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ABSTRACT 

The education of emergent bilinguals in the United States is overtly and covertly 

shaped by social, political, and institutional ideologies about languages and speakers of 

languages other than English.   Using a multiple case study design, this study sought to 

explicate the often-complicated intersection of outsider institutional and societal 

ideologies with the insider lived experiences of emergent bilinguals in schools.  The 

population of the school under study uniquely positioned emergent bilinguals as not only 

the linguistic minority but also the numeric minority, a population dynamic notably 

underrepresented in the literature.  Using a positioning theory framework that focused on 

the normative constraints that support meaning making during social interactions, this 

study explored how primarily monolingual English-speaking teachers and peers 

interactionally positioned three fourth grade emergent bilinguals, as well as how these 

emergent bilinguals reflexively positioned themselves.  Data collection efforts consisted 

of multiphase observations of classrooms including the creating of sociograms and 

fieldnotes, interviews with emergent bilinguals, teachers, and key peers, as well as a 

localized artifact analysis.  Findings suggested that the emergent bilinguals unique 

backgrounds contributed to their variable reflexive positioning, as well as teachers’ 

variable interactional positioning.  Additionally, peer positioning and institutional norms 

contributed to emergent bilinguals having limited access to academic language 

development opportunities. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

   In schools, emergent bilinguals’ experiences are shaped by variable factors, 

including: (1) teachers’ pedagogical practices and beliefs, (2) policy mandates, (3) 

interactions with potential interlocutors (i.e., people with whom emergent bilinguals 

converse), and (4) classroom norms.  In turn, these separate but intricately interwoven 

factors shape the linguistic and academic access that emergent bilinguals have in their 

schools, as well as the types of interactions that they have and interlocutors to which they 

have access.  For example, larger programmatic structures (e.g., immersion programs, 

dual language programs or ESL pull out programs) mandate how, where, and in what 

language emergent bilinguals are educated.  These programmatic structures can afford or 

limit emergent bilinguals’ access to various interlocutors in schools, i.e., monolingual 

English-speaking peers or other students classified as English Language Learners 

(Iddings, Combs, & Moll, 2012; Olsen, 1997).  In other words, the type of language 

program that emergent bilinguals are educated within contributes to the types of 

interactions they can have, and the people with whom they can interact.   

 Much scholarly attention has been given to emergent bilinguals in pull out ESL 

classrooms where they are often segregated from their mainstream classroom peers and 

teachers and, therefore, have limited access to monolingual English-speaking 

interlocutors.  From this extant scholarship regarding the experiences of emergent 

bilinguals, it has been argued that linguistically diverse students often face social, 

academic, and linguistic isolation both in and out of the classroom (Fu, 1995; Gándara & 

Orfeld, 2012; Iddings, 2005; Olsen, 1997; Suárez-Orozco, Suárez-Orozco & Todorova, 

2009). This study explored a very different language program and the concomitant 
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shaping force that programmatic, classroom, and individual factors have on the linguistic 

and academic experiences of emergent bilinguals.  Specifically, in the low incidence 

school under study, emergent bilinguals spent the majority of their day in a mainstream 

elementary classroom surrounded by monolingual English-speakers. Therefore, the 

majority of the emergent bilingual participants’ potential interlocutors were monolingual 

English-speakers.  To clarify, low incidence schools refer to schools with no or few 

identified English Language Learners (Walker, Shafer & Liams, 2004).   

 Before continuing with a description of the study, I would like to clarify my use 

of terminology; specifically, my concurrent use of the terms emergent bilinguals and 

English Language Learners.  Ofelia Garcia (2009) argued that the term emergent 

bilinguals more equitably placed bilingualism at the center of discussions about 

linguistically diverse students.  However, policy, schools, and teachers overwhelmingly 

refer to linguistically diverse students as English Language Learners or English Learners.  

Therefore, I use both terms to honor the bilingualism of the students I studied as well as 

their teachers’ terminology.  This tension in terminology between schools and scholars is 

important to highlight as it relates to a larger tension regarding how emergent bilinguals 

could and should be educated based on variable goals, i.e., goals of equity versus goals of 

expediency.  In the school under study, goals of expediency have shaped the current 

language policy regarding the education of emergent bilinguals as the current educational 

policy focuses on the acquisition of English within a year (Arias & Faltis, 2012).  

However, the policy is not uniformly applied to all schools within the state, and it is this 

variability that initially served as the impetus for this study. 
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The Education of Emergent Bilinguals in a Language Restrictive State 

 Extant scholarship has argued that societal ideologies about language, language 

learning, and even immigration issues impinge upon the creation and implementation of 

educational and linguistic policies (Arias & Faltis, 2012; Gándara & Hopkins, 2010; 

Menken, 2008; Menken & García, 2010; Spring, 2011; Wiley, 2012).  In Arizona, the 

state where this study was conducted, the politically dominant narrative regarding the 

education of emergent bilinguals focuses on the teaching of English before substantially 

teaching academic content with the purported goal of emergent bilinguals becoming 

English proficient in a year (Iddings, Combs, & Moll, 2012).  The institutional narrative 

of schools is further shaped by national educational policies rooted in an English-Only 

ideology that has minimized or miscast the needs of emergent bilinguals in schools 

(Menken, 2008), as well as xenophobic rhetoric from media and political pundits about 

immigration and immigrants (Cummins, 2005; Wiley, 2012).   In other words, a variety 

of political, social, and policy factors shape the school norms and pedagogical practices 

impinging upon the education of emergent bilinguals in Arizona’s schools. 

