants to become an 

elementary teacher with an emphasis in bilingual education. 

Participant B was born in Nogales, Mexico and graduated from high school in 

Arizona.  During his teenage years, he admits to not being serious about his education 
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and became focused on academics after a recent car accident that confined him to a 

wheelchair.  Participant B is currently taking computer classes with native-English 

speakers and is becoming more proficient in his oral English skills.  Participant B plans 

to obtain a college degree in computer science. 

Participant C was also born in northern Mexico and graduated from high school 

in Arizona.  After arriving in the southwest as a teen and graduating from high school, 

she soon married and had children.  At first she was undecided about a college degree 

and recently decided to against it.  She plans to continue taking ESL courses to become 

proficient enough in academic English to help with the family business. 

Participant D was born in California and as an infant relocated to Chihuahua, 

Mexico with her family.  After 15 years, she moved to Arizona with her family and 

attended high school.  As a newcomer to the United States, she was first reluctant to 

attend an English-speaking high school, but soon realized the students in that high 

school are predominately Spanish-speaking. As the second youngest participant in this 

study, she aspires to earn a bachelor’s degree in accounting.  

Participant F was also born in the United States, and soon after her birth, moved 

to Mexico to join her parents. She attended elementary school in Mexico and returned 

to the United States at the age of nine.  Speaking only Spanish in school, she graduated 

from a local high school in her neighborhood.  Shortly after graduating high school, she 

married, and started having children.  Fourteen years after graduating, she began 

studying survival English at a community center.  Five years later, she continues 

learning English and has been taking academic English courses with the same 
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instructor. Participant F plans to become an elementary teacher and help her children 

with their studies. 

Overall, the majority of the participants attended four or more years of public 

education in the United States during their pre-adolescent and teenage years, and 

spoke primarily Spanish with teachers and friends in their classrooms.  Recognizing 

their limitations in English, they went to the local community college to improve their 

language skills.  As students of the ESL 085 course, the participants’ motives for 

enrolling in the class vary, but the common purpose of all is to improve their current 

socioeconomic status as proficient English-speakers.   With the exception of one 

participant, all plan to earn a college degree and enrolled in this ESL academic English 

course to improve their English skills in order to advance to mainstream college level 

courses and someday transfer into a four year college or university.  

 

Research Design 

This case study was designed using two phases for data collection.  The first was 

a survey administered to all 13 ESL students, enrolled in ESL Academic English I.  

Using the data from the surveys, demographic information and students’ perceptions of 

their English skills were gathered and compiled into quantitative results in order to 

provide an overall view of the background of the participants in the ESL classroom.  In 

addition to the quantitative inquiry, two qualitative questions were asked about the 

reason for taking the course, and if they wanted to obtain a college degree.   As a result 

of the recruitment orientation, six students volunteered to continue on to the second 
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phase of the study.  The second phase of the case study, focused on the six 

participants’ academic performance and interactions in the classroom.  Using qualitative 

methods, I examined data from three additional sources: class observations, writing 

samples, and audio-recorded interviews.  From the data I was able to formulate in-depth 

analysis of the six participants who provided a lens for me to evaluate their experiences 

in learning academic English.  I selected qualitative methods for the majority of the 

study because of the interpretive inquiry process that addresses the individual’s 

linguistic development in the context of higher education in a community college setting.  

Additionally, qualitative inquiry (QI) focuses on “meaning in context” (Merriam, 1998), 

and many revealing studies are conducted in the natural environment of the participants 

to better understand the complexities of second language acquisition for this population.   

 

Data Collection 

 Data were collected in the Fall of 2013 over an eight-week period using the 

following instruments: survey, class observations, writing samples and interviews.  

 

  Survey  

To gain a broad idea of the context and environment of the adult ESL learners 

taking this course, I administered a survey (see Appendix A) written in English and 

Spanish using general demographic information, a “Likert” scale format, to all students 

enrolled in the ESL class. The survey elicited background information about the 
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participants’ previous academic experience in Mexico and the United States.  For 

instance, one key component of the survey inquired about the number of years of formal 

education received in their home country and how many years, if any, of formal 

education occurred prior to enrolling in this community college ESL course.  Basic 

demographic information is useful to determine possible advantages and disadvantages 

participants may encounter while learning academic English in this setting.  Also, the 

survey aided in identifying the students’ perception of language proficiency in English in 

the following areas:  oral communication conversations in English; reading and 

comprehension; listening skills; and writing.  Each section asked participants to assess 

their performance by selecting one of the following:  Strongly Agree, Agree, Disagree, 

Strongly Disagree about a particular statement such as, “I feel confident taking notes 

during class lectures” (See Appendix A).  The Likert scale items provided a gauge to 

analyze the internal processes of the students’ beliefs about their academic 

performance and what areas are most important to them.  Another part of the survey 

includes specific questions about student motivation for taking this academic English 

course, interest in earning a college degree and why.   

Classroom Observations  

In the ESL case study classroom, I observed the six participants’ interactions 

during class activities over the eight weeks.  Each week, I took detailed field notes 

systematically noting date, time, and number of attendees at each observation.  In 

addition, I also noted the setting, what resources and technologies were used at the 

beginning of each class activity and what occurred.  As a participant observer, I was 

able to conceptualize first hand impressions that helped me focus on answering my 
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research questions.  Taking into account the physical environment, I took careful field 

notes describing class activities and interactions of the six participants.  I also 

documented conversations, noting emerging themes that took place among the 

members of the class.  Focusing on the oral responses of the six participants in class 

discussions, I was able to recognize various levels of English proficiency, looking for 

comprehension of instructions given in English.  In addition to their oral responses in my 

field notes, I also paid close attention to interactions with other classmates in their 

native Spanish language.  From these observations I was able to more accurately 

describe the students’ strategies and techniques used in developing their academic 

English skills. 

 

Writing Samples 

During the semester, students learned how to write academic essays starting 

from one paragraph to a five-paragraph essay.  To demonstrate their academic writing 

skills students constructed descriptive compositions written throughout the semester.  I 

collected six self-selected descriptive essays from participants A through F and from 

this data assessed issues in their writing skills.  The six participants self-selected the 

writing sample graded by the instructor to submit for the research project.  Using the 

ESL Academic English I Descriptive Essay Evaluation as a guide, I was able to identify 

common writing issues the six participants had in the areas of content and organization, 

and mechanics and grammar.    



71 
 

Students were graded by the instructor on a percentage out of 100 points based 

on the following criteria: 

 

 

The descriptive writing assignments were the most complex tasks for the participants.  

Students had to demonstrate their knowledge of academic writing by creating a thesis 

statement, developing supporting sentences expressing their ideas in a logical manner, 

and using appropriate transitions and a concluding paragraph. 

 

Interviews 

   The six participants volunteered to answer interview questions about their 

English language experiences.  The interviews, which lasted approximately 30 to 45 

minutes, were scheduled at the convenience of the participants, generally in the 

afternoons after the ESL class.  I interviewed the six participants on alternate weeks, in 

a private room next to the ESL classroom.  These semi-structured recorded interviews 

consisted of seven open-ended questions (see Appendix B), allowing the participants to 

elaborate on their background experiences in learning English, and also providing an 

opportunity for participants to offer recommendations to other ELLs learning academic 

English.   The interviews provided a valuable data source for a more in-depth 

4 = Very Good – Very few errors or problems, if any, and meaning is clear. 

          3 = Good – Some errors or problems, but they don’t interfere with meaning. 

          2 = Acceptable – Some errors or problems that interfere somewhat with meaning. 

           1= Weak – Frequent errors or problems that interfere considerably with meaning.  

0 = Not attempted or incomprehensible 
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examination of the perspectives of participants describing their personal learning 

experiences that were essential components in my qualitative research process.  

Responding to the questions allowed participants to expand on their educational 

background in formal and informal contexts.  For one sample question, (Why is learning 

English important to you and your family?), participants were asked to talk about the 

importance of learning English and why.  Additionally, I asked participants to discuss 

how they practice English and to discuss their future career plans and aspirations, if 

any, for a college degree.  The last questions were qualitative, asking participants to 

identify skills needed to achieve their future goals. 

Data Analysis  

To analyze my data and answer my research questions, I triangulated the 

findings from the surveys, classroom observations, writing samples and interviews.  

This case study examines data from two phases of the research.  The first phase is a 

quantitative analysis of the results from the Likert scale of the survey.  The second 

phase and the majority of the data, use qualitative analysis.   

Quantitative Data  

The survey was comprised of five pages. The first page was a list of seven 

demographics questions about the participant’s background information such as 

gender, age, age on arrival in the United States, and years of formal education received 

in the U.S. and home country.  The second page outlines the participants’ assessment 

of their academic English in oral communication/conversations in English and reading 

and comprehension.  The third page continues the academic English assessment in the 
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areas of listening skills and writing.  Also on the survey are open ended questions for 

participants to expound on why they are taking the course and if interested in obtaining 

a college degree.  The final page is a detachable (light blue) sheet requesting names 

and contact information of those interested in participating in the second part of the 

study. 

Using an Excel statistical program to integrate my data, I inputted 13 surveys first 

coding the demographic information into an Excel spreadsheet.  The second page of 

the survey begins a series of statements for students to self-select their level of 

competence in oral communication, reading and comprehension.  The third page 

continues with listening and writing skills statements for students to evaluate 

themselves.  After inputting all categories into Excel, the program generated numerical 

averages of the demographics and Likert Scale results.  This information was then 

imported into a spreadsheet and from this data tables were formatted. 

Qualitative Data 

Following the recommended four steps in analyzing data (Dana and Yendol-

Silva, 2003), I first completed the “description” process of the data analysis.  Beginning 

with the classroom observation, I typed and summarized each week of my field notes.  

Concurrently, I began “sense making” the data, comparing patterns and noting 

similarities and contrasts.  At the conclusion of each week’s observation, I composed a 

reflection of what I learned after each class activity.  After reading and carefully 

rereading my typed field notes, I continued questioning and asking myself, what is 

taking place in the classroom and among the participants?  After analyzing each week, 

themes emerged from the class observation data.  From these themes, I began 
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organizing patterns into strong themes chronologically, such as collaboration and 

helping others, first by week, then by classroom activity and or assignments. The final 

step was a comparative analysis, looking at data across all sections, interpreting what I 

have learned to answer my research questions. 

Similarly, I followed the above process to analyze my data for the writing and 

interview data sources.  With the writing sample data (self-selected from participants) I 

eliminated the actual names of the participants and coded them by alphabetic markers 

such as Participants A-F.  After coding the participants, I analyzed the descriptive 

writing samples for content and organization and mechanics and grammar.  By 

examining the criteria from each category, I counted the number of errors made in each 

category.  For example, in the mechanics and grammar section (color coding the errors) 

Participants B’s top four issues are punctuation, word form, spelling and word order.  I 

proceeded doing the same for each writing sample.  At the end of this examination, I 

then averaged the top four issues common among all six participants. 

I also followed the same procedure for the interview data analysis.  Following the 

interview protocol (see Appendix B), I audio-recorded each participant separately after 

class.  The interviews were approximately 30-45 minutes beginning with the 

participants’ background and educational history.  I read aloud each interview question, 

first in English, then in Spanish and also provided a hard copy of the questions written in 

both English and Spanish. Students had the option to respond in either language.  All 

participants responded in English.  

After recording all responses, I transcribed the interview sessions using a scribe 

program on the computer which controlled the speed for dictation.  Next, I read and 
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carefully reread all participants’ answers to the interview questions.  Organizing data 

chronologically, I summarized each participant’s response to questions 1-7.  Next, I 

coded patterns and began interpreting themes that emerged among the six participants. 

Highlighting the themes, I identified strong patterns, looking for important comparisons 

such as recognize the need to practice English.  Also, I noted differences such as 

Participant C who had no desire for a college degree, but wanted to learn academic 

English for her family business. 

In sum, I analyzed all qualitative data, re-examined all data sources together, 

coding and interpreting the findings on what I learned from all the data sources. After 

analyzing all sources of data looking for patterns, I was able to identify important and 

relevant themes.  In addition to making comparisons, I made contrasts of differences in 

the participants’ academic English experiences, second language acquisition, pedagogy 

and sociocultural issues that affect the Mexican adult immigrant population outside of 

the research questions that will be discussed in the final chapter of this dissertation. 
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CHAPTER 4:  RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

 

 

 This chapter summarizes the overall results from four data sources, identifies 

emerging patterns, and discusses how these data help to answer my research 

questions.  As laid out in the methodology chapter, the purpose of this case study of an 

ESL classroom was to examine issues Mexican adult immigrants may encounter while 

acquiring academic English.  The following research questions guided the analysis 

process. 

1) What do Mexican adult immigrants perceive as challenges (for themselves) 

while learning academic English in a community college?  

2) How do Mexican ELL students at a community college use their native 

language to learn English? 

3) What teaching and learning strategies do Mexican adult immigrant students 

perceive to be effective in learning academic English? 

   As the primary investigator, I collected data from four sources:  surveys, 

classroom observations, writing samples, and interviews in order to get a holistic 

perspective on the second language acquisition experience of adult community college 

students. The findings from each source are described in detail, identifying common 

themes and making connections to relevant literature in order to answer the research 

questions.  
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Survey Results 

 In order to achieve a broad view of the participants in the ESL class, surveys 

(English and Spanish) were distributed the first week of the research project to 13 ELL 

students enrolled in ESL Academic English, fall semester 2013.  This four-page survey 

(Appendix A) includes basic demographic information, a Likert Scale format for 

students’ self-assessment of their level of academic English, and two open-ended 

questions for students to explain their reasons for taking the ESL academic English 

course.  It also asks if there is interest in getting a college degree and why.  A separate 

recruitment sheet attached to the four-page survey is for students to indicate interest in 

participating in the second part of the research project.  Six students volunteered.  From 

the demographic section of the survey, data revealed a total of five males and eight 

females enrolled in the course.  Ages ranged from 18 to 43 years, and two of the 

thirteen participants identified as non-Mexican origin students.  Data from the 11 

Mexican immigrant participants indicated four were born in the United States and seven 

in Mexico.  The average age of all 13 participants’ arrival in the United States was 17.62 

years, and the number of years living in the United States 7.87 years.  Most who arrived 

in the United States during their teenage years had 2.74 years of formal education in 

the U.S. public school system.   In addition, most participants had 11 years of formal 

education from their home country. 
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 The Likert Scale section of the survey uses four linguistic categories: oral 

communication/conversations, reading and comprehension, listening skills, and writing.  

Students selected applicable statements that best described their level of academic 

English competence in the above mentioned areas (see Table 1). Using measurements 

of four possible answers, (strongly agree, agree, disagree, and strongly disagree) 

participants self-assessed their level of confidence in oral communication with native 

English speakers.  The response to the first statement, “I feel confident when speaking 

English to native English-speakers” indicates over half of the students feel competent in 

this area.   

Table 1:  Oral Communication – Conversations in English 

# Statements: Strongly 
Agree 

Agree Disagree Strongly 
Disagree 

1. Confidence speaking English to native 
English-speakers 

8% 
 

52% 40% 0 

2.   Native English-speakers completely 
understand English abilities 

0 84% 16% 0 

3.   Conversations with native English-
speakers understand verbal 
communication/pronunciation 

0 76% 24% 0 

  

A total of 52 percent felt confident and 8 percent more confident with their verbal speech 

in English with native English-speakers.  However, a significant amount, 40 percent, 

lacked confidence in their English oral skills with native English-speakers.    The 

response to the second statement, “I feel native speakers completely understand my 

English abilities” showed that 84 percent felt native English-speakers completely 

understand their English abilities.  16 percent of participants did not feel native English-

speakers understand their oral English skills.   The final statement in this section refers 
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to conversations using their acquired phonic skills.  Overall, 76 percent of participants 

disclosed being understood by native English-speakers in the area of oral 

communication-pronunciation. Only 24 percent of the thirteen participants indicated that 

native English-speakers have difficulty understanding their verbal 

communication/pronunciation skills. 

 In the reading and comprehension section of the survey (see Table 2), thirteen 

participants rated their understanding of reading assignments.  In response to the first 

statement, “I completely understand all reading assignments in my ESL class,” 84 

percent of students affirmed reading comprehension and 8 percent strongly affirm 

understanding reading assignments.  Only 8 percent did not completely understand all 

reading assignments.   The second statement addresses the lexical need in Spanish to 

transfer meaning in English.  From the data, a combined total of 46 percent reported not 

needing support in Spanish, and a slightly higher average, 54 percent, sometimes 

require lexical support in Spanish.  

  

Table 2: Reading and Comprehension 

# Statement: Strongly 
Agree 

Agree Disagree Strongly 
Disagree 

1. Completely understand all reading 
assignments 

8% 
 

84% 8% 0 

2.   Sometimes need help with words in 
Spanish to understand English  

16% 38% 23% 23% 

3.   Sometimes have difficulties 
understanding instruction in English 

8% 54% 30% 8% 

 

The English language learners taking this survey also indicated levels of reading 

difficulty in understanding instruction in English.  In contrast to completely 



80 
 

understanding all reading assignments (92 percent), students report sometimes having 

problems, comprehending instruction in English (62 percent combined total, [54 percent 

agree, and 8 percent strongly agree]). 

 In the listening section (see Table 3), participants self-assessed the following 

categories: completely understanding audio instruction (from the ESL teacher), being 

confident in note-taking during class lectures, and understanding audio instructions from 

the ESL teacher the first time without asking to repeat.   

 

Table 3:  Listening Skills 

# Statement: Strongly 
Agree 

Agree Disagree Strongly 
Disagree 

1. Completely understand all instructions in 
ESL class 

23% 
 

47% 30% 0 

2.   Confident taking notes during class 
lectures  

23% 69% 8% 0 

3.   Understand instructions first time w/o 
asking to repeat 

8% 53% 39% 0 

 

 

 A combined total of 70 percent of the students agree to strongly agree to 

understanding instructions in the ESL class.  Note-taking has a higher combined total of 

92 percent of students agreeing to strongly agreeing to competence in this area.  Only 8 

percent of ELLs indicate not being confident in taking notes.  The last responses to 

category of understanding instructions the first time without asking to repeat, indicate 39 

percent disagree and 53 percent agree with 8 percent strongly agree to understanding 

instructions. 
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In the final self-assessment of the survey, writing, participants reported the following 

(see Table 4): 

Table 4:  Writing 

# Statements: Strongly 
Agree 

Agree Disagree Strongly 
Disagree 

1. Confidence in writing English 
compositions 

8% 
 

53% 39% 0 

2.   Do not feel confident with writing skills in 
English  

16% 38% 23% 23% 

3.   Need more practice in English in order to 
continue my studies in college 

76% 16% 8% 0% 

 

Participants account for 53 percent and 8 percent (a total of 61 percent) having 

confidence in writing English.  Approximately 39 percent report not having confidence in 

their writing abilities in English composition.  In addressing a similar statement, “Do not 

feel confident with writing skills in English,” participants reveal a combined total of 54 

percent not having confidence with their writing skills in English. Most participants 

however, disclose the need for more practice in English, a combined total of 82 percent 

and only 8 percent represent not needing more English practice in order to continue in 

college. 

 The qualitative data part of the survey is made up of four questions: “Why are 

you taking this academic English course?”, and “Would you like to get a college 

degree?”, “If yes, why?”, “If no, why not?” In response to the first question, 10 students 

indicate taking the course to improve their English skills in order to improve their oral, 

reading and writing skills.  The remaining three students report learning English for a 

future occupation such as an elementary teacher or wanting to become a veterinarian.  

The second question refers to interest in obtaining a college degree and why.  Out of 
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the 13 surveys, 11 participants indicate wanting to earn a college degree and two 

participants were undecided.  The majority of the 13 participants reference desire to 

improve their English skills before pursuing a college degree. In general, those who 

affirm an interest in a college degree express their major motivation is for improving 

their economic position in the United States.  Additionally, others indicate wanting a 

college degree in order to better support their families.  

Discussion of Survey Results 

 Reflecting upon the research questions, I notice a number of common patterns 

and some contradictions in the findings from the survey.  Common patterns include a 

high degree of confidence in their linguistic abilities from the Likert Scale data in the 

areas of oral communication with native English-speakers, understanding all reading 

assignments, oral instructions from the ESL teacher and writing English compositions.  

This suggests that ELLs have a strong aptitude for understanding academic English 

instruction both orally and in writing.  Cummins (1981) points out that ELLs whose L1 

proficiency is more developed would achieve advanced aspects of L2 proficiency such 

as note-taking and comprehending instruction in English quicker than children.  It is also 

known that other factors contribute to higher levels of understanding academic English, 

such as age on arrival, and formal education in the home country. Demographic results 

reveal most participants in this case study arrived in the United States as teenagers and 

had an average of 11 years of formal education in their home country.   

 Qualitative data reveals participants recognize the need for more practice in 

academic English in order to continue in college.  Additionally, student participants show 

the need to reference vocabulary in Spanish (54 percent) to complete advanced 
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cognitive tasks in English.  Additionally, 40 percent of the participants claim that 

sometimes the ESL instructor needed to repeat oral instructions in order to complete an 

academic assignment in English. From the Likert Scale data and qualitative questions, it 

is unclear if these ELL students have a positive perception of their academic English 

skills. 

 Continuing the analysis process, I now focus on six participants who volunteered 

for the second part of the research project.  The second data source, classroom 

observations, took place over eight weeks.  The six participants were examined in class 

activities and interactions with their peers, which included one week of (week 4), of oral 

presentations on themes reviewed in class.  The following classroom observations are 

chronologically summarized and discussed. 

 

Classroom Observations   

 Week 1: On the first day of the research project, I observed the instructor giving 

the students a five minute activity to write descriptions of pictures displayed on the 

“ELMO” projector by the teacher.  The objective of this five minute activity was to have 

students quickly identify the images and construct descriptive sentences using their 

acquired English vocabulary as a warm-up activity.  Following this, the instructor 

assigned small groups for a reading assignment in which students began taking turns 

reading the passages from the reading textbooks (p. 38- 43).  The assignment 

consisted of reading a two page article on how to stage your home in preparation for the 

housing market.  On the first page (p. 38) is a list of vocabulary words with definitions 
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and 12 fill-in-the-blank sentences.  On the following page is a preview reading activity 

displaying a picture of a cluttered living room which students were to describe the 

objects, comparing them to the words provided on the vocabulary list with definitions.  

 In the small groups I noticed students taking turns and pointing out mis-

pronounced words and taking time to help each other with phonic and lexical terms from  

Spanish to English.   Also, students in the small groups helped each other by waiting for 

all members of the group to complete each of the fill-in-the-blank sentences, one by 

one, before continuing to the next sentence in their textbooks. This vocabulary activity 

describes the “before” photo (cluttered and disorganized), of the living room and 

referencing the “after” photo (clean and well organized), of the same living room on the 

following page.  On this page is an article on how to ready a home for potential buyers.  

Students continued to read to each other, taking turns, and circling the correct answers 

of the main ideas in their textbooks.  The instructor made herself available to answer 

questions and later asked for volunteers to write their answers on the whiteboard.  

Several students eagerly volunteered.  At the completion of this activity, students 

returned to their original seats for the large group discussion.  The instructor opened up 

the discussion and asked students to “highlight” what they had read.  Some students 

appeared a little unclear with the term, and the instructor said they should talk about 

“the main ideas you read in your small groups.”  After clarifying the term “highlight,” 

more students began talking among themselves (in Spanish), and began contributing in 

English to the larger group discussion. 
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 Discussion of Results Week 1: 

 The language used in the large group discussion referenced basic words and 

phrases such as housing market, theory, potential, and minimize.  With the exception of 

one to three students (Participants A and F)  who tend to respond vocally, giving most 

of the answers, the majority of the students asked questions and answered in Spanish 

among themselves.  This vocabulary building activity focuses on collocation with nouns 

and patterns with nouns.  Also the assignment promotes oral communication for 

students to practice their English skills on different levels.  Small group activities provide 

less proficient students a way to practice their English skills with their peers and 

compare answers.  The fill-in-the-blank assignment also helped students preview what 

words may be used in the large group discussion.   

 Class Observations, continued   

Week 2:  This lesson focused on writing a descriptive essay.  Students were 

divided into groups of four to review the reading textbook’s definition of a 

descriptive essay.  Students began reading aloud, taking turns using descriptive 

language outlined in the textbook.   After a brief introduction, the instructor told 

the students to review p. 47, which was the homework assignment given, to 

underline the thesis statement and the concluding sentence.  The essay in the 

textbook describes a news release of a new diner, highlighting the location, 

menu, and the owner’s history in the restaurant business.  As the instructor 

walked around to each group asking if there were any questions, the students 

nearest the instructor spoke primarily in English; however, students on the 
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opposite side of the class spoke to each other in Spanish about how to organize 

an essay.   

 Next, the instructor wrote down five categories: sight, sound, taste, smell and 

touch on the whiteboard and asked the students to tell her what words in the reading 

textbook article describe each category.  For example, under the sight category she 

wrote on the whiteboard the phase “gleaming tables” from the article.  Students began 

identifying other words and phrases from the article as the instructor wrote down their 

responses on the whiteboard.  Individuals who gave the wrong descriptive phrase or 

listed the phrase under the incorrect category, were gently reminded to double check 

their answers.  Students who gave the incorrect answers were also supported by their 

peers who helped them find the correct phrase in the text.  After this activity, the 

components on how to construct a descriptive essay were displayed on the “ELMO” 

projector.  Students began taking notes in their personal notebooks as the instructor 

emphasized that the first part of the essay, the introduction, includes the thesis 

statement.  At that time Participant A said, “Could you explain more about the thesis 

statement?”  The instructor replied, referring to the definition in the text, “It is the why, 

place, or thing, the focus of the essay.”  Participant A, who is the most verbal student in 

the class, began reading aloud to herself the remaining components of the descriptive 

essay in the textbook.  Participant B, who was not as verbal as Participant A, also 

followed along silently taking notes in his personal notebook.  Participant F, another 

“outspoken”, student read from the textbook the logical order within the opening 

paragraph of the descriptive paragraph.  She said, reading to herself outloud, “It 

includes the body paragraph and the “conclusion.” 
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 Discussion of Results Week 2 

 At the beginning of the second class, before the teacher arrived, I noticed some 

students comparing their homework assignments, talking among themselves in 

Spanish, asking each other if they understood the assignment.  The six participants 

contributed more than the other students, frequently asking questions during class 

discussion and giving answers in the question and answer sessions.  Participants B and 

D were more introverted and paid close attention to taking careful notes.  Participant A 

was more vocal and tended to speak aloud to herself and frequently helped her 

classmates who appeared to be struggling with their assignments.  Although the 

classroom procedures seemed to practice typical conventional methods such as 

teacher lecturing and students responding when called upon, there was a lot of 

interaction and collaboration in the classroom as a whole.  Students often helped each 

other define words in Spanish and clarify verbal instructions given by the teacher.   

 Class Observations continued 

Week 3:  The lesson focused on activities from the listening and speaking 

textbook, p. 68, unit 4.   The instructor divided students into groups of three to review 

the vocabulary homework on p. 67 in which students had to read and select the 

appropriate words using complete sentences.  Students had to complete a total of 10 

fill-in-the-blank sentences on vacation, adventure and surgery.  In the small groups 

each student read a sentence and gave his/her answer.   The instructor paired 

Participant A with one non-Spanish-speaker and a less English-proficient Hispanic 

student.  Participants B and C worked together.  Participant C often referred to her 
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Spanish-English dictionary.  Participant F arrived late and joined the larger group 

activity.  

 After reviewing the homework fill-in-the-blank vocabulary assignment, the 

instructor played a CD with a news report on medical tourism that gave reasons why 

patients travel abroad to for medical care. In this activity, students had to identify 

excerpts from the CD listed in their workbooks which included the “action” and 

“reason(s)” for medical travel.  In the workbooks there are five sentences listed in two 

columns. The first, sentence 1, reads, “At first, Byron Bonnewell decided not to have 

surgery.”  In the second column, a blank space is available for students to fill in the 

correct answers.    The instructor asked students to read the Preview Listening section 

which listed the main reasons for people to have medical treatments in other countries.  

As the CD played, I noticed several students struggling to understand the dialogue and 

commented that the pace of news report was a little too fast.   The instructor smiled and 

asked the students if they would like her to replay the CD and all at once the entire 

class said, “Yes, please” and the instructor re-played the news report.    After the 

instructor replayed the news report, she asked if any students knew someone who had 

medical treatments done outside of the US.  A few students raised their hands and 

commented on experiences of friends and family members having to return to Mexico 

for medical and insurance.  At this point the instructor told students to reference the 

questions in the workbook. She re-played the CD for the third time.  Participants D and 

E seemed less perplexed about the assignment and worked together comparing 

answers, often laughing as they reviewed their answers.   During the third replay of the 

CD, the instructor told the students to listen for detail statements and answer T (true) or 
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F (false) to the eight questions in the listening and speaking workbook.  As she played 

the CD for the third time, the level of enthusiasm increased in the classroom and 

students appeared to be enjoying the activity. 

 

 Discussion of Results Week 3 

 Overall, it seemed most students had difficulties with comprehension in this 

listening activity.  The voices on the CD were native English-speakers giving personal 

testimonials of their experiences with medial tourism.  Using what appeared to be 

standard native-like English speech patterns such as stress, pitch, tone, and pace, the 

majority of students including high English proficient student Participant A, and low 

English proficient students Participants B and D  were unable to understand significant 

parts of the message on the CD.  It was not until the instructor used scaffolding 

techniques, such as reducing the pace by pausing the CD between sentences, that 

students were able to accurately reference the vocabulary and complete the fill-in-the-

blank assignment in their workbooks.  Another scaffolding technique the teacher used, 

was when she allowed time for students to process their background knowledge and 

asked students if they knew anyone who had medical procedures done outside the 

United States.  By allowing students to reference familiar contexts or experiences, the 

instructor constructed a learning environment that Vygotsky (1978) describes as Zone 

of Proximal Development (ZPD), which promotes learning assisted by the expert, in this 

case, the ESL teacher.  In this example, the instructor helps students to access their 
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background experiences in order to create a platform for new knowledge, for instance, a 

listening comprehension activity in English from a CD in the ESL classroom. 