 In schools with a high proportion of identified English Language Learners, 

Arizona’s mandated 4-hour block of language instruction often means that students are 

segregated from their regular mainstream classrooms and placed in a separate English as 

a Second Language (ESL) classrooms (Combs, 2012; Iddings, Combs, & Moll, 2012).  In 

these ESL classrooms, instruction primarily focuses on the acquisition of discrete 

language skills in a prescriptive manner over the learning of academic content (Krashen, 

MacSwan, & Rolstad, 2012). However, recent shifts in population growth and migration 

patterns for parents of emergent bilinguals has resulted in a growing number of emergent 
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bilinguals now attending low-incidence schools, or schools that historically had little to 

no enrollment of linguistically diverse students (Moll & Ruiz, 2002).  This emerging 

population dynamic has resulted in situations where emergent bilinguals are often the 

only linguistically diverse student in their mainstream classroom if not their grade level.  

In schools with less than twenty identified English Language Learners, Arizona mandates 

that an Individualized Language Learner Plan (ILLP) should guide the education of 

identified English Learners.  ILLPs outline language goals for students and allow 

teachers and schools to place emergent bilinguals in mainstream classrooms for most if 

not all of the school day.  In turn, mainstream classroom teachers are working with these 

linguistically diverse students in classrooms comprised primarily of monolingual English 

speakers, and they may have limited previous professional experience working with 

students who are simultaneously learning linguistic and academic content.  

  Scholars have argued that ESL pullout programs are problematic for English 

Learners’ social, academic, and linguistic development (Fu, 1995; Iddings et al, 2012; 

Olsen, 1997; Wright & Sung, 2012); however, this research primarily focuses on schools 

and districts with large numbers of emergent bilinguals where these students spent the 

majority of their day in segregated ESL classrooms.  In an effort to contribute to the ever-

evolving field of language education, this study focused on a different school dynamic as 

studies about the experiences of emergent bilinguals in low incidence schools have been 

noticeably absent from extant scholarship.  Specifically, how English dominant teachers 

and peers interact with emergent bilinguals in low incidence schools needs to be 

understood better in order to create more equitable linguistic and academic access and 

outcomes for linguistically diverse students. 
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Teachers’ and Peers’ Conceptions of Emergent Bilinguals 

 Generally, teachers’ conceptions of language, language learning, and language 

learners have been found to shape their pedagogical beliefs and practices with emergent 

bilinguals (e.g., English, 2009; Reeves, 2006; Yoon, 2008).  Moreover, mainstream 

classroom teachers have been found to have conflicting attitudes regarding emergent 

bilinguals in their classrooms.  For example, while teachers may express a generally 

welcoming attitude regarding emergent bilinguals (Reeves, 2006), teachers may also be 

concerned about the amount of time and effort needed to work with linguistically diverse 

students (Gándara, Maxwell, & Driscoll, 2005; Reeves, 2006; Youngs & Youngs, 2001).   

Additionally, mainstream classroom teachers have been found to provide modifications 

for emergent bilinguals based on their own pedagogical positioning and beliefs regarding 

the equity and utility of using such modifications (Reeves, 2006; Yoon, 2008).  This 

resulted in differing pedagogical practices ranging from no modifications given to the 

partial or full modification of course content (Reeves, 2006; Yoon, 2008). 

 Given Arizona’s policy mandate regarding the education of identified English 

Language Learners in low-incidence schools, the emergent bilinguals in this study spent 

the majority of their school day working with their mainstream classroom teachers.  

These teachers were required to obtain a Structured English Immersion (SEI) certification 

in order to work with identified English Learners but, given the relatively small school 

population, had little classroom experience actually working with emergent bilinguals.  

Moreover, the teachers were primarily monolingual English-speakers working with one 

or two emergent bilinguals in a classroom population primarily comprised of 

monolingual English-speaking students.  This study explored how these professional and 
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linguistic factors shaped the pedagogical beliefs and practices of mainstream classroom 

teachers in low-incidence schools in order to contribute to the scholarly conversation 

regarding mainstream classroom teachers’ practice with linguistically diverse students. 