 Classroom Observations continued  

Week 4:  In the following classroom observations, I examined the six 

participants, Participants A-F’s, oral presentations about topics on the environment and 

healthcare:   

Participant A:  Topic:  Water – Health and the Effect of Pollution using a 

PowerPoint as her visual, Participant A illustrated several examples about the cause 

and effect of pollution.  She began by using descriptive words such as thick, smoggy air, 

clutter and full of garbage when referring to some of her pictures.  She laid out her 

presentation outlining the causes and then the effects of water pollution and our health.   

Having her note cards available, she read directly from them in defining the term “global 

warming.”  With a great deal of enthusiasm and conviction about her topic, she 

continued telling the class about diseases that can be found as a result of pollution in 

major cities.  Observing her overall presentation, I noted a few grammatical errors such 

as subject verb arrangement, present and past tense, and repetition of phrases “for 

example” often between sentences. However, considering her minor mechanical errors, 

it appeared that she captivated the attention of her peers with her energetic, charismatic 

personality. 
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Participant B:  Topic:  Medical Tourism 

Participant B, confined to a wheelchair, opened his discussion by defining the 

term “medical tourism,” reading the definition directly from his PowerPoint slide.  

Participant B discussed why people travel to different countries for medical 

treatment and delivered this information in a more relaxed demeanor.  He often 

read directly from his notes on his PowerPoint slides which helped him move 

from point to point in a logical and systematic manner.   In describing the cause 

and effects of medical tourism, Participant B compared the information from the 

PowerPoint slides to notes he had written his notebook.   He appeared to be very 

confident and knowledgeable about his topic, but he made many grammatical 

errors in the possessive form of verb, present and past tense and subject verb 

agreement.  Although much of his speech was understandable, on some 

occasions he recognized his grammatical errors and he quickly made 

corrections.   He often began his sentence by using the phrase …” You can”  

when describing Medical Tourism.  His vocabulary was not as broad as 

Participant A’s, but overall his presentation was understood. 

Participant C:   Topic:  Medical Tourism 

Participant C’s topic was also medical tourism.  She used PowerPoint slides for 

her visuals and seemed a little more nervous than Participant B, referring often to 

the note cards in her hands.  Participant C began her presentation by sharing a 

personal experience about knowing someone who had to gone to Mexico to 

receive medical attention because of the high cost of treatment in the United 
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States.  Appearing a little emotional about the topic, she explained the 

importance of having access to good medical services as she described her 

friend’s experience in Mexico.  Continuing her discussion, she gave examples of 

famous people taking medical vacations. Overall, Participant C’s presentation 

was very effective in giving a good argument on how Medical Tourism is 

beneficial for patients rich or poor and that medical travel helps to boost the 

economy in foreign countries. In noting overall verbal skills, Participant C was 

limited to three or four word sentences in English.  In comparison to Participants 

A and B’s conversational skills, her pace was slower, but she paid more attention 

to her pronunciation and often referred to the instructor for correction.  

Participant D:  Topic:  Understanding Health Care 

This subject did not use PowerPoint slides, rather, a large poster board with 

pictures and information about the present state of uninsured Americans and the 

government’s healthcare act.    She began by giving an example of a typical 

doctor visit, discussing the limited options of low income people and those with 

no health insurance.   Arguing in favor of the Affordable Health Care plan, 

Participant D explained how all residents in this country will be eligible for health 

insurance.  As she described the benefits, she appeared well organized and a 

little more confident in her delivery as she continued the discussion.  Using her 

notecards as a guide, she covered a list of healthcare jobs that are available and 

the benefits.  Her vocabulary was less advanced compared to A and B, and she 

read a lot from her notes, stammering over some words, making self-corrections.  

At the closing of her speech, she discussed the benefits and her personal opinion 
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about the Affordable Health Care Act.  At this part of her speech she appeared 

more confident and made fewer errors.  Most common errors were subject verb 

agreement, present past tense and collocations such as “Sometimes we will 

have to do a difficult choice.” 

Participant E:   Topic: Health Care and the Environment 

Participant E combined health care and environment issues for her presentation.   

She used Prezi, a newer version of PowerPoint for her visual aid and seemed 

very competent in using this media.  Of all the six participants, she was the only 

one to incorporate animation and sound from the internet.  She appeared well 

prepared and started the presentation by greeting everyone with “Hello, my name 

is ….and I want to talk about….”   Her introduction was well polished and she 

made good eye contact with the audience.  After her brief greeting, she began 

with a scenario of how air pollution effects healthy living conditions on the planet.  

Noting minimal grammatical errors, Participant E’s vocabulary was more 

advanced than her peers.  She summarized her argument and ended her 

presentation with a “call to action”. 

Participant F:  Topic: Good and Bad Health Care and the Environment 

Participant F appeared to be very bubbly and enthusiastic about 

presenting her topic; however, she seemed less prepared than the other five 

participants.  Although she often smiled while talking, her pace, flow, and delivery 

were often interrupted by her starting a sentence, repeating, stopping, and 

starting the same sentence again.  This occurred frequently throughout her 



94 
 

presentation.  In addition to her stammering, she made several grammatical 

errors such as “they did went” and “I had founded.” On a few occasions during 

her presentation, Participant F was able to make correct word choices.  For 

example, she first said, “we don’t got none” then changed to “we don’t have 

enough.”  Throughout her presentation she continued self-correcting which 

seemed comical to many in the audience. 

 Discussion of Results Week 4 

Overall, the six participants gave well organized oral presentations. The majority 

not only were well prepared, referring to notecards and PowerPoint slides, but seemed 

knowledgeable and passionate about their topics.   In general, grammatical errors 

made, such as subject verb agreement, did not take away from the main ideas 

expressed in the presentation. Widdowson (1978), refers to this type of communication 

as “language use” which describes the learners’ extent of knowledge and aspects of 

overall performance.  In other words, Participants A-F were successful in 

communicating their knowledge about their topics which suggests effective cognitive 

and linguistic transfer from L1 to L2.  However, when focusing on Participant A-F’s 

“language usage,” their grammatical competence falls short in comparison to 

mainstream college students in a similar context.    

Class Observations continued 

Week 5:  The topic of this lesson was to demonstrate how to write a five-

paragraph essay.  The instructor began by asking students to read along as she read 

the requirements for constructing an academic essay. Beginning with writing an 



95 
 

introduction, students seemed to pay close attention to the instructor’s definition from 

the reading and writing textbook. The instructor explained the three main components of 

an academic essay, the introduction, body and conclusion which seemed to be familiar 

knowledge for participants A,C,E, and F because they affirmed by nodding their heads 

and verbalizing agreement  simultaneously as the instructor read from the textbook.  

Participants B and D seemed less engaged as the instructor read from the textbook and 

displayed minimal eye contact with the instructor.  However, Participant B took careful 

notes in his personal notebook referencing the passages in the reading textbook.   At 

the end of the instructor’s review, she asked the students if there were any questions 

about the material.  The more vocal students, Participants A and F, asked for further 

examples of a good introduction and concluding paragraphs.  Participant B and the 

other males in the classroom did not participate in this class discussion and focused on 

taking notes, speaking among themselves in Spanish.   

 Next, the instructor asked students to volunteer and read the components of a 

five-paragraph essay in their reading textbook on p. 97-98 as a large group.  Some 

students raised their hands to volunteer to read passages from the essay.  For the most 

part, students participated by taking turns reading sentences from the textbook.  

Volunteer readers were primarily the female students, and the instructor also asked 

some of the more reluctant male students to read as well.  After reading the 

components of a five-paragraph essay in the textbook as a large group, the instructor 

asked students to identify conditional sentences.  Using the “ELMO” projector displaying 

the passage from the reading textbook, the instructor read the entire passage aloud and 

paused between sentences, asking students to find conditional phrases in the essay.  
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Making a list on the whiteboard, the instructor wrote down the student’s responses and 

made corrections when needed.  As the activity progressed, only half of the six 

participants contributed to this activity, Participants A, C and F offering their answers on 

what the conditional phrases are in the textbook.  At the conclusion of this activity, the 

instructor divided students into small groups of three to four people to continue to 

identify conditional sentences and complete the fill-in-the-blank sentences in the 

textbook.   In the small groups, more students participated in reading sentences aloud 

to each other and worked together on the fill-in-the-blank assignment. 

 Discussion Results of Week 5 

 Reviewing the level of active participation from the ESL classroom, most 

students, including the six participants, did not fully engage in large group activities.  

However, Participants A and F, the more vocal students, contributed most in the 

discussions.  Tinto (1997) addresses the issue of students not fully participating in 

classroom activities by arguing that in general, college students are inactive in learning 

in the classroom, where in his view, “learning appears to be a ‘spectator sport’ in which 

faculty talk dominates” (Fischer & Grant, 1983; Tinto, 1997).  From his research on 

college students’ learning and persistence, he claims that collaborative pedagogy 

develops a network of support and resources for learning beyond instruction which in 

turn supports self-directedness.   Additionally, Guild (1994) suggests the learning 

preference among Hispanic community college students is when learning involves 

personal experiences incorporated in course materials.  Similarly, I observed in this ESL 

classroom that ELLs responded more positively to collaborative class activities such as 

working in pairs or small groups. Clearly, the six participants and their peers appeared 
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more involved in small group assignments working together than as individuals in large 

group discussions. 

 Class Observation continued 

Week 6:  This lesson continued from last week’s lesson about the elements of a 

five paragraph essay, and focused on the compare and contrast essay.  First, the 

instructor previews the components of the compare and contrast essay and reads 

examples from the textbook.   Afterward, she asks students to recall elements of an 

academic essay.   Participant A raised her hand and said, “the introduction, thesis 

statement, body and conclusion.”    After acknowledging Participant A’s correct answer, 

the instructor asked students to turn to p.121 in the reading and writing textbook and 

read descriptions of a compare and contrast essay.  The instructor projected the 

definition on the “ELMO” projector and asked each person to read a sentence 

describing the writing components.  The instructor continued to describe two ways to 

organize ideas: “point by point” and “similarities and differences.”  Participant F raised 

her hand and asked the instructor for an example. The instructor, realizing her students 

needed more time with this concept, said, “Now we are going to practice.” The instructor 

asked students to form small groups of three, and requested them to take turns reading 

the essay on “Two Great Jazz Singers.”  The instructor allowed time for students to read 

taking turns and then displayed the two jazz singers on YouTube.  All the students 

listened attentively, watching the singers Billie Holiday and Norah Jones.   Directly after 

the video clips, a large group discussion was formed and students were asked to first 

read and answer the three questions at the bottom of the essay.  I noticed that all six of 

the participants began writing answers in their notebooks.  The instructor drew a table 
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on the whiteboard illustrating how to identify a compare and contrast essay “point by 

point.”  See Table 5.   Table 5:  Compare and Contrast Essay:  Point by Point 

Table 5:  Compare and Contrast Essay: Point by Point 

Key points Billie Holiday Norah Jones 

1.  Life Tough childhood, successful, 

famous. Very poor – 8 

Grammy awards 

Parent famous musician and 

dancer.  Successful, famous, 

attended good schools, 

Grammy award 

2. Training No musical training  

Learned from musicians 

around her. 

Self-taught 

Invented unique style 

Studied piano and jazz at 

university 

Little formal training as singer 

Invented own singing style 

3. Music Jazz 

Quiet, emotional, tragic, sad 

songs 

Songwriter unknown 

Jazz, country, pop, fast pop 

Quiet, emotional, tragic, sad 

songs 

Well known as songwriter 
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 After the instructor listed some of their responses on the whiteboard, she asked 

students to demonstrate what they learned by drawing a similar chart in their small 

groups. The students also reread the essay comparing and contrasting similarities and 

differences. After her instruction, I observed many groups hesitating, asking each other 

questions in Spanish, as if the assignment was not fully understood.  Some students in 

the groups began drawing the chart on separate pieces of paper individually, and others 

began reading the essay aloud.  Most students seemed unclear on how to organize this 

particular small group activity, producing one chart together, listing comparisons and 

differences as a group. As the instructor left the front of the classroom and went from 

group to group asking students if there were questions, I observed students awaiting the 

instructor’s personal guidance before attempting the assignment by themselves.   

  Discussion of Results Week 6 

 As in previous large group discussions, only a few students actively participated. 

From these observations it is clear that students engage more in class activities that 

have visual aids such as the ELMO projector, and the YouTube video clips.   Other 

factors that contribute to student participation are activities that involve note taking or 

fill-in-the-blanks.   Referencing the literature, motivational tools preferred by Latino 

students connect personal experiences as a building blocks to class activities (Cejda & 

Hoover, 2010). Additionally, another common cognitive technique involves active 

learning in “real world” contexts.  For example, the Billie Holiday and Norah Jones 

activity did not reference the culture or ethnicity of the two artists.   A deeper 

comparison and contrast exercise relating to the students form of reference such as 

Mexican or Asian famous singers may have given this activity more meaning than just 
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an introduction for a writing activity.  A common strategy discussed in the literature is 

comparing the students’ culture in a way to promote questioning (Cejda & Hoover, 

2010).  Interestingly, in the case study classroom, most student engagement came 

about when self-directed activities were at a minimum. 

 Class Observations continued 

Week 7:  All students taking an exam for the entire class period. 

Week 8: Students worked together in pairs preparing for their group presentation 

on the final day of class.  The instructor allowed the entire class time for organizing their 

presentations.  During this preparation time in class, I noticed an increased use of 

Spanish from most of the students asking each other, “como se dice” translated to “how 

do you say this” in English.   Due to my physical position in the classroom, I focused my 

observation on Participants C and D who were preparing their group presentation on the 

family.  Participant C, who seems more proficient in English, began writing the main 

ideas of their topic.  She wrote the sentence, “Does the Perfect Family Existe?”  then 

she stopped and said, “existir or ‘exist’, verdad” as she turned to Participant D.  

Participant D, who works at a local restaurant in the community and speaks some 

English as a cashier, told Participant C to look in the textbook.  The listening and 

speaking textbook outlined common vocabulary words and excerpts on the topic of 

children and adulthood.  As they began thumbing through the pages, both were 

speaking Spanish using comical gestures, like shrugging their shoulders and smiling at 

each other.  The section of the book entitled “Generation Next” listed vocabulary words 

such as contributor, entitled, and transition.  Both of the subjects took turns reading the 
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words and when they came across cognates, they repeated them in Spanish and 

English aloud smiling at each other.  

Discussion of Results Week 8 

 Clearly, this collaborative group presentation activity promoted the highest level 

of participation in the ESL classroom.  Both English and Spanish were exchanged in the 

expression of ideas, concepts and background knowledge.  As discussed in previous 

classroom observations, relational tasks are high motivators for Mexican adult 

immigrants enrolled in this course.  Participants C and D worked well together in 

organizing a theme and plan of delivery for their presentation.  Guild’s (1994) research 

supports the cognitive style of collaboration over self-directedness for this population.  

From the literature, he points out that Mexican Americans value personal relationships, 

family, and holistic thinking such as organizing an oral presentation about the family 

drawing on personal insights and experiences. 

 In addition, I recognized an increase in bilingualism among the Mexican-origin 

students as they worked together on their projects.  There was an even flow of 

information between students and a sense of high energy in the classroom.  Krashen’s 

(2002) “Affective Filter Hypothesis” explains how external factors such as exchanging 

phrases from Spanish to English, contribute to motivation and self-confidence and 

lessen anxiety in a learning environment.  Participants C and D seemed to freely 

exchange their knowledge on a familiar theme (the family), in a low Affective Filter 

which according to Krashen (2002) elevates pathways for L2 acquisition.   
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Writing Samples 

  One self-selected descriptive essay writing sample was collected from each of 

the six participants.  As part of the performance objectives of this ESL high-

intermediate-level course, students have to demonstrate their academic writing abilities 

by composing a descriptive essay in MLA style approximately 1-3 pages in length, on 

topics reviewed in class.  Using the descriptive essay (see Table 6) evaluation 

worksheet, I analyzed each composition comparing content and organization, and 

mechanics and grammar, highlighting the most frequent errors the participants made in 

their compositions.  In my assessment (instructor scores are not included) the most 

common errors made by the participants in the content and organization section were in 

the following categories:  All content is relevant; the essay has coherence through the 

use of connectors and transitions; the essay is fully developed, thoughtful and easy to 

understand; the conclusion summarizes the main reasons, restates the thesis and has a 

final statement; body paragraphs are in logical order following the thesis statement; and 

the essay is easy to follow.  

 One paragraph of Participant C’s work is presented below: 

Walmart has everything for my needs.  It has cleaning supplies like laundry 
detergent, Clorox and fabric softener.  On sporting goods I can find bicycles, 
camping equipment, fishing gear, skates, soccer balls and cleats.  In the 
bakery department the doughnuts look delicious and they have a variety of 
Mexican bread that you can choose from.  In the dairy department, I like to 
buy milk, yogurt, cheese and ice cream because it is cheaper than other 
stores.  I also buy fruits and vegetables because they are fresh and yummy.  
In electronics, Walmart has good brands on TVs and computers, tablets and 
cellphones. 
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Table 6:  ESL Academic English I – Descriptive Essay Part A 

 

CONTENT & ORGANIZATION 

1. The essay addresses the topic.     _____ _____ _____ _____ 

 

2. The essay is fully developed, thoughtful and    

 easy to understand.     _____ _____ _____ _____  

 

3. The essay begins with an introduction that leads  

 effectively from a hook to a clear thesis statement. _____ _____ _____ _____  

       

4. Each body paragraph has a topic sentence that  

               states a main point from the thesis statement.  _____ _____ _____ _____  

 

5. Each body paragraph has effective detailed  

               support with descriptive adjectives/adverbs.  _____ _____ _____ _____   

 

6. Body paragraphs are in logical order following the   

                thesis statement; the essay is easy to follow. _____ _____ _____ _____  

 

7. The conclusion summarizes the main reasons,   

               restates the thesis and has a final statement. _____ _____ _____ _____  

 

8. All content is relevant; the essay has coherence  

               through the use of connectors and transitions. _____ _____ _____ _____  
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 Participants varied in writing abilities in the development of content and 

organizing paragraphs into complete coherent essays.  The more advanced, 

Participants A, D and E, had clear topic sentences at the beginning of each paragraph 

and supporting sentences.  Participants B, C and F did not have clear thesis statements 

and their sentences were less developed and did not necessarily follow logical order or 

summaries of main ideas.  Also many sentences were unclear, with few details about 

the topic.  Participants B, C and F used basic vocabulary words such as “you can see” 

or “they are always perfectly organized” without referring to the pronoun or subject 

discussed.   Participants A, D and E demonstrated higher use of vocabulary such as the 

phrase “The most recognized feature of an iPhone is…” or “The food is freshly cooked 

well prepared and does not taste re-warmed or overcooked.” into the body of the 

paragraphs in a clear and easy to follow manner. 

 The second component of the descriptive essay in which students were 

evaluated was mechanics and grammar (see Table 7).  The four areas with common 

errors in general among the six participants:  word choice is appropriate, descriptive; 

sentences are correctly punctuated and capitalized; sentences are complete, avoiding 

fragments, run-ons, and comma splices; and words are spelled correctly.  

A sample paragraph of Participant B’s work is presented below: 

 

Price is the main reason people choose to travel for treatment, you can save from 
70-90%, even people who has insurance decide to travel because of their 
deductible. Service is also a good reason you get qualified doctor who had been 
in Nort America or Western Europe countries, and they’re fluent in English, the 
service you get is also better than the one that you receive in our own countries, 
and enjoying a vacation while recovering in a stunning beautiful place. 
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Table 7:  ESL Academic English I – Descriptive Essay Part B 

 

MECHANICS & GRAMMAR 

 

 

1.  The paragraphs are written in correct paragraph     

 form.                         _____  _____ _____ _____ 

2.  Sentences are complete, avoiding fragments,     

run-ons, and comma splices.        ______ _____ _____ _____ 

 

3.  Sentences are correctly punctuated and capitalized.      _____  _____ _____ _____  

   

4.  Sentences show effective complexity and variation.       _____ _____ _____ _____  

 

        5.  Sentences have the correct word order.     _____ _____ _____ _____  

   

6.  Verb tenses, modals and forms, including   

 subject-verb agreement, are correct.    _____ _____ _____ _____ 

 

7.  Word choice is appropriate, descriptive.        _____ _____ _____ _____  

    

8.  Words are spelled correctly.                   _____ _____ _____ _____  

   

9.  Articles, prepositions, connectors, and other  

            function words are used correctly.                  _____ _____ _____ _____ 

 

10.  Word form is correct.                    _____ _____ _____ _____  
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I re-examined the writing samples noting comments made by the instructor on the 

mechanics of the essay.   Additionally, I coded frequent error patterns by highlighting 

them in color, distinguishing the previous analysis made from the content and 

organization section of the essay.  This procedure helped me gain a more holistic 

approach to the evaluation process. 

Discussion of Writing Results 

Overall, the six participants adequately completed the requirement for the 

content and organization part of the written assignment by describing information about 

a topic reviewed in the ESL classroom.  Students demonstrated their written knowledge 

of the subject in English while incorporating their background knowledge of linguistic 

structure in order to complete a legible essay that could be generally understood by 

native English speakers. 

 In contrast to the content and organization section, the mechanics and grammar 

component was the weakest part of the participants’ descriptive essay.  This is where 

most of the errors were made.   For example, the advanced Participant A frequently 

made errors in not indenting paragraphs, word choice and subject verb agreement.  

Participants D and E also had issues in mechanics in areas of punctuation, 

capitalization at the beginning of each sentence, spelling, and providing commas.  

Participants B, C and F had frequent spelling errors, sentence fragments, prepositions 

and misuse of articles and subject verb agreement.  Participant F had particular 

difficulties in spelling, writing what could be the phonetic sounds of the word rather than 
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the correct spelling such as “twel” for “towel”, “hole” for “whole and “coloros” for “colors.”  

For the most part, the six participants’ grammar and mechanics were substandard and 

do not represent academic writing at a college level.  

  

Results from Interviews 

 Interviews were scheduled at the convenience of the six participants, typically 

after the ESL class.  These tape-recorded sessions lasted generally about 30 to 45 

minutes.   At the beginning of each semi-structured interview session, pre-written 

questions were available (see Appendix B) to participants in English and Spanish.  All 

six participants answered questions in English.  I began by asking participants to 

discuss some of their background such as where they were born and what schools they 

attended in the United States and Mexico.  I documented all their responses using a 

tape recorder and took notes of the discussion.  During the interviews I spoke both 

English and Spanish.  After recording their general background I proceeded asking 

questions in the following order: 

 

 Background 

Participant A was born in Obregon, Mexico and attended bilingual schools in 

Mexico during her elementary and high school years.  Her parents are her greatest 

supporters for attending school in the United States, and encourage her to become a 

business professional in the area of communication.  Participant A enjoys talking in 
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English and plans to attend mainstream college classes next year.  She is taking this 

ESL high-intermediate course because her original plan to take an advanced class was 

cancelled due to low enrollment numbers.     

Participant B was also born in Mexico and attended school until the 6th grade.  

The following year he came to the United States and attended the 7th grade.  He 

completed junior high and high school in Arizona and was not motivated to learn English 

or any other subjects at school.  Not taking his education seriously, he spent a lot of 

time distracted in class, speaking only Spanish to his teachers and classmates.  

Participant B graduated from high school in Arizona in 2005, and began taking courses 

at the community college the following year because of a car accident which paralyzed 

him, confining him to a wheelchair. He plans to study computer science and wants to 

continue his education at the college level. 

 Participant C was born in northern Mexico, moved to California at the age of 13, 

and attended middle school for 1 ½ years.  Returning to Mexico the following year, she 

attended hairstyling school for 1 ½ years to begin her career in cosmetology.  Her plans 

were interrupted when her family decided to move to Arizona.  As a teenager, she 

began high school in the 9th grade and graduated in 1989.  Soon after graduating from 

high school, she got married and did not continue to college because of her 

undocumented status and not being eligible for financial aid.  It was not until 24 years 

later that Participant C returned to school and started taking English courses at the 

community college. 
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Participant D was born in California and went to Mexico when she was one year 

old.  Living her childhood years in Mexico and attending school there, she relocated with 

her family to Arizona as a teenager. Uneasy about her limited English skills (self-taught 

watching TV programs in English), she enrolled in high school at the age of 15.  Soon 

she met new friends who spoke Spanish and her teachers did as well.  She remembers 

seldom having to speak English in high school.   As a recent high school graduate, she 

enrolled in community college taking ESL courses. 

Participant E was born in the state of Sonora in Mexico. She attended 

elementary and high school in Mexico.  At an early age, she was interested in learning 

English; however, there were no bilingual schools in her town.  In high school she was 

introduced to some English by her teachers who had some experience with drills in the 

English alphabet.  She remembers quickly reciting some basic sentences, but not 

retaining anything she learned.  Continuing her education in Mexico and becoming an 

elementary school teacher, she recently wed an American and moved to Arizona.  In 

2011, she enrolled in the community college and began learning academic English. 

Participant F was born locally, in the southwestern part of the United States. Her 

family traveled often to Mexico, visiting family and spending much of their summers and 

holidays in Mexico.  Participant F remembers attending elementary and high school in 

the United States; however, her schooling was frequently interrupted when her family 

traveled to Mexico.  After attending public schools in the United States for 17 years and 

graduating from high school, she did not become proficient in English until she married 

and enrolled in free ESL classes at an afterschool program.  Participant F attended 
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these classes off and on after high school, and decided to enroll in the community 

college ESL course and has been taking community college courses for five years now. 

 

Interview Question 1 “Tell me about your experiences in learning English.”  

 

Four out of the six participants attended high school in the southwest region of 

the United States.  However, most did not become proficient in speaking English until 

they enrolled in community college ESL courses.  Participants B, C, D and F received 

most of their formal education in the U.S. public school system.  Participant F, a U.S. 

citizen, attended some elementary school and graduated from high school although 

most of her formal education in the U.S. was interrupted because of her family’s 

frequent travels to Mexico.    Participants A and E, new arrivals to the U.S., studied 

English in Mexico.  While Participant A attended bilingual school in Obregon, Mexico, 

she often practiced her English skills with visiting native English speaking foreign 

exchange students.  Participants B, C, and F had more exposure to the English 

language than Participants A and E; however, they only spoke Spanish with their 

classmates and teachers in high school.  Participant E’s English immersion experience 

began after marrying an American citizen and moving to the southwest region of the 

United States. 

 

 

Interview Question 2 “Why is learning English important to you and your 

family?”    
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Participant A says her parents are positive motivators and financial supporters of 

her education in learning English in the United States.  She had opportunities to study in 

Guadalajara, Mexico in a prestigious school and decided with the influence from her 

parents to focus her attention on developing her English skills in the U.S. instead.  She 

discussed her desire to obtain a college degree and said she plans to enroll in regular 

college courses next year.  

Participant B wants to be more fluent in English in order to have a career working 

with computers.  He understands that he will need a college degree and plans to 

continue taking ESL course along with computer courses.  Participant B does not have 

family support and says that “they live in their world and I have mine.”  He explains that 

he is trying to stay in this country and wants to become productive and do something 

positive with his life.  Although he struggles with academic English such as writing 

essays, he is determined to develop his language skills in order to reach his career 

goals. 

Participants C, D, E, and F are learning English in order to help family members.  

Participants C and F are mothers with younger children in elementary and junior high.  

They both stressed the importance of learning to be an effective communicator in 

English in order to be a positive role model for their children.  Participant F argues, “It is 

important to me and my kids because I want my children to understand that although 

English is not my primary language, I can learn and they can too!”  In addition to helping 

her children with English, Participant C is learning English in order to help her husband 

with the family business.   Participant D, a single female, plans to help her family by 
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becoming an accountant and managing her family business accounts.  She believes 

this academic English course is just the beginning in helping her reach career goals of 

becoming an accountant and one day getting a college degree.   

Interview Question 3 “What strategies do you use to improve your English skills 

in school?  At home?”   

Participants A, D, and F improve their English skills by reading and watching 

television.  Participant A states she likes to read books in English and spends a great 

deal of time reading books and articles in English.  Also, she watches English TV 

programs at home with her brother who is also studying English.  Although Spanish is 

spoken in their home, they decided to change watching TV in Spanish to English.  

Participant A also says she enjoys using her English skills in the classroom and often 

engages in group discussions, asking questions in the ESL classroom which she feels 

help her improve her conversational skills. 

Participant D reads magazines, watches TV programs, and listens to music in 

English.  She believes that her English skills are minimal and is shy when speaking to 

others in English.  So she enjoys studying English alone in the privacy of her home or in 

the ESL classroom.  

Participants B and E have access to native English-speakers and often 

communicate with them.  Participant B talks with native English-speakers in his 

computer class and sometimes meets with them socially after class.  Participant E is 

married to a native English-speaker and reviews her homework with her husband who 

has limited Spanish skills.  She explains how she not only reviews homework with her 



113 
 

husband, but tries to give a summary of what she learned after each class.  In addition 

to communicating with native English-speakers, the six participants try to speak as 

much English to each other as possible in their ESL course.  

Participant C improves her English skills by often referencing her 

Spanish/English dictionary.  She carries a Spanish/English dictionary with her always 

and frequently looks up words she does not understand.  Participant C said she also 

improves her English skills by talking to her kids in English.  Although she claims this 

dialog often ends up in Spanish, she enjoys reviewing her homework with her children 

and believes this strengthens their family relationships. 

Interview Question 4  “How do you practice your English skills? How often?  What 

areas are you the strongest (i.e., conversation, reading or writing).” 

  Participants D and F practice English on their jobs with native English-speakers.  

Participant D, a cashier at a Mexican restaurant, often converses in English with 

customers.  She claims that her interaction in English is minimal and usually has to do 

with recalling numbers and giving out change to the customer.  Participant D does not 

confess to having any strengths in English, however, she understands most of the 

customer’s requests on menu items and questions on food preparation.  Participant F 

also works with native English-speakers as a bus driver on a school bus.  She 

communicates with many parents and teachers and enjoys conversing with them.  