  In extant literature, less is known about how peers, particularly monolingual 

English-speaking peers, shape the educational experiences of emergent bilinguals in low-

incidence schools.  One relevant finding for this study is that the mainstream classroom 

has been generally found to be more anxiety producing for emergent bilinguals.  This 

increased anxiety has been partially attributed to the increased linguistic demands of 

interacting with monolingual English-speaking peers and teachers (Fu, 1995; 

Pappamihiel, 2002).  While emergent bilinguals in mainstream classrooms with multiple 

identified English Language Learners have been found to form social and academic 

networks in order to share resources and knowledge (Iddings, 2005), emergent bilinguals 

in low-incidence schools may have limited or no access to other identified English 

Language Learners in their mainstream classrooms.  By exploring peer interactions in 

such a school dynamic, I hope to expand existing understandings of the types of 

interactions that emergent bilinguals have when they are in classrooms surrounded by 

monolingual English-speaking interlocutors. 

Purpose of this Study  

 For this study, I explored how emergent bilinguals’ teachers, peers, and 

institutional norms positioned identified English Language Learners in low-incidence 

schools, as well as how the emergent bilinguals positioned themselves in this unique 

schooling context. Given that relatively little is known about the experiences of emergent 

bilinguals in low-incidence schools, and the changing population dynamic whereby more 
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emergent bilinguals are entering schools where they were historically absent, this study 

has potential to inform teacher research and practice.  Specifically, how teachers are 

prepared and supported in low incidence schools where they may be primarily 

responsible for the academic and linguistic instruction of emergent bilinguals.    

 Utilizing a multiple case study design (Stake, 2006, 2013), I analyzed the 

interactions that three emergent bilingual fourth grade students had in their mainstream 

classrooms, ESL classroom, and in informal school spaces (i.e., the cafeteria, playground, 

and hallways).  Specifically, I explored how teachers and peers’ positioned the emergent 

bilinguals under study and what, if any, larger beliefs they drew upon to support their 

positioning.  Moreover, I explored how the emergent bilinguals positioned themselves in 

this unique schooling context, and if teachers’ and peers’ interactional positioning 

contributed to these students’ own reflexive positioning.   In order to explore how larger 

ideologies shaped the individual interactions of emergent bilinguals, I utilized a dual 

analytical framework of language ideologies and positioning theory. 

  Language ideologies can be used to understand the underlying beliefs about 

language and language use that speakers draw upon during social interactions (Gal & 

Irvine, 1995; Irvine, 1989; Lam & Warriner, 2012; Silverstein, 2003; Woolard & 

Scheiffelin, 1994).  Larger language ideologies, particularly English-Only ideologies, 

have shaped the design and implementation of educational and linguistic policies in 

American schools; however, how language ideologies shape individual interactions 

between emergent bilinguals, peers, and teachers can be challenging to untangle.  

Therefore, this study also utilized a positioning theory framework (Davies & Harré, 1990; 

1999) in order to explore the complex intersection of ideologies about language and 
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language learners with the ongoing storylines of emergent bilinguals.  

 A positioning theory framework enabled me to explore how three elementary 

emergent bilinguals in this particularistic school site were interactively positioned during 

interactions with their primarily monolingual English-speaking teachers and peers, as 

well as how the emergent bilinguals participants positioned themselves.  Positioning 

theory is a means of conceptualizing how individuals make meaning during interactions, 

as well as how and why individuals’ make linguistic choices during interactions based on 

normative presuppositions regarding language and interlocutors (Davies & Harré, 1990, 

1999; Harré, 1998; Harré & Langenhove, 1991, 1999; Harré, Moghaddam, Cairnie, 

Rothbart, & Sabat, 2009).  Positioning acts can be interactional (i.e., what one person 

says or does positions their interlocutors) or reflexive (i.e., what one person says or does 

positions themselves during an interaction) (Davies & Harré, 1990, 1999).  For example, 

an individual may interactionally position an interlocutor that they are conversing with by 

actively eliciting their participation and conversation, thereby affording the interlocutor 

interactional rights and access during the conversation.  On the other hand, an individual 

may reflexively position themself during a conversation by choosing to remain silent and 

adopting a listening role, thereby positioning themself as more of a passive interlocutor 

than an active contributor. In schools, separate but interrelated positioning acts, in turn, 

can afford or limit emergent bilingual’s access to interactions with their teachers and 

peers, as well as their access to linguistic and academic content. 

 By exploring the positioning of emergent bilinguals in low-incidence schools, I 

sought to gain a richer understanding of how these students navigated their English 

dominant schooling context.  Additionally, I sought to gain a richer understanding of how 
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primarily monolingual English-speaking peers and teachers conceptualized working with 

and learning alongside emergent bilinguals.  Specifically, this study was designed to 

explore the following research questions: (1) How are identified English Language 

Learners positioned in formal and informal school contexts (e.g., mainstream and ESL 

classroom, playground, cafeteria, and hallways) by their peers, teachers, and themselves; 

and (2) Are these positioning acts related to language ideologies held by schools, policies 

or individuals, and, if so, what ideologies do these acts appear to reflect?   
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

Introduction 

 Scholarship regarding the experiences of emergent bilinguals in schools has found 

that these diverse students often experience isolation due to state policies, teachers’ 

practices, and interactional norms in and out of the classroom (e.g., Fu, 1995; Gándara & 

Orfeld, 2012; Iddings, 2005; Koyama, 2004; Yoon, 2008).  Teachers’ own conceptions 

regarding linguistically diverse students can influence their willingness to work with 

emergent bilinguals, as well as their future pedagogical plans of action with these 

students (English, 2009; Reeves, 2006; Walker, Shafer, & Liams, 2004; Yoon, 2008).  