Participant F also expresses how she likes keeping up with the lives of famous people 

and reads gossip magazines. She admits not understanding all the printed messages, 

but enjoys the pictures and understands the main ideas in the articles. 
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 Participants A, B, and C have limited access to native English-speakers and 

practice their oral English skills primarily in the ESL classroom.  Although Participant C 

sometimes converses with her children in English, she said that her strongest area is 

her motivation to learn and she likes to ask questions in class.  Participant A is also an 

active participator in asking questions in class and believes the classroom is the only 

place she practices her oral skills regularly.  Watching TV in English helps her with her 

listening skills; however, she believes her conversational skills would greatly improve if 

she spoke more English outside the classroom.  Participant B concurs with Participant A 

and states he only practices English at the community college with friends.  His family 

are monolingual Spanish speakers and have no desire to learn English.  He said that 

his conversational skills in English really improved after spending time with friends from 

his computer class. 

Participant E practices English daily with her American husband and sometimes with 

her in-laws.  She claims that because she is forced to learn English in order to converse 

with her American family, she often practices by completing grammar activities on the 

internet.  The ESL high-intermediate course has a webpage available for students to 

access additional practice in academic English. 

Additional comments from the six participants included practicing English over the 

phone with a customer service representative.  Instead of opting to communicate in 

Spanish, some respondents suggest practicing English through the telephone.  Most 

participants also assert that their strongest areas in English are conversation and 

comprehension and confessing that academic writing is their weakest area.  In general, 
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these ELLs students do not have sufficient access to native English-speakers and 

practice their oral English skills in their ESL classroom. 

Interview Question 5 “Do you plan on getting a college degree?”  

 Five out of six participants affirm having a desire for a college degree.  

Participant C, the only negative response, said she is taking the course solely to learn 

English to help her husband with the family auto business.  Her goal is to manage all 

telephone calls and customer service, ordering parts when needed and talk with native 

English speakers.  She admits that at first she was undecided about going to college 

and getting a degree, but now she is more focused on supporting her family. 

Participant A wants a bachelor’s degree in business or speech communication.  

She expressed her passion for being bilingual and interpreting in both languages.  

Participant A, the youngest of the six participants, plans to attend the University of 

Arizona someday, but, is unsure how to apply.  She asserts, “I have to improve a lot of 

my writing in English and all that kind of things and I feel a little afraid to study this kind 

of this degree here in the United States in English.  And I know I can if I work really 

hard.” 

Participant B does not know if he wants a two or four year degree, but has an 

interest in computer science.  He believes because of the car accident confining him to 

a wheelchair, he has a second chance in his educational career.  Participant B 

graduated from high school in the U.S. and spent most of his high school years 

“hanging out” with friends and “getting into trouble.”  He discusses, “Back then, when I 

was young I did not like computers only stayed for 10 minutes.  Now I can stay all day at 
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the computer…yeah, that is what I am planning….well I just want to do something with 

the computers.” 

 Participant D is focused on obtaining a degree and becoming an accountant.  

She is less communicative than the other five participants, however, claims she is very 

serious about her future and wants to help her family with her degree.  She admits not 

knowing what to do after completing this ESL course, but said she will investigate her 

options.  It was evident that Participant D’s internal motivation to learn English was to 

improve her family’s current social status. She is a very determined young person (the 

second youngest of the six participants). 

 Participants E and F have similar ambitions to get a college degree in order to 

become elementary school teachers.  Participant E, a recent resident, taught as an 

elementary school teacher in Mexico.  She is not sure what courses she will need to 

take in college in the United States and is currently looking into transferring credits from 

Mexico.  Participant E also wants a degree to help children such as her toddler. learn 

English.  She claims that by becoming a teacher using her Spanish and English skills, 

she will be able to help language minority children.  She states, “I really need to see 

what I need so I can start work here.  But if I need to have a degree or something to say 

I have skills to teach English or skills to teach elementary school I will be happy with 

that.” 

Participant F also aspires to be an elementary teacher after getting her college 

degree.  Her husband currently works for the local K-12 school district and plans to help 

her navigate the school system.  In explaining her primary objectives for taking the ESL 

course, she said she wants to help her children and become a positive role model for 
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them.  She also says, “I want to become an elementary teacher and there is two 

reasons. First, I like to work with kids, and I really enjoying my job.  I really like to work 

with kids.  And the second reason is as an elementary teacher they give me the 

flexibility to keep eyes on my kids.”  

 Interview Question 6 “What type of job or profession do you want to have and 

why?” Three out of five participants interested in obtaining a college degree have 

identified the type of profession they want such as an accountant or elementary school 

teacher. Participants A and B do not know the “title” of the profession, but have a 

general idea about the area of study, for example, computer sciences and business 

communication. 

 Participant A’s motivation for a four year degree is to become proficient in 

English and have a leadership role in a profession.  She said, “For example I took 

career assessments in school a lot of times to know what I want to take and leadership 

was the highest one, but I have a problem with those kinds of things and math and 

social thing.”  She stated earlier in the interview that she enjoys talking and believes she 

will have a profession which requires her bilingual communication skills.  

Participant B is also unclear about a specific job title or profession and recently 

began learning computer science at the community college.  He points out that his 

recent physical disability has limited his first choice to become a construction worker 

with his uncle in Mexico. He states, “I was working over there with my uncle in Mexico in 

construction and having a good time over there and not planning to go to school.  Since 

I have to therapy and stuff I have to be here so I am trying to do something not just go 
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to therapy and not do nothing all day.”  He has been taking classes in Aviation 

Technology for over five years. 

 Participant D expresses interest in becoming an accountant in order to help with 

the family business.  She admits liking to work with numbers and is currently a cashier 

part-time at a local Mexican restaurant.  She also confesses concern about her accent 

when speaking with native English-speakers.  Participant D is more of an introvert, and 

takes her education thoughtfully by saying, “Um, it is because I am serious and I need 

to learn English….because I live here in Arizona and we need to speak English.” 

 Participants E and F want to become elementary teachers to help children learn 

English.  They both are mothers of young children and express their motivation to 

become a teacher is to not only help their children and family members, but other 

children (Spanish-speakers) with developing their English skills.  Participant E says, “I 

need to know more about child development um and what is, you know there is some 

profile so I need to know what is the profile here to teach….the people, the government 

expect a child to learn on different levels.”  Having a college degree is very important to 

Participants E and F because they believe their future profession will positively influence 

others. 

 Interview Question 7 “What other skills or education do you believe you’ll need 

in order to reach your career goals?”   

All respondents answered they were unsure about how much education was 

needed in order to reach their career goals, and most believe they have to improve their 

academic writing skills before continuing toward a college degree.  Participant C who 

does not plan on getting a college degree plans to continue taking ESL community 
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college courses in order to become proficient in English and help with their family 

business.  Participants E and F understand a college degree is necessary in order to 

become elementary teachers, but have not sought advisement from a college 

counselor.  Participant F is confident her husband will support her education.  She 

asserts, “Right now, I don’t have much time to focus on college because my husband is 

in college too.  He is teaching at high school and should be finish with his principal ship 

in two years and when he finish I can quit working and go to school full-time and my 

husband supports me a lot too.”  Participant F plans to inquire with a college counselor 

(after my suggestion) to find out which college credits from Mexico are transferable and 

what classes are required for her college degree. 

 For the most part, the six participants recognize academic English proficiency is 

essential in order to reach their career goals.  Patterns from the data such as improving 

academic writing and more  overall practice will be discussed in the following 

paragraphs. 

 
 

Discussion of Interview Results 
  

 The interview data source provided an in-depth description of the six participants’ 

experiences in English and ambition for college.  With the exception of Participants A 

and E, the majority of the participants attended five or more years of K-12 in the United 

States and graduated from high school in Arizona.  From the data, it would appear that 

high school graduates would have received adequate input in English in order to 

achieve basic English competencies such as reading and writing.  However, in the case 

of the five participants, i+1 was never achieved.  According to Krashen’s (1982) Input 
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Hypothesis, knowledge comes from many social contexts such as public high schools, 

which provide an understanding of language.  Also, comprehensible input at i+1 occurs 

in real-life situations, for example English dialog of the future tense.  The i+1 

assumption claims that the process happens over time when the acquirer is ready.  

Participant B’s experience of acquiring English came about after high school, when he     

began interacting with native English-speakers in his computer science courses at the 

community college.  Participant F, who had most of her formal education in the U.S., 

also became proficient in English after taking ESL classes at the community college 

level.    One factor that is shared among most of the participants is limited access to 

native English-speakers.  With the exception of Participant E who is married to a native 

English-speaker, participants have limited opportunities to communicate in English in a 

comprehensible context for L2 acquisition. Spanish is the primary language spoken in 

the home with family members and spoken with individuals in their local community and 

with friends.  Although English is seldom spoken with others outside the classroom for 

most of these participants, several practice developing their English proficiency by 

watching television programs in English, reviewing homework assignments with their 

children and some English dialog at the job. 

 Drawing from the communicative competence guiding principles, L2 acquisition 

occurs when (Canale & Swain, 1980) the learner has the opportunity to participate in 

meaningful dialogue with “highly competent” speakers of the target language.  It is 

unfortunate that although most ELLs in this study had exposure to education in English 

and graduated from high school, they fall short of being English proficient for a college 

degree.    
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In addition to the participants’ lack of English proficiency in high school, this ESL 

academic English college course syllabus outlines the communicative competence 

model however, primarily focuses on grammar competencies.  Analysis from the ESL 

textbooks and eight week observations reveals that the participants’ L2 instruction focus 

has been on learning aspects of grammar only. The other components such as 

discourse, sociolinguistic, and strategic competencies were not emphasized in the 

syllabus and or observed as important features of academic English for college. 

Overall, most of the participants desire to pursue a college degree, but are 

uncertain how to navigate the higher education system.  Five of the six participants 

indicated wanting to continue their education by either obtaining a two year or four year 

degree in order to advance economically in this country.   Additionally, most participants 

expressed that academic writing is their weakest skill in academic English.  Many have 

expressed wanting to become proficient in English and plan on enrolling in more ESL 

courses at the community college which they believe will improve the social and 

economic status of their families.  Moreover, the data from the interviews reveal 

aspirations to obtain a college degree although lacking English linguistic competencies 

and knowledge of what is required for undergraduate and advanced degrees (Stanton-

Salazar, 1997).  
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Themes from all Data Sources 

 Three themes emerged from the four data sources, all central to issues in 

academic English proficiency.  The first theme, collaboration and helping others, 

surfaced first in the qualitative data in response to the open ended questions on the 

surveys. Most participants believed that improving their English skills would help others 

and members of their families, which is collaboration.  Also, findings from classroom 

observations and interviews account for patterns of collaboration and helping others.  

The second theme, recognizing the need to practice English, emerged from all four data 

sources.  In particular, results from the interviews show that all six participants 

recognize practicing English improves proficiency and is key to accomplishing their 

career goals. The final theme, college readiness, surfaced in the majority of the findings 

from the six participants’ current and future concerns about continuing their education.  

Most of the participants expressed a desire to obtain a college degree, however, felt 

unprepared for mainstream college courses because of their limited academic English 

skills.  From my data the students wanted to be prepared for college; however, this 

class did not necessarily prepare them for advanced college level courses. 

 The collaboration and helping others theme emerged from the open ended 

questions on the surveys that revealed the reasons participants wanted to learn English 

and obtain a college degree.  The majority of respondents expressed interest in 

continuing their college education in order to improve their current living conditions and 

to improve their well-being and supporting members of their families (see some 

comments from qualitative data from survey Table 8 below): 
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Table 8: Qualitative Data from Survey 

Yes, My goal is Paralegal because I was study for lawyer in my country and I like everything 

concerning at laws and defend for others. 

I would like to earn a college degree because I think that’s a good way to start improve myself and 

become a person with better future for me and my family. 

Yes, I would love to get a college degree to show my four kids that never is to late to do something 

good if you really want to , I also want to have a better job, I want to feel confident with other people 

and I want my family to be proud of me, I want to be a good model for my kids. 

Yes, because I want to study a career. I was doing it in Mexico, but I want to do it here and I want to 

do it because Iike it and I want to earn money to better support the family 

Yes, I like to get a college degree because now the times are harder and we have to do something for 

us that we can help or support our families and more opportunities with a degree I think everybody 

wants it. 

 

 

Looking first at the third comment, “I would love to get a college degree to show my four 

kids that never is to late to do something good if you really want to, I also want to have a 

better job, I want to feel confident with other people and I want my family to be proud of 

me, I want to be a good model for my kids” reflects the sentiments of working for a 

degree in order to help others. 

  Results from classroom observations highlight the majority of collaborative 

interaction is students helping each other in learning activities.  On several occasions 

students helped each other by defining terms and assignments in Spanish.  Also, there 

were examples of high English proficient students (Participant A) helping low proficient 
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classmates with interpretation and translation of assignments and on occasion diverting 

the instructor by answering the question for a classmate who clearly was not prepared.  

In addition to helping others with in-class assignments, students met before class and 

on breaks talking among themselves in Spanish, often comparing answers on 

homework assignments, asking for explanations in Spanish.  Collaboration among ELLs 

in this classroom also occurred during the introduction of new linguistics concepts in 

English by interpreting to Spanish.   

 Current research reveals collaborative learning preference over self-directed 

learning for many minority students.  Although there are cognitive style debates on 

uniformity, Guild (1994) addresses differences in learning preference in racial groups 

and asserts that Mexican-American students, unlike white Americans, value 

relationships and collaboration over competition.  It is clear from the class observations 

in this study that not only do Mexican adult immigrants work well together on class 

assignments, but also learn better by supporting each other in their native language. 

 Findings from the interviews also illustrate collaborative interests for learning 

English in order to help others in the following examples:  When I asked students “Why 

is learning English important to you and your family?”   

 

Example 1:  Participant C stated, “Because I like to help my kids um, in school 

and I have 3 boys, but they are grown up now.  My youngest one is 11 so I try to 

help him.  “I’ve been volunteering at school or with all my kids and that’s how I 

learn a bit English….”  
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Other respondents’ primary focus to learn English in order to help others, is expressed 

by Participant E who asserts that she wants to improve English to develop a closer 

relationship with her American in-laws and to teach her toddler and other children.  

 

Example 2:  Participant E discussed her goals in learning English and said, “Like I 

said, it is to have better communication with my in-laws: I want my son to learn 

English.  Like first language Spanish.  The third reason is I want to work here and 

teach elementary teacher.  So to teach you need to know how to express yourself 

with another language.” 

 

Direct comments from Participant F also reveal her intentions for English proficiency 

have collaborative motives and helping others.  Participant F wants to learn English to 

help her family.  

 

Example 3: “It is important to me and my kids.  It is important that my children 

understand that although is not my primary language I can learn and they can too.  And 

I want to be a good example to them.  I have four kids.” 

 

Helping family members is not only important to adults with children, but to single adults 

as well.  Participants A and D, ages 19 and 20, explain how they want to further their 

education in order to repay their parents for supporting them financially, and to 

encourage other members in the family to become bilingual and obtain a bachelor’s 

degree.   
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 It is important however, that one learning preference does not dictate overall 

learning outcomes and academic learning objectives.  Many language minority students 

understand how to function in collaborative and self-directed contexts in higher 

education in order to succeed.  Although many colleges and universities consider self-

directedness as a primary goal for students in higher education (Merriam & Caffarella, 

1999), many advocates for diversity such as Ramirez (1989) affirm that Mexican adult 

immigrants learning to be proficient in academic English need to recognize socio-

cultural preferences that enhance or hinder academic achievement. 

 The second theme, recognize the need to practice English, emerged from 

findings of all four data sources.  Results from the surveys indicate that participants’ 

believe more practice in English is required in order to continue studies in college.  A 

combined total of 62 percent of the 13 respondents affirm the need for more practice in 

English.  Additionally, the results of the last two statements in the writing section 

indicate ELLs not having confidence in their writing skills and sometimes having 

difficulty understanding English.  Looking at the discrepancy discussed earlier in the 

chapter in regards to confidence in writing, 61 percent affirm confidence in writing 

English compositions and in the following statement, 54 percent do not have confidence 

in their English writing performance.  This discrepancy, Example 4, (see Table 4) 

suggests a misunderstanding of the affirmative and negative statements implying the 

same meaning. 
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Example 4: 

Table 4:  Writing 

# Statements: Strongly 
Agree 

Agree Disagree Strongly 
Disagree 

1. Confidence in writing English 
Compositions 

8% 
 

53% 39% 0 

2.   Do not feel confident with writing skills in 
English  

16% 38% 23% 23% 

3.   Need more practice in English in order to 
continue my studies in college 

76% 16% 8% 0% 

 

 

 In examining data from the classroom observations and writing samples, it was 

clear that students realize they need more knowledge of English vocabulary and 

semantic terms.  In several classroom activities, students were unclear about some 

terms used by the instructor.  

  

Example 5: Week One: 

The instructor opened up the discussion and asked students to ‘highlight’ what 

they had read.  Some students appeared a little unclear with the term and the 

instructor said they should talk about, ‘the main ideas about what you read in our 

small groups.’ After clarifying the term ‘highlight’ more students began talking 

among themselves (in Spanish) and contributing to the larger group discussion. 

 

Example 6 Week Two: 

Participant A said, “Could you explain more about the thesis statement?”  The 

instructor replied, referring to the sentence in the text about the definition of a 

thesis statement, “It is the why, place, or thing, the focus of the essay.” 
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Academic terms for many of these students are relatively new knowledge.  Additional 

reinforcement, for instance, altering the pace or taking additional time for explanation 

and repetition is required.  This was illustrated in the seventh example in the classroom 

observations. 

 In this example, students are struggling to understand a news report about 

medical tourism and the instructor modifies the pace of her lesson for comprehension. 

 

 Example 7: Week 3: 

 As the CD played, many students struggled to understand the dialogue…. 

The instructor smiled and asked the students if they would like her to replay the 

CD and the entire class agreed to re-listen to the news report….a third time, 

frequently pausing the CD at the end of each action sentence.. .    It was not until 

the instructor used scaffolding techniques, such as reducing the pace by pausing 

the CD between sentences, that students were able to accurately reference the 

vocabulary and complete the fill-in-the-blank assignment in their workbooks.   

Referring to week four’s class observation, Participant F’s oral presentation 

seemed the least prepared of the six participants and she later identified that she 

needed more practice in English in her interview.  She discusses her history in learning 

English and states: 

Example 8: Week 4 

“Well I started taking a, what you call it, more than one course (as series) at El 

Pueblo first then I took more English courses.  And five years ago is when I met 
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the instructor and started taking classes with her……At first I feel silly because 

when I started classes at a community center, I did not speak well as I do now.  

But one of the things that encourage me is because I like it.  I like to talk.  I was 

not very confident then, but little by little I became more confident and here I am.” 

 

Participant F’s example suggests that she is aware of improving her language 

proficiency through taking ESL courses and practicing her verbal skills.  

 The theme of recognizing the need to practice English, also emerges in much of 

the writing samples.  Major issues in the writing samples were mechanics and grammar 

errors.   Most common errors shared among the participants included punctuation and 

capitalization, word choice, spelling fragments with run-on sentences and incorrect 

spelling.   Findings from the writing samples suggest multiple linguistic deficiencies as a 

result of inadequate knowledge or English acquisition in an academic setting. 

 Acquiring English by practicing the target language was discussed in the 

interviews.  When asked what strategies they used to improve English in school and at 

home, the participants discussed several ways of practicing English.  Participant A 

asserts that reading books in English is her most effective way to practice English 

because she speaks only Spanish in her home.  She suggests that a great deal of her 

time is spent reading in English and that she enjoys reading.  Participant F also 

confirms that reading magazines is one way she practices English.  Although she 

watched a great amount of basic English programs with her children in her early stages 

of English language development, she prefers reading magazines with vivid pictures 

and gossip about movie stars.  
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 Participant B asserts that his primary way to practice verbal English skills is with 

his classmates from computer class.  He claims that although he understands most oral 

communication by native English-speakers, he feels inadequate in his English speaking 

skills.  Although he believes he needs more practice with his oral skills, he says the 

most effective strategy for improving his English skills is practicing with native English-

speakers. He comments: 

Example 8: “I practice my English with my friends…I met some friends (in 

community college) they taught me English.  And I become better when I went to this 

community college and start taking classes in Aviation Technology.” 

 

The experience of practicing English varies among the six participants.  Some 

practice independently by reading and watching television, while others communicate 

with friends and some members of the family.  In the case of Participants C, E, and F 

they recognize the importance of developing their English skills with family.  Although 

Spanish is the dominant language in most households, Participants C and F sometimes 

review their homework with their older children.  They both expressed at times it seems 

awkward for their children to point out grammatical or pronunciation errors to their 

parents; however, Participants C and F believe this helps build positive relations with 

their children.  As a whole, most subjects only practice English in the ESL classroom 

and have limited opportunities to develop their English conversational skills. Participant 

C recognizes the importance of practicing her English skills and says she utilizes her 

time in the ESL classroom by asking many questions in group discussions, which 

motivates her to learn. 
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 The final theme, college readiness, emerged as the central purpose for the 

participants taking the ESL course and learning academic English.  Looking across 

categories, the underlining objective for acquiring academic English for many is to 

obtain a college degree and improve their socioeconomic status in the United States.  

Examining the findings from the qualitative data in the surveys and interviews, the 

majority of respondents affirm that earning a degree is their aspiration. Two out of the 

13 participants in the survey mentioned being undecided about obtaining a college 

degree.  Participant C later pointed out in her interview that she does not have a desire 

for a college degree.  Rather, she plans on a career in her family business as their 

customer service representative and plans to continue to take ESL courses at the 

community college. 

College readiness was a primary concern for the majority of ELLs enrolled in this 

course.  Eighty-five percent of the participants who took the survey indicated an 

ambition to pursue a college degree; however, findings indicate most do not meet the 

level of preparedness for the rigor of college course work.  Across categories, the 

findings reveal deficiencies in the participants’ backgrounds on a level that prepares 

them for not only academic English, but the reality of college achievement. 

The first limitation in college readiness comes from the demographic results of 

the survey.  On average, the number of years of formal education participants received 

from their home country was 11 years, with only 2.74 years of formal education received 

in the United States.  However, looking at participants who graduated high school in the 

United States (four out of six), reveals inadequate schooling from the K-12 public school 

system.  A number of studies report educational inequalities among language minority 
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students in high school environments.  Cummins’ (1999) view on language proficiency 

examines ELLs who are many times mistakenly considered advanced linguistically 

because of their coping skills in mainstream all-English classrooms, yet in reality fall 

short in overall academic performance.  Additionally, Gándara and Contreras (2009) 

address that many neighborhood schools with a high concentration of Latino students 

are disadvantaged by limited resources such as technology, curriculum, and skilled 

teachers to facilitate higher learning. 

The second limitation in college readiness appears from the results of ELLs 

having the desire for a college degree and not knowing how to earn one.  Valenzuela 

(1999) addresses this issue, arguing that Mexican students attending school in the 

United States are structurally deprived of social capital and scholastic support networks.  

ELLs in this study are not only linguistically disadvantaged and low English proficient, 

but lack the knowledge of available resources which will support their success in higher 

education.  Taking a second look at the interview results, 85 percent of the participants 

did not know what steps to take to obtain a college degree, nor taken advantage of 

speaking to a college counselor for advice.   

The third limitation to college readiness for the ELLs in this case study is second 

language acquisition of English and academic competencies.  In looking at the writing 

samples of the six participants, only Participant A completed the requirements of the 

descriptive essay.  Participants B, C, D, E, and F turned in substandard compositions 

not sufficient for college level writing.  Valenzuela (1999) suggests that what ESL 

courses need is integration in content-based curriculum that supports language 

development on multiple levels such as allowing ELLs a high degree of contact with 
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native English-speakers, thereby providing more leverage for equality in education.  

Other scholars believe ESL courses should combine mainstream content-based 

courses allowing qualified ESL instructors to support ELL students while developing 

their language skills (Adamson,1993).    

Collier and Thomas (1989) claim that their immersion research study of non-

native speaking (NNS) high school graduates who had been in the U.S. four to seven 

years performed noticeably lower than NNS who arrived at eight to eleven years of age.  

The lower ranked students did not reach the 50th percentile during the course of the 

research study, and the researchers projected that these students would take seven to 

ten years to reach standardized levels (p. 28).  However, Collier and Thomas note that 

the NNS students who received a minimum of two years of first language instruction in 

their own countries measurably excelled over the ELL student who received little to no 

first language education (p. 34).  Collier and Thomas’ (1989) study reveals the ESL 

students who receive three to four years of formal education in their first language most 

often reach the 50th percentile on tests (p. 28-34). 

It is clear that students who have higher cognition in their native language are 

more likely candidates to succeed in acquisition of academic English. Looking across 

categories of the findings from the surveys, classroom observations and interviews, 

students learned more about academic English when their classmates explained 

concepts in Spanish than in English-only contexts.   Effective second language learning 

strategies also recognize culture and language as part of meaningful comprehensible 

class activities.   Mitchell (2010) claims that diverse student groups demonstrate more 

participation in classroom activities when their culture is represented in the course 
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curriculum.   She defines this approach as culturally relevant pedagogy, a non-

traditional approach that is inclusive, culturally responsive, demonstrates equity and 

centers on addressing the needs of diverse student groups.  As stated in the literature, 

learning can be enhanced when teacher-student relationships maintain strong 

interaction, and one way to do that is by incorporating student experiences into the 

lesson.   The importance of establishing positive attitudes in the classroom helps 

demonstrate “sharing power” and promotes an environment where students can make 

connections between “home and school knowledge.”  Teachers who provide various 

learning opportunities such as small and large group activities that allow students to 

participate on multiple collaborative levels enhance language development necessary 

for academic English proficiency. 

Answering Research Questions 

 In reviewing the three research questions discussed earlier in the chapter, I have 

identified answers to my initial inquiries.  Looking across all categories I have 

discovered the following: 

1) What do Mexican adult immigrants perceive as challenges (for themselves) while 

learning academic English in a community college? 

As discussed in the three emerging themes in the study, the first, collaboration and 

helping others is a learning preference among Mexican adult immigrants, and in most 

cases an effective tool in completing assignments.  On the other hand, self-directed 

learning, a more competitive approach, could be a challenge for this population.  

Findings from the class observations identified on a number of occasions that 

participants in this study learn new terms or knowledge best in small group activities 
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than in large groups or independently.  A consistent finding in the literature suggests 

that Latino students are non-competitive compared to whites and perform better 

academically in collaborative contexts (Cejda & Hoover, 2011; Sanchez, 2000).  

However, no research has “proven” this.  A collaborative learning style can be a 

challenge if it limits students to only one style of learning.  Many colleges and 

universities promote self-directedness and promote students who demonstrate these 

abilities.   If ELLs intend to be successful academically in college, much of their drive is 

left to develop independently. Given that universities expect students to work 

independently, then ESL classes should provide opportunities for students to do their 

work independently. 

 Drawing from the second theme, need to practice English is a challenge for most 

participants in the study who have limited access to native English-speakers.  

Participant B is a good example of a student who graduated from high school in the  

U.S. without being proficient in English.  Many factors may be the cause of this 

deficiency such as socio-economic status, lack of resources in the public schools, and 

student motivation.  However, what was clear from the findings is that the majority of 

ELLs only practice English in their ESL classroom.  Participant B, however, advanced in 

his conversational English skills when he interacted with native English-speakers in his 

computer science class.  Therefore, referencing the findings, access to English 

speakers is a significant challenge for Mexican adult immigrants in this case study 

classroom. 

 Looking at the third theme, college readiness, there is another perceived 

challenge for ELLs in the study.  As discussed earlier, second language acquisition and 
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lack of academic proficiency hinder progress in obtaining a college degree.  The 

findings reveal a significant challenge in acquiring academic English as a critical 

disadvantage for these Mexican adult immigrants.  In addition, another challenge is not 

having the know how to navigate the higher educational system and access resources 

necessary for college success. 

2) How do ELL students at a community college use their native language to learn 

English? 

It was evident from the classroom observations that participants from this study 

rely on support in Spanish in order to understand many aspects of academic 

English.  For example, Participant A, a high proficient student, often interpreted 

lexical terms from Spanish to English and helped to clarify homework assignments 

before class and during the breaks.  Also, Participant C tells us that referencing a 

Spanish dictionary is an effective strategy for her to learn English.  Participants E 

and F aspire to use their native language as a bilingual teacher to help children in 

school.  They both value bilingualism not only as a component for their future 

careers, but as positive role models for their children and family members.   

Additionally, the six participants used their background knowledge of Spanish 

grammatical structures to learn language patterns in English.  Data from the 

observations and interviews revealed the participants’ knowledge of organizing 

sentence patterns.  For example, Participants B, C and D often communicated first 

in English and incorporated parts of the correct phrase, using the correct tense in 

Spanish for example, “I think more people “viajará” (verb to travel in the future tense 

in Spanish) to Mexico for Medical Tourism.”   Also, Participants A, E and F identified 
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from their interviews one effective learning strategy they shared in learning English.   

Reading novels and magazines in English helped them make grammatical 

connections such as in Spanish there are two past tense forms compared to only 

one in English.   

What teaching and learning strategies do Mexican adult immigrant students 

perceive to be effective in learning academic English? 

Reviewing the results from the classroom observations, I identified effective learning 

strategies for Mexican adult immigrant students.  First, collaborative activities are helpful 

by dividing the overall class into smaller groups for reading large amounts of text.  

Second, use Spanish to clarify instructions when needed to define words and 

assignments.  Using high proficient bilingual students to help others by interpreting 

assignments can help with comprehension and facilitate a higher level of class 

participation.  Third, use scaffolding techniques such as modifying the pace of oral 

communication in English.  A good example of this strategy was demonstrated in a 

class activity where the instructor replayed the CD several times, pausing between 

sentences in order to achieve comprehensible input.  In addition to scaffolding 

techniques, kinetic activities such as taking notes or fill-in-the blank assignments help 

ELLs with visual reinforcement.  These are just a few examples observed from the field 

notes of the classroom observations. 

 Additional suggestions from the interviews include learning English by watching 

television programs in English from basic children’s programs to popular films.  

Participants also recommend interaction with native English-speakers as a meaningful 

way to build vocabulary and improve pronunciation skills.  Practice with native English-



138 
 

speakers can come from interacting with other students outside the ESL classroom or 

over the telephone by selecting “English” when conversing with a customer service 

representative.  Finally, increase reading activities that represent popular American 

culture and the student’s culture as well. 