However, less is known about how teachers’ conceptions of languages, language learners, 

and language learning shape their actual everyday practice and interactions with 

emergent bilinguals.  Additionally, peers can be a contributing factor to English Learners’ 

experiences and interactional access in schools.  For example, in the mainstream 

classroom the use of peer tutors (e.g., Brandt & Dimmitt, 2015; De Guerrero & Villami, 

2000) and English Learners’ own conceptions of their peers has been studied (e.g., 

Bartram, 2006; Jimenez, 2010).  However, less is known about how the peers themselves, 

particularly monolingual English speaking peers, conceptualize and interact with 

linguistically diverse students.  This is particularly important in the school under study as 

the emergent bilinguals spent the majority of their day in the company of their 

monolingual English-speaking peers; therefore, these peers represented the majority of 

potential interlocutors available to the emergent bilinguals.  Ultimately, peers’ 

conceptions of emergent bilinguals may afford or limit emergent bilinguals’ interactions 

in and out of the classroom.   
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 While much has been learned about the experiences of identified English Learners 

in schools today, scholars such as Pettiti (2011) argue that there still remains a need to 

understand better the experiences of emergent bilinguals in low incidence schools.  Low 

incidence schools are schools where linguistically diverse students represent a relatively 

small percentage of the total student population.  This study was designed in part to 

contribute to this existing call for more scholarship regarding the experiences of emergent 

bilinguals in such low incidence schools. 

 In the following chapter, I first summarize relevant research regarding teachers 

and peers’ conceptions of emergent bilinguals, as well as important scholarly work 

addressing the experiences of emergent bilinguals in and out of the mainstream 

classroom.  Following this, I provide an overview of the specific policy context that 

guides the education of emergent bilinguals in the state under study.  I end this chapter by 

carefully describing the dual theoretical framework that guided the design and analytical 

framework of this study, i.e., language ideologies and positioning theory.  

Scholarship Regarding Emergent Bilinguals, Teachers, and Peers in Schools 

 In the following, I review relevant scholarship regarding teachers’ conceptions of 

identified English Learners, peers’ conceptions of emergent bilinguals, and the 

experiences of emergent bilinguals in the mainstream classroom in order to understand 

better extant scholarship related to this study’s research questions. 

 Teachers’ conceptions of emergent bilinguals. 

The daily schooling experiences of emergent bilinguals are shaped by their 

teachers’ conceptions and perceptions of language learning and language learners; e.g., 

conceptions and ideologies that may influence educators’ pedagogical practices.  These 
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ideologies address a multitude of issues surrounding the education of emergent 

bilinguals, including how the teachers’ view emergent bilinguals in general, what they 

expect of linguistically diverse students, and how teachers view their responsibilities and 

roles when educating English Learners.  For this review, I focus on relevant scholarship 

that explores teachers’ conceptions of English Learners in schools similar to the school 

under study, i.e., schools where English is the primary medium of instruction and 

identified English Learners spend at least part of their school day in mainstream 

classrooms. 

It has been found that mainstream classroom teachers’ have varied attitudes about 

and conceptions of linguistically diverse students in schools.  While some teachers’ 

express generally welcoming attitudes toward emergent bilinguals in schools (Reeves, 

2006; Walker, Shafer, & Liams, 2004), other teachers express reluctance over working 

with these students in their mainstream classrooms (English, 2009; Pettit, 2011; Walker, 

Shafer, & Liams, 2004; Yoon, 2008).  Mainstream classroom teachers have identified 

several factors to explain their reluctance when working with linguistically diverse 

students.  For example, one of the most frequently expressed concerns of mainstream 

teachers is the lack of time and resources available to work effectively with English 

Learners in their classrooms (Gándara, Maxwell, & Driscoll, 2005; Reeves, 2006; 

Youngs & Youngs, 2001).  Moreover, practicing teachers expressed misgiving about 

their own professional knowledge of second language acquisition, possibly due to a lack 

of professional development (Clair, 1995; Cummins, 2000; Pettit, 2011; Reeves, 2006; 

Walker, Shafer, & Liams, 2004).  Specific to low-incidence schools, it has been found 

that teachers may not want to work with an identified English Learner in their classroom, 
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and may not be inclined to participate in professional development related to 

linguistically diverse students (Walker, Shafer, & Liams, 2004).  In addition to these 

findings, scholars have found that mainstream classroom teachers sometimes feel that 

ESL pedagogy is merely “best classroom practices” for all students, thereby negating the 

specialized pedagogical and linguistic knowledge needed to work with emergent 

bilinguals (Harper, de Jong, and Platt, 2008; Reeves, 2006).  

One line of emerging scholarship explores how mainstream classroom teachers 

position themselves in regards to the emergent bilinguals they work with, as well as how 

this professional positioning can influence their professional plan of action with 

linguistically diverse students.  For example, Yoon’s (2008) case study of three 

mainstream middle school English teachers found that the teacher who positioned herself 

as a teacher of “all students” actively attended to the diverse learning needs of the 

English Learners in her classroom and did not rely on the ESL teacher to solely 

accommodate her students.   In contrast, the “regular classroom teacher” felt that since he 

was not specifically trained to work with English Learners, the ESL teacher should be 

primarily responsible for his linguistically diverse students’ academic and linguistic 

needs (Yoon, 2008).  Finally, the “content specific teacher” felt that her sole focus when 

working with English Learners should be on their language development, and frequently 

expressed frustration with what she viewed as a lack of progress due to “interference 

from their native language.”  Moreover, how these three teachers professionally 

positioned themselves affected what they felt their responsibilities were to the English 

Learners in their mainstream classrooms, as well the types of accommodations they felt 

they could make for their linguistically diverse students.   
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 Bonnie English (2009) built upon Yoon’s positioning study by examining the 

dominant patterns in mainstream teachers’ discourse about English Learners. This study 

traced the progression of four teachers’ discourse patterns during a teacher inquiry group.  

During their monthly meetings, English observed three distinct discourse patterns that the 

teachers employed when describing the theoretical locus of control in an English 

Learner’s education, as well as how these teachers positioned themselves in relation to 

this locus of control.  At times, the teachers expressed a “top down” approach where the 

teacher and curriculum were positioned as the ultimate authority despite the emergent 

bilingual’s unique needs.  At other times, teachers would employ a “bottom up” discourse 

based on a color-blind ideology that would position the English Learner as the locus of 

control and the sole source of student success or failure, thereby minimizing the teacher’s 

role.  Frequently, the teachers would employ a “labeling” discourse that firmly placed 

English Learners under the responsibility of the ESL Department and teachers, thereby 

alleviating some of the responsibility in the mainstream classroom, and, by extension, the 

mainstream teacher (English, 2009).  English (2009) and Yoon (2008) found that a 

teacher’s ideological stance, discourse and subsequent positioning in relation to English 

Learners was a contributing factor to what types of support the mainstream teacher felt 

they could or should offer.   

 Less is known about how mainstream teachers’ beliefs about English Learners 

and their own professional positioning actually influence their daily practice with 

emergent bilinguals.  However, a growing group of scholars have begun to explore how 

teachers’ beliefs may shape the “in the moment” pedagogical decisions and practice in 

the lived classroom context.  For example, Yoon’s (2008) study explored how teacher 
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positioning influenced their pedagogical plan of action and the implementation of said 

plan in the classroom.  Specifically, Yoon argued that the teachers’ professional 

positioning directly impacted their use or lack of language specific modifications.  

Supporting this finding, other scholars have found that teachers’ conceptions of English 

Learners can influence the types of course modifications and scaffolds they could and 

should use (Reeves, 2006; Rueda & Garcia, 1994; Walker, Shafer, & Liams, 2004).  For 

example, Reeves’ (2006) found that teachers had mixed beliefs about whether or not 

emergent bilinguals should actually receive modified coursework because of what they 

felt were “fairness” issues with not modifying coursework for native English speakers.  

Additionally, it has been found that some mainstream teachers openly object to having to 

modify coursework for identified English Learners because of a perceived lack of time 

(Walker, Shafer, & Liams, 2004).  In practice, this reluctance to implement modifications 

could impinge upon emergent bilinguals’ abilities to access and understand academic and 

linguistic content. 

Despite these findings regarding mainstream teachers’ pedagogical 

understandings of emergent bilinguals, the number of studies exploring how teachers’ 

conceptions actually impact their practice with emergent bilinguals is not substantial.  By 

utilizing a multiple case study design with primary data collection efforts focused on 

interviews and classroom observations, I hope to address this dearth of research in an 

already under-researched school context, i.e., schools with low incidence numbers of 

identified English Learners. 
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 Peers’ conceptions of emergent bilinguals. 

Less is known about peers’ conceptions of and interactions with emergent 

bilinguals, particularly in the mainstream classroom, than is known about the influence of 

teachers’ conceptions on pedagogical practices.  In dual language classrooms, peer 

relationships have been studied, particularly regarding how larger power dynamics can 

adversely influence language choices in classrooms (e.g., Lindholm, 2001; Tannenbaum 

& Taher, 2008).  In schools using models of language instruction other than dual 

language, divisions among youth in informal school spaces and classrooms have been 

documented for linguistically diverse students (Fu, 1995; Jimenez, 2010; Olsen, 1997; 

Valenzuela, 1999).  Specifically, these divisions between peer groups were often defined 

by immigration history, language use, or cultural identification (Fu, 1995; Jimenez, 2010; 

Olsen, 1997; Valenzuela, 1999).  Much of this research has focused on peers that are 

currently or were formerly classified as language learners themselves; there has been less 

scholarly attention paid to monolingual English-speaking peers’ conceptions of emergent 

bilinguals and how these conceptions may shape their interactions with linguistically 

diverse students. 