 These teaching and learning strategies are just a few methods to develop 

effective curricula for Mexican adult immigrants.  Further discussion in the final chapter 

of this dissertation will highlight more detailed recommendations for teaching this 

population.   

 

Limitations of the Study 

 Qualitative research provides an in-depth description of how to understand 

individuals or a group of people in a process of discovering their point of view (Merriam, 

1998).  In this qualitative research study of an ESL classroom, I attempt to provide a 

lens through which the reader can contextualize issues Mexican adult immigrants 

learning academic English may encounter.  With that as the central focus of this 

dissertation, limitations on accomplishing this goal must also be taken into account.  For 

example, the original intention was to have a larger sample size comparing two ESL 

classrooms, one from the ESL high intermediate academic English course and ESL 

advanced academic English course.  However, due to low enrollment numbers, only 

one ESL high intermediate classroom was observed.  Additionally, writing samples were 

self-selected by the participants which limited having a record of the process of 

language development over time.  And finally, the eight week length of the study 
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created time constraints which the researcher had to adhere to, such as class 

schedules which limited the interaction with the participants.   
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CHAPTER 5: 

 DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

 IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS  

 

 This final chapter concludes with a brief overview and purpose of the research 

study.  I review the main issues, identify relevant literature, and address the significance 

of the results.  Furthermore, I discuss the implications for educators, college 

administrators, and SLA researchers and address the importance of my dissertation’s 

contribution. Finally, I offer considerations outside the scope of this dissertation and 

recommendations for future research. 

Overview of This Study 

A major goal of this research study was to identify the challenges of Mexican 

adult immigrants, a subgroup of the Hispanic population, in acquiring academic English.  

To address the goal, I drew from three theoretical frameworks.  Adult learning theory, 

second language acquisition, and social capital theories guided me in interpreting the 

participants’ perceived challenges.  In addition, the literature helped me select the most 

appropriate research method from a constructivist perspective that represents a holistic 

view from the learners’ background experiences.  Qualitative and quantitative methods 

were selected using sources from surveys, classroom observations, writing samples, 

and interviews.  After triangulating the data from all sources, three main themes 

emerged.  These themes represent significant challenges for the participants in this 

study that will be discussed below.  In discussing these challenges, I consider the 

literature for interpreting the results and I identify how my findings contribute to the 
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larger body of research.  Additionally, I address academic English in the context of a 

community college setting and incorporate what I learned from the participants’ 

perspective. 

Lastly, I examine the significance of the findings in connection to issues in 

academic English proficiency, and offer suggestions for educators working with this 

population.  As an optimist, I have a positive outlook, questioning what can be done to 

improve the post-secondary experience of Mexican adult immigrants in community 

colleges.  One important question to ask is:  does the current academic English 

curriculum in community colleges enhance L2 acquisition, or hinder student 

achievement?   This dissertation contributes to curriculum development, intervention 

strategies for college and university administrators and exploration in second language 

acquisition research. 

Discussion and Conclusions 

 As discussed in Chapter 4, three major themes emerged from the participants’ 

perceptions which are important elements of this dissertation. In the following pages I 

examine each theme from the data, make connections to the literature, and conclude 

with critical considerations on what I learned from this study. 

 Collaboration and helping others: 

   The first theme, collaboration and helping others, addresses the learning 

preference of the participants in the study.  It was apparent on many occasions in the 

classroom that Spanish was used for understanding English on many levels of language 

acquisition.  First, using Spanish as a vehicle for communicating and accomplishing 

tasks in the ESL classroom, students discussed grammar patterns of similarities and 
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differences between the two languages.  Second, conversations in Spanish provided a 

channel whereby the participants accessed their background knowledge about 

syntactical patterns in their native language.   Third, as they related Spanish sentence 

patterns to what they were learning in English, this critical thinking activity enhanced 

their cognitive development, a factor crucial to second language acquisition.   Drawing 

from the literature as a reference, Chomsky’s Universal Grammar (UG) theory explains 

how grammatical knowledge of the native language (L1) is innate to all human beings.  

UG’s linguistic competence refers to a built-in section of the brain,. the “Language 

Acquisition Device” (LAD) which represents grammatical constructs of all languages 

(Saville-Troike, 2006).   Therefore, the use of Spanish in the ESL classroom represents 

how ELL students access their cognitive understanding of Spanish language patterns to 

figure out English language patterns UG, which transfers meaning on how to 

understand sentence patterns in English.  

Current research supports bi-literacy development as a method to develop 

English acquisition.  A large scale research study conducted by Larry Condelli and 

Heide Spruck Wrigley, titled What Works, compiled data from 38 ESL classes in seven 

states.   The goal was to offer effective teaching strategies to help ESL adults with 

English literacy and verbal skills.  The study proposed that instructional methods  to 

implement a variety of modalities and promote peer collaboration in the classroom 

fostered faster growth in English skills (Wang, 2007).  Furthermore, the study claims 

that in classes where teachers who used the learner’s native language to clarify and 

explain lessons and activities, students displayed improvements and growth in reading 

and comprehension.  These authors claim that limited use of a native language in the 
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context of ESL classrooms reduces learner confusion and creates opportunities for 

critical thinking skills (Wang, 2007). 

Native language support not only enhances the understanding of grammar in L2, 

but expands development in other linguistic competencies as well. Communicative 

Competence Theory claims that language proficiency includes four areas of 

competency: grammatical, socio-cultural, strategic, and discourse.  This framework 

claims that all four components are equally critical to L2 development (Savignon, 1972; 

Canale & Swain, 1980; Adamson, 1993; Richards & Rodgers, 2005).  Moreover, 

achieving communicative competence in English as a second language can lead to 

academic levels of English.  In response to data from this ESL classroom, the majority 

of instruction centered on English grammar which did not promote the development of 

other components of communicative competence.  Data from the interviews and 

surveys reveal that the six participants acknowledged having “weakness” in English 

grammar, and having “strength” in comprehension and verbal skills.  Considering 

grammar instruction was the focus in the ESL class, the participants collaborated and 

helped each other strategically using socio-cultural contexts in order to develop their L2 

acquisition. 

Socio-cultural (SC) theory claims that the role of interaction is critical to second 

language acquisition (Vygotsky, 1978).  Contrary to focus on sentence patterns and 

innate involvement in language, SC theory considers factors outside the learner in a 

social context (Saville-Troike, 2006).  From the participants’ perspective in this study, 

interaction by collaboration and helping others were key learning strategies to 

developing academic English proficiency.  
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Developing L2 through collaboration includes building social networks.  The six 

participants collaborated using their native language skills to create learning through 

interaction.  Vygotsky (1978) stresses the importance of learning through 

communicative events such as helping classmates with homework.  In other words, SC 

theory in applied linguistics describes communication as a mental activity which 

influences individuals’ learning outcomes through interaction.  Participants’ preference 

to learn English through helping each other with homework before and after class 

suggests that sharing information in non-competitive contexts is important to them.    

Another framework which supports learning through interaction is Social Capital Theory. 

Social Capital Theory in the context of higher education, promotes sharing information 

in order to foster academic achievement.  In the case of the participants in this study, 

building capital through relationships is critical to them.  Participants reveal how their 

Mexican culture values developing knowledge through interpersonal relationships and, 

these Mexican immigrant students strategically used collective knowledge, collaborating 

to help others to complete the assignments in this ESL course.    

Conclusions:  

1. Collaboration and helping others: 

Results from this study are consistent with the literature affirming that students 

use their native language in learning a target language and their strategic competence 

skills in that target language.   I propose that ESL educators in community college 

settings consider the significance of collaboration and helping others as pedagogical 

practice that would heighten L2 development.  One important consideration in 

curriculum design is to modify standard textbook assignments such as reading 
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passages and testing for comprehension to incorporate the student’s experiences in the 

curriculum.   From class observations, I noticed students not fully engaging in the lesson 

because they did not have the background knowledge or cultural context relevant to the 

lesson.  In addition, ESL instructors with a majority population of Spanish-speakers 

should consider more non-linear approaches such as referencing Spanish in the 

lessons. By using multiple forms of media, students could use on-line dictionaries and 

grammatical exercises referencing Spanish when needed.  Also, instructors should 

utilize high English and Spanish proficient student(s) (such as Participant A) to interpret 

elements of instruction when needed.   Allowing these students to introduce new terms 

using their bilingual skills enables high proficient students an opportunity to share their 

knowledge with other students which is a form of collaboration and helping others. 

 The significance of the collaboration and helping others finding to the larger 

body of research contributes to innovative pedagogical practices that address the 

learning preference of many Mexican-origin ELLs in a community college context. The 

collaboration and helping others result, contributes not only to design and 

methodology for instructing Mexican adult immigrants, but provides a pathway for non-

conventional innovative strategies that will increase language development for these 

students. 

2. Recognize the need to practice English: 

The second theme, recognize the need to practice English, identifies the 

limitation of access to native English-speakers in a community college setting where 

ELLs don’t interact with native English speakers. Results indicated that students 

recognize the need to practice with native English speakers but do not have access to 
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them. Availability of native English-speakers is critical because of the growing concern 

of cultural isolation in this country.  As a result of a shrinking middle class, fewer 

resources, such as access to native English-speakers, are available to many low 

income immigrant families which in turn limits acquiring English.  Data from all four 

sources in this study reveal the majority of participants’ only opportunity to practice 

English is within the ESL classroom.  With the exception of Participant E, who has an 

English-speaking husband, Spanish is the primary language spoken at home and in the 

community.  ELLs in this study are critically disadvantaged in receiving comprehensible 

input necessary for English acquisition (Krashen, 1982).   Krashen’s (1982) Input 

Hypothesis examines how Mexican immigrant college students’ acquisition process 

involves more than classroom instruction, but requires social contexts such as access to 

native English speakers to advance to acquisition.  According to Krashen, ELLs 

comprehensible input at i+1 level requires real-life situations, such as recognizing the 

future tense in English in a conversation with an English-speaker.  On the other hand, 

Krashen points out that effective classroom instruction with high levels of interaction, 

motivation and exposure to the target language could provide more comprehensible 

contexts. 

Learning the target language from native English-speakers involves much more 

than language proficiency.  It involves learning about the culture of the English speaking 

group. Exposure and interaction with native speakers creates opportunities to learn 

values such as self-directedness, which is the basis for college success. It helps learn 

how to use a language appropriately in any given situation.  Most of the ELLs in this 
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study live in culturally isolated communities, limiting development of social and linguistic 

capital.   

  Gándara and Contreras’(2009) review of the Latino education crisis in the 

United States addresses the issue of building social capital for Latino students who are 

in culturally isolated communities.  These scholars recommend one important way to 

help Latino students is by providing network opportunities.  Interaction with the 

mainstream culture can help develop a trajectory to bring college aspirations to fruition. 

Another example of creating social capital is discussed by Gándara and 

Contreras (2009) claim that interaction with a college-going culture opens opportunities 

to promote college readiness and retention for Mexican-origin students.  Community 

colleges can provide college readiness but that requires more than grammar instruction.  

In order for ELL students to succeed in college they must develop academic writing 

through advancing critical thinking skills, and grow in their abilities to accomplish tasks 

independently.   According to Gándara and Contreras (2009), academically successful 

Latino students participate in schools that support their pursuit of a college degree.  

Exposure to others with similar aspirations contributes to building needed networks for 

college. One example in Gándara and Contreras’ research includes a story of a young 

Latino choosing integration with native English-speakers to better his future.  This 

student explains as follows (Gándara & Contreras, 2009): 

When I graduated from junior high school the big question was which of 

the two high schools I was going to choose.  And the reason why the 

choice was important was because Lincoln was predominantly, 95 

percent, Mexican American and that’s where most of the kids from my 
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junior high were going…. Franklin, at the time, was 99 percent Anglo.  And 

the choice was very critical at that point primarily because it was a choice 

of following the rest of the crowd….I was involved in gangs when I was in 

junior high school….. Most of them had been arrested for one reason or 

another….My decision was to go to Franklin….I knew the only way to 

escape this was to disassociate myself from all of them by going to a high 

school where they weren’t going (p. 222-223).  

From this illustration, the authors claim that integration with other “like-minded” 

individuals shapes not only educational choices, but supports high achievement which 

segregated communities do not offer.  Similarly, the participants in this study attend a 

local community college with a high population of Spanish-speaking students with 

limited access to native English speakers. 

Conclusions: Recognize the need to practice English 

The need to practice with English native English-speakers is a form of social 

capital.   Many ELLs like the participants in this dissertation have aspirations for a 

college degree, but do not have the networks in place to accomplish this goal.     

Another important example of realizing the need to practice English is 

expressed by one of the participants.  Participant B’s English language proficiency 

improved as a result of networking with native English-speakers in a college culture.  

Participant B identifies how his prior high school experience in Arizona did not prepare 

him for college, and that it was not until he developed friendships with native English-

speakers,that his circumstances changed.  He says: 



149 
 

 I learned more English talking with my friends and became more fluent at 

a community college.  But in middle school and high school all my friends 

speak Spanish.  And in high school I never practice you know, never 

practice and when the teacher asked me questions, I told them the answer 

in Spanish.  And when I get to the real world you know I just try to speak 

and be more fluent.   

           Participant B and the young man in Gándara and Contreras’s study affirm the 

need to practice English with native English-speakers as a form of creating social 

capital.  Moreover, according to Participant B’s prior educational experience, he did not 

develop the required skills to succeed in school until he developed relationships with his 

English-speaking classmates in community college.   

From the results of recognizing the need to practice English, college 

administrators could implement programs to meet this need and increase potential 

qualified college prospects from the Mexican immigrant community.  Also, this finding is 

important for college and university administrators to consider in developing recruitment 

and retention strategies in higher education.  By implementing networks in the college 

or university for this population in response to their need to practice English, it may in 

turn build a stronger pool of college students who may be more successful with this 

resource.  

3. College Readiness:   

 The third significant theme in this research study addresses the importance of 

college readiness and acquiring academic English.  Data from the interviews reveal 



150 
 

that the majority of the participants desire a college degree but do not feel prepared for 

mainstream college courses and, in fact, are not ready.  This finding contributes to the 

larger body of research which affirms academic readiness is one critical factor that 

impacts Mexican immigrant academic achievement (Razfar & Simon, 2011). 

 Over half of the participants in this study attended public school in the U.S. and 

graduated from high school.  Contradicting the claim that immigrant students have more 

positive associations with school than their native-born peers, (Suarez-Orozco, 2001) 

the participants in this study did not.  Findings from the survey reveal a substantial level 

of confidence in English instruction and comprehension from the respondents.  

However, data from the survey lacks explicit details on how graduates from U.S. high 

schools navigated the academic system without fully understanding the English 

language.  

  Effective language instruction requires meaningful contexts for learners.  

Widdowson (1978) offers an innovative framework on how to address the complexities 

of language development and teaching communication.  He makes a clear distinction 

between language use, which is communication for meaning, and language usage, 

grammatical patterns in language.  It is evident from the classroom observation data 

that participants are learning academic English through grammar instruction. Previous 

studies show this does not foster meaningful input or language use contexts for this 

population.   

Krashen (2002) suggests that when language learners receive “meaningful input” 

language acquisition occurs.  This is important for college readiness because it is the 

base for L1 grammatical transfer. This is significant for SLA researchers to discover 
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ways to enhance learning to use grammar rules effectively in academic settings.  