In the mainstream classroom, a significant amount of scholarly effort has focused 

on the use and education of peer tutors, both monolingual and multilingual, when 

working with linguistically diverse students (e.g., Brandt & Dimmitt, 2015; De Guerrero 

& Villami, 2000; Topping & Elhy, 1998).  Specifically, this extant scholarship has found 

that the use of peer tutors can be challenging even when peer tutors are given additional 

training (Brandt & Dimmitt, 2015).  However, properly prepared peer tutors can 
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effectively support emergent bilinguals’ linguistic and academic development (De 

Guerrero & Villami, 2000; Topping & Elhy, 1998).   

Another line of scholarly inquiry has focused on linguistically diverse students’ 

perceptions of and interactions with their mainstream classroom peers from the emergent 

bilinguals’ point of view (e.g., Bartram, 2006; Jimenez, 2010; Fu, 1995; Pappamihiel, 

2002).  While the perspective of emergent bilinguals regarding their mainstream 

classroom peers is extremely valuable, there is a noticeable lack of research regarding 

how monolingual English-speaking peers’ interact with and think about emergent 

bilinguals in and out of the mainstream classroom.  With this study, I hope to add to this 

extant scholarship regarding peer conceptions of and interactions with emergent 

bilinguals in the mainstream classroom and informal school spaces.  

Emergent bilinguals in schools. 

In the school under study, identified English Learners were educated in the 

mainstream classroom and the ESL classroom on a pullout basis.  Therefore, in this 

section I explore extant scholarship regarding the lived experiences of emergent 

bilinguals in mainstream classrooms, ESL classrooms, and informal school spaces.  In 

mainstream classrooms, emergent bilinguals are often surrounded by native and non-

native English speakers and may be taught by a teacher who has little to no formal 

professional preparation regarding how to work effectively with linguistically diverse 

students (Pappamihiel, 2002; Reeves, 2006).  In contrast, emergent bilinguals in ESL 

classrooms interact with other English learning students and are typically taught by 

specially prepared and/or certified ESL teachers (Olsen, 1997; Reeves, 2006).    
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Scholarship regarding the experiences of linguistically diverse students has 

documented the academic and social isolation of emergent bilinguals both in and out of 

the mainstream and ESL classroom (e.g., Fu, 1995; Gándara & Orfeld, 2012; Iddings, 

2005; Olsen, 1997; Suárez-Orozco, Suárez-Orozco & Todorova, 2009).  For example, in 

Olsen’s (1997) ethnographic study, a unique high school setting was studied.  Emergent 

bilinguals, primarily Latino, spent part of their day in a special “Newcomer School” for 

intensive English instruction, and the rest of the day in the regular high school learning 

academic content.  This bifurcated system was conceptualized as an efficient and 

expedient method for immigrant students to obtain a working proficiency in English 

while also continuing their academic growth.  In practice, Olsen found that the system 

resulted in social and academic isolation that contributed to the English Learners’ uneven 

academic and linguistic growth when compared to their native English-speaking peers.   

 In line with Olsen’s findings, Fu’s (1995) case study also found evidence of 

academic and social isolation of linguistically diverse students.  The study followed the 

journey of 4 Laotian siblings, 3 brothers and 1 sister, who were attempting to learn 

English and academic content in an American high school.   Fu observed that in 

mainstream classrooms, the Laotian emergent bilinguals would physically, verbally, and 

mentally withdraw from their native English-speaking peers.  In contrast, Fu noticed a 

reversal of this social withdrawal when the Laotian students were in their ESL classroom.  

Here, the emergent bilinguals became “boisterous” and engaged in conversation not only 

with their linguistically diverse peers but also their ESL teachers.   However, despite 

academic and linguistic support, the Laotian students struggled with accessing the 

curriculum and content that had been normed toward a middle class, White, American 
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worldview.  These studies have shown that linguistically diverse students in schools 

experience isolation, particularly with their monolingual English-speaking peers and 

teachers, as well as the culturally normed curriculum. 

 Another focus of scholarly study regarding the classroom experiences of emergent 

bilinguals has been on the actual tasks that students are given and the language demands 

these tasks entail (e.g., Bunch, 2009; Iddings, 2005).  For example, Bunch (2009) found 

that mainstream classroom teachers effectively lowered the language demands of group 

presentations for English Learners to the point that these students were positioned as 

passive receivers rather than active creators of language and knowledge.  Additionally, 

Iddings’ (2005) ethnographic study found that Spanish-speaking emergent bilinguals had 

more challenges when attempting to access the same curriculum as their native English-

speaking peers in the mainstream classroom.  Through an analysis of curriculum 

resources and pedagogical choices, Iddings found that in mainstream classrooms, native-

English speaking students were able to increase their linguistic competence by reading 

literature and connecting it to their own lives.  In contrast, English Learners were given a 

prepackaged curriculum that focused on the procedural aspects of reading, i.e., phonemes 

and site words, instead of literature that could build linguistic and cultural connections for 

these students.  Furthermore, academic content in other disciplines was often presented as 

decontextualized language learning activities.  For example, a class lesson on the planets 

in the solar system and space exploration was reduced to a language lesson on English 

superlatives for the emergent bilinguals (Iddings, 2005).  These studies show that the 

actual tasks that teachers assign in mainstream classrooms can be reduced to language 

lessons loosely related to the actual content being taught.   
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Scholars have also found that the emotional experiences of English Learners in 

diverse school settings can vary (Pappamihiel, 2002; Portes & Rumbaut, 2001). 

Pappamihiel’s (2002) survey of Mexican origin English Learners found that emergent 

bilinguals’ anxiety levels in mainstream and ESL classrooms were significantly different.  

For the 178 middle school-aged emergent bilinguals in the study, Pappamihiel found their 

overall anxiety level increased in mainstream classrooms as compared to ESL 

classrooms. The primary source of this anxiety was brought on by the necessity to 

converse with their native-English speaking peers and teachers more frequently in 

mainstream classrooms.  These findings echo work by scholars like Fu (1995), Jiménez 

(2010), Olsen (1997), and Valenzuela (1999) that argue that the socioemotional 

experiences of emergent bilinguals in schools can be challenging and often tumultuous as 

they attempt to navigate their various schooling milieus. 

Overall, scholars have found that the social, emotional, linguistic, and academic 

experiences of linguistically diverse students are shaped by the larger context of their 

schools.  However, one specific context has been under-represented in this body of 

literature, specifically elementary schools where emergent bilinguals represent a 

relatively small percentage of the total student population.  This context is particularly 

important in Arizona, the state where this study took place, because the current language 

policy guiding the instruction of identified English Learners has created separate school 

programs for schools with fewer than 20 classified English Learners. 

Arizona’s Restrictive Language Policy 

Teachers’ pedagogical plans of action can be hampered by restrictive language 

policies.  California, Massachusetts, and Arizona have some of the most restrictive 
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language policies in the nation (Gándara & Hopkins, 2010).  Arizona’s language policy is 

rooted in an English-only ideology that has been tied to xenophobic rhetoric about 

immigration and language diversity (Cummins, 2005).  This policy climate has created a 

linguistic and educational environment that can be challenging and potentially 

treacherous for emergent bilinguals and teachers to navigate.  

In 2000, Arizona voters passed Proposition 203 (2000), an act that heralded in an 

era of “restrictive language policy” in Arizona’s schools (Arias & Faltis, 2012; Wiley, 

2012).  Proposition 203 severely limited access to bilingual education programs and 

pushed forward an “English Only” political agenda in schools (Wright, 2005).  

Specifically, proposition 203 (2000) positioned the English language as, “the national 

public language of the United States of America and the state of Arizona.”  Furthermore, 

the proposition denounced public schools for, “an inadequate job of educating immigrant 

children, wasting financial resources on experimental language programs whose failure ... 

is demonstrated by the current high school drop-out rates and low English literacy levels 

of many immigrant children.”  These nationalistic sentiments positioned English-only 

instruction as the most effective way to rectify the achievement gap between native-

English speakers and English Learners.  The “English Only” agenda and Proposition 203 

partially originated from nationalistic sentiments that have been a part of America’s 

language policy discussions since the inception of American schools (Cummins, 2005; 

Spring, 2011). 

 After the passage of Proposition 203, state lawmakers mandated the use of the 

Structured English Immersion (SEI) program in Arizona’s schools.  An appointed Task 

Force recommended guidelines that were to become HB 2064 (Combs, 2012).  HB 2064 
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mandated an exclusively language focused four-hour block of time for English Learners 

in schools. The authors of the four-hour block argued that the exclusive focus on English 

language development would aid in English Learners’ acquisition of English in a more 

timely and cost effective manner, supposedly within one year.  However, research in the 

field of second language acquisition does not support this claim and, at times, directly 

contradicts it (e.g., Combs, 2012; Krashen, McSwan, and Rolstad, 2012).  For example, 

one supposedly research-based principle undergirding the ideology of Arizona’s four-

hour block is the time on task principle.  The authors of the program argued that the more 

time that English Learners spent solely on learning the English language, the faster they 

would acquire English.  This “cultural model” (Gee, 1990; 2014) of language acquisition 

positions learning another language as akin to learning history or mathematics.  However, 

sociolinguistic scholars argue that learning a language is more like learning to ride a bike 

or being coached as a football player requiring supported practice rather than explicit 

instruction (Gee, 1990, 2014).  Therefore, the time on task principle guiding the four-

block is actually based on a folk theory of “things which are not” (Combs, 2012).   