According to the findings of this dissertation, this is the most difficult aspect of acquiring 

academic English. 

Another perspective SLA researchers should consider examining is language 

and culture issues affecting L2 acquisition.  It is known that there is a connection 

between a student’s perception of his or her ability that affects performance in school.  

The survey results in this study suggest that overall, students have low confidence 

levels in their writing abilities in English.  However, the researcher was not able to 

determine writing confidence levels in their native language.  Data from the English 

writing samples indicate most participants’ writing performance was not at a college 

level. Gándara and Contreras’ (2009) research claims that Latino students are less 

likely to rate themselves high in academic achievement and instead evaluate 

themselves as having average ability, compared to whites who tend to have a higher 

belief system about their academic abilities.  

The relationship between self-confidence and academic performance is complex, 

and some researchers claim that language and culture can build confidence.   Gonzalez 

(2001) argues that language and emotions are strongly linked and can enhance and 

promote positive self-identity.  Being of Mexican-origin and a native Spanish-speaker 

from the borderlands of the United States, she notes that language and culture are 

intertwined in Mexican communities.  On the other hand, critics who view a single 

language as the foundation of nationalism are threatened by bicultural views such as 

Gonzalez’s.  She claims that “El idioma, alma de las culturas” (language, the soul of 

cultures) illustrates the essence of identity for this bicultural population.  In addition, she 
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acknowledges dynamics of hybridity and resistance as a construct of the preservation of 

this borderland culture.  Therefore, it is also important to recognize the socio-political 

challenges Mexican adult immigrants encounter in maintaining their linguistic heritage 

and developing English proficiency. 

Conclusions: College Readiness  

Language and culture options for acquiring academic English are significant for 

college readiness.  SLA researchers should consider this aspect for further exploration 

in the context of preparing Mexican ELLs for college.  Evidence from this study 

suggests the use of background knowledge, which includes the use of Spanish, 

enhanced the participants’ acquisition process.  However, in many ESL classes, 

including the one in this study, Spanish usage was discouraged and English-only 

became the focus in the language process.    

Academic English: 

 The study began with a desire to understand how students acquire “academic 

English” that would allow them to attend and be successful in college.  In the literature 

on Second Language Acquisition, there is no universal consensus on defining academic 

English.  However, a relevant interpretation for the purpose of this study, highlights how 

Schleppegrell (2004), outlines academic language as linguistic forms, syntactical, and 

lexical components related to specific tasks in a context where specialized language is 

required.  In other words, academic English is a type of language used specifically for 

academic purposes. Another common interpretation of language distinction is from 

Cummins’ earlier work about academic and social language (Arias & Faltis, 2013).  
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Cummins’ (1981) controversial threshold hypothesis, known for its limitation in 

the areas of logic and language variation (Edelsky et. al., 1983; Adamson, 1993), 

describes language proficiency in two different dimensions.   Cummins (1981) claims 

two assumptions, the Basic Interpersonal Communication Skills (BICS) and Cognitive 

Academic Language Proficiency (CALP) define linguistic performance in basic and 

higher levels of communication which is a progression to language proficiency.  For 

instance, Cummins proposes that ELLs with undeveloped BICS are unable to achieve a 

higher level of CALP in L2 unless BICS are attained.  In other words, Cummins claims 

that BICS in the native language will need to be fully developed before transfer occurs.  

Suggesting that learners with minimum BICS, such as many Mexican adult immigrants 

learning academic English, CALP may not ever be achieved (Cummins, 1981). 

Cummin’s hypothesis suggests that many ELLs may need native language 

support first before achieving higher academic performance in the target language.  The 

significance then to the findings in this dissertation is that Mexican immigrant students’ 

achievement of academic English could utilize bilingual contexts as a scaffolding 

technique.  Evidence from both the literature and this study substantiates the logic of 

native language reinforcement as a scaffold to heighten academic English achievement 

for Spanish-speaking ELLs.   

The high-intermediate ESL academic English course in this study did not support  

nor promote the use of the students’ native language in the classroom.  Conversations 

in Spanish were not encouraged rather, reproached when identified in classroom 

discussions.   As an English-only course, the curriculum’s primary instruction focused 

on grammar, writing and oral presentation skills.  Additionally, as part of the objective in 
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this course, content-based literature and lectures were based on topics associated with 

understanding vocabulary strategies to improve knowledge in academic textbooks.  

Content-based literature and lessons in this course provided limited conceptions 

of academic literacy and learning opportunities for Mexican adult immigrants.  Lessons 

focused on building basic vocabulary and grammar skills (found in lower level ESL- 

Survival English textbooks) such as fill-in-the-blank activities.  Students read 

paragraphs from literature provided by the instructor and answered questions according 

to answers already provided for them to construct in complete sentences.  This type of 

activity does not build on the learners’ background knowledge or critical thinking skills 

which are a critical components to academic English development for college. 

 The six participants taking this course aspired to become proficient in English at 

a college level.  Although the participants’ background knowledge varied, all attested to 

having inadequate academic English writing skills for mainstream college courses.  

Data from the writing samples and interviews substantiates this claim, revealing high 

aspirations of improving in this area, which is the most difficult, in order to improve 

proficiency.  One common underlying perception from the participants that in addition to 

having limited English literacy skills, taking this course would help them achieve higher 

written skills. Participant A initially registered for the advanced academic English 

course, however the course cancelled due to low enrollment and she decided to take 

the high-intermediate course instead.  Participant A, a highly motivated individual wants 

to transfer into a four year university.  She acknowledges the simplicity of the content in 

the course, and is very confident of continuing to receive good grades in her homework 

assignments.  Unlike Participant A’s confidence in obtaining good grades in the class, 
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Participants B, D, E, and F who also aspire for a four year degree, receive average to 

below average grades in their writing and oral communication skills. Their previous 

schooling in Mexico emphasized the value of note-taking, and collaboration in order to 

advance in school.  Moreover, instruction in public schools in the United States also 

enforced these values, however limited collaboration to prescribed assignments only. 

For this population of adult ELLs, achieving academic English in an ESL classroom 

must not only validate their background knowledge and previous schooling, but 

incorporate innovative strategies which include content learning on higher cognitive 

levels. 

Conclusions: Academic English 

Achieving academic English proficiency involves several issues in second 

language development.  First, academic literacy supports bi-literate contexts. As stated 

in the literature and the findings from this dissertation, native language support is a key 

factor for learning academic English.  Several examples from the data sources reveal a 

strong learning preference to bilingual contexts (Spanish-English).  Second, academic 

English development must include collaborative learning activities such as including 

relevant cultural contexts into the classroom lessons.  Looking for content outside of the 

textbook establishes a base to achieve (i+1) comprehensible input.  And lastly, 

academic English development should include access to native English-speakers which 

goes beyond the confines of the ESL classroom.  Contexts for developing academic 

English proficiency also includes content-specific educational contexts such as a lesson 

on capitalism.  Inviting guest speakers from the local community to present what they 
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have learned on the topic, promotes thinking about career opportunities and develops 

higher levels of strategic competence and linguistic diversity. 

Implications and Recommendations for Educators, College Administrators and 

SLA Researchers 

 In reviewing the overall results of this research, I offer the following 

considerations:  

First, in the area of ESL instruction, I recommend that instructors implement 

collaborative approaches such as utilizing high proficient Spanish-speaking ELLs to 

assist in facilitating small group activities.  For example, I observed Mexican immigrant 

students on several occasions needing Spanish linguistic support to understand new 

knowledge and concepts.  I identified Participant A as a high proficient English learner 

with advanced skills in both Spanish and English.  As part of her leadership skills in 

helping others, she often provided translation from English to Spanish.  Additionally, she 

provided a connection to culture, by providing a familiar context, the Spanish language, 

to promote comprehensible input.  Developing comprehensible input into instructional 

approaches is critical for ELLs learning academic English in a community college 

context.  Instructors and educators should take on the role of facilitator, rather than the 

most important source of knowledge, although educational credentials validate the 

position of teacher.  Collaborating and helping others then, is a concept not only for 

pedagogical practices, but for an intrinsic ideology for ESL instructors. 

My second recommendation is an intervention plan for college administrators 

who want to increase college enrollment and retention for Mexican adult immigrants.  As 
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stated in the literature, in 2013 Mexican-origin students have the highest college 

enrollment numbers in the history of the United States.   These numbers are promising 

but it is too early to forecast the outcomes of this increase. Therefore, it is critical for 

college administrators to provide access to native English-speakers as a recruitment 

strategy within the Hispanic community.  Meeting the demand for native-English 

speakers could be achieved by allowing faculty to mentor Spanish-speakers to fulfill 

their research requirement for tenure. Additionally, staff from the university could be 

recruited for this program as well.   

As my third recommendation, I suggest offering native language support to 

Spanish-speaking ELLs or other immigrants groups who are the majority in the ESL 

classroom.   Access to the native language while learning English will provide the 

linguistic support necessary for transferring into mainstream college classes.   

My final recommendation is for researchers to explore using technology for 

practicing English with native English-speakers.  Technology can provide access to 

English-speakers (Skype interfaces) that connects people both visually and audibly.  

This type of research would not only provide the interaction with native English-

speakers, but an opportunity for collaboration, a preferred learning style for Mexican 

adult immigrants. 

Looking outside the scope of the research, it seems important that policymakers 

provide an inclusive pro-immigrant environment for this population.  Current anti-

immigrant sentiments create negative immigrant policies which affect self-efficacy for 

Mexican-origin students.  Many educators/activists for social change in immigration 
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policy argue that the U.S. needs to consider social justice for languages other than 

English.   

Crawford (2000) claims that the founding principles of U.S. immigration policy 

(such as the recent Proposition 203) began with an attitudinal bias toward languages 

other than English dating back as far as the colonial period.   He suggests that political 

anti-immigrant initiatives such as Proposition 203 do not consider long term pedagogical 

effects for this population.  Bilingual instruction, a proven language development 

approach, promotes second language acquisition and long-term academic success. 

Crawford (2000) claims that bilingual methods support ELLs’ native language growth 

which advances cognitive development.  In addition, he argues that well-designed 

bilingual education provides ELL students with an opportunity for academic 

achievement and potentially accelerates language development to levels of native 

English-speakers in the long term.  Perhaps Community Colleges should consider 

bilingual classrooms for teaching English, given the large numbers of Spanish speakers 

in the country. 

Moreover, it is critical for the lives of the fastest growing population in the United 

States to freely exercise their right to language freedom.  Language freedom in the 

context of this study refers to developing the recognized need for English proficiency 

while validating their native language in the process.  

Recommendations for Future Research 

 Throughout the process of collecting data, examining the findings, and identifying 

the implications in the dissertation, ideas for future research arose.  There are a number 

of considerations for fields of education other than SLA that this dissertation did not 
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address. For example, studies have focused on the deficiencies of immigrants but have 

not addressed how public school systems do not prepare ELLs for college and in many 

cases graduate students without academic English proficiency.  Research should 

address how public schools are directly addressing preparing Mexican immigrants for 

entering college. This recommendation for future research is just a beginning.  

However, this is a critical issue that must be addressed so that many Mexican 

immigrant students can achieve college degrees. 
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APPENDIX A: SURVEY 

 

 

Demographics 

1.  (   ) Male     (   ) Female  
2. Age:____ 
3. What age were you when you arrived to the United States? 
4.  How many years of formal education did you receive in the United States? 
5. What country were you born? 

How many years of formal education received in home country? How many years have you lived 
in the United States? 

6.  Why are you taking this academic English course? 

 

 

 Academic English Assessment  
 
On a scale from strongly agree to strongly disagree in the following areas: 
 
                        
     Oral communication – conversations in English: 

1)  I feel confident when speaking English to native English-speakers. 
Strongly agree ____ Agree_____  Disagree_____ Strongly Disagree _____ 
 

2) I feel my ESL instructor completely understands my English abilities. 
Strongly agree ____ Agree_____  Disagree_____ Strongly Disagree _____ 
 

3) In conversations (pronunciation skills) with native English speakers, I feel they understand what 
you say? 
Strongly agree ____ Agree_____  Disagree_____ Strongly Disagree _____ 
 
 
 

      Reading and Comprehension: 

1) I completely understand all reading assignments in my ESL class. 
Strongly agree ____ Agree_____  Disagree_____ Strongly Disagree _____ 
 

2) Sometimes I need help with words in Spanish in order to understand assignments in English. 
Strongly agree ____ Agree_____  Disagree_____ Strongly Disagree _____ 
 

3) Sometimes I have difficulties understanding instructions in English.    
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Strongly agree ____ Agree_____  Disagree_____ Strongly Disagree _____ 
 
 
 

   Listening Skills 

1) I completely understand all instructions in English given in my ESL class. 
Strongly agree ____ Agree_____  Disagree_____ Strongly Disagree _____ 
 
 

2) I feel confident in taking notes when my ESL instructor is giving a lecture. 
Strongly agree ____ Agree_____  Disagree_____ Strongly Disagree _____ 
 

3) I understand instructions in class the first time without asking instructor to repeat what was 
said. 
Strongly agree ____ Agree_____  Disagree_____ Strongly Disagree _____ 
 

 

             Writing:  

1)  I feel confident in writing English compositions in my ESL class. 
Strongly agree ____ Agree_____  Disagree_____ Strongly Disagree _____ 
 

2) I do not feel confident in my writing skills in English. 
Strongly agree ____ Agree_____  Disagree_____ Strongly Disagree _____ 
 

3) I feel I need more practice in English in order to continue my studies in college. 
Strongly agree ____ Agree_____  Disagree_____ Strongly Disagree _____ 
 

 
 
Would you like to get a college degree?  If yes, why?          If no,  why not? 
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Are you interested in participating in 30 – 45 minute oral interview?   Yes_____ or No_____  If yes, 
please complete next page.  

 
 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

This page will be de-attached 

 

Please provide your name and contact information below if you agree to an interview with the 
researcher at a later date: 

 

Name_______________________________________________________________ 

Email address_________________________________________________________ 

Phone _______________________________________________________________ 
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APPENDIX B:  INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 
 
 

Interview Questions  
(Background: 
Tell me where you were born? And where did you go to school? Did they study English in Mexico?) 
 
 
Students will be given a choice to answer in English or Spanish.  Questions will be provided in both 
languages. 

1) Tell me about your experiences in learning English(Dime acerca de tus experiencias en aprender 
Ingles) 
 
 

2) Why is learning English important to you and your family?(Por que el aprender Ingles es 
importante para ti y tu familia) 
 

 
3) What strategies do you use to improve your English skills in school?  At home?(Cuales son las 

estrategias que usas para demostrar tus habilidades en ingles en colegio y su casa) 
 

4) How do you practice your English skills? How often?  What areas are you the strongest  (i.e. 
conversation, reading or writing)(Como practicas tus habilidades en Ingles? Que tan seguido? En 
que áreas eres más fuerte) 
 

 
5) Do you plan on getting a college degree? (Planeas obtener tu post grado en el colegio) 

 
6) What type of jobs or profession do you want to have and why?(Que clase de trabajos o 

profesión tu quieres obtener y por que) 
 

 
7) What other skills or education do you believe you’ll need in order to reach your career 

goals?(Que otras habilidades o educación tú crees que necesitas para alcanzar tus metas de tu 
carrera) 
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