In practice, the four-hour block requirement often resulted in the segregation of 

English Learners from their native English-speaking peers, particularly in schools with 

large populations of emergent bilinguals (Wiley, 2012).  Segregation grossly limited 

English Learners’ access to native speakers of English who could serve as linguistic and 

interactional models (Iddings, Combs, Moll, 2012; Wiley, 2012).  Furthermore, the 

current SEI system does not allow for first language development, linguistically and 

culturally matched assessments, or an academic emphasis in English as a Second 

Language curriculum, resulting in what Iddings, Combs & Moll (2012) labeled an 
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“academic desert.”  Sadly, one of the major consequences of Arizona’s four-hour block 

has been the lack of access to academic content in the mainstream classroom, either 

because of the forced segregation of English Learners in English as a Second Language 

(ESL) classrooms or because of mainstream classroom pedagogical practices that have 

watered down the academic curriculum for English Learners to an overwhelming focus 

on English language development (Iddings, 2005; Iddings, Combs, & Moll, 2012).  

Most extant scholarship regarding the experiences and education of English 

Learners in Arizona’s restrictive policy environment focuses on schools where the 

relatively large population of emergent bilinguals mandates the segregation of these 

linguistically diverse students into separate ESL classrooms.  However, this study adds to 

extant scholarship by focusing on a school where the relatively small population of 

identified English Learners mandates that these students are primarily educated in the 

mainstream classroom with variable pull out ESL instruction.  In this unique setting, the 

education, experiences, and interactions of emergent bilinguals can be complicated by the 

presence of a numerical majority of native monolingual English speakers, restrictive 

language policies, and the language ideologies of said policies and speakers.  Mapping 

larger societal and institutional language ideologies onto everyday speech acts in 

classrooms can be challenging; however, one potentially promising avenue for such 

research has been found through a positioning theory framework.  Therefore, I now turn 

to my dual theoretical framework based on scholarly work regarding language ideologies 

and positioning theory. 
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Theoretical Framework 

 In order to explore larger sociopolitical and institutional narratives about language 

learners, language learning, and the concomitant shaping force that such narratives have 

on everyday interactions of emergent bilinguals in classrooms, I have framed my study 

using two distinct but relatable bodies of literature: (1) language ideologies from the field 

of sociolinguistics and (2) positioning theory from the field of psychology. 

 Language ideologies. 

Woolard and Scheiffelin stated that language ideologies are the “mediating link 

between social structures and forms of talk” (1994, pg. 55).  Language ideologies are a 

means for understanding the underlying beliefs and conceptions about languages and 

speakers in a socially defined world.  These ideologies encompass a set of social norms 

that not only guide language behaviors but also justify users’ perceptions of language 

choice and use (Scheiffelin, Woolard, & Kroskrity, 1998).  Further, language ideologies 

are the foundation upon which social institutions like schools, courts, and nations are 

built (Woolard & Scheiffelin, 1994).  In enactment, language ideologies are often 

positioned as “self-evident or commonsense” and are used as a means of rationalizing a 

hegemonic linguistic system built upon inequality and injustice (Woolard & Scheiffelin, 

1994).  For example, dominant groups can justify inequitable social systems and policies 

through their employment of overt and covert language ideologies.   

One example of the sorting mechanism of language ideologies has been found in 

what Bourdieu (1977, 2008) termed the ‘linguistic marketplace’.  Bourdieu argued that in 

class-based societies, language should be conceptualized as a material good that can 

afford or limit speakers’ access to other material goods based on the particular variation 
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of language spoken by the individual.  Moreover, Judith Irvine (1989) argued that 

language use, variation, and language shift could be correlated with language ideologies 

regarding social divisions of labor and the indexing of social relationships.  For this 

study, Irvine studied the correlation between language use and the social division of labor 

in an African Wolof village where Wolof, Arabic, and French were all present.  

Ultimately, Irvine (1989) found that community members drew upon language use, 

specifically the use of variations of the three languages present, to index a speaker’s 

group membership and social roles, which, in turn, impacted the speaker’s economic 

position and labor status in the community. 

 Along with economic divisions of labor, language ideologies can be employed to 

create social and linguistic boundaries between groups of speakers (Gal & Irvine, 1995).  

Gal & Irvine (1995) focused on how language ideologies have been historically and 

currently employed to construct difference.  Historically, European discourse created a 

false dichotomy between the East and West that positioned Eastern languages as 

somehow backward or primitive when compared to European languages (Gal & Irvine, 

1995).  In other words, language was used as an extension of the belief that eastern 

peoples were somehow backward or primitive and this larger ideology about eastern 

culture and societies shaped linguistic scholarly research for decades (Gal & Irvine, 1995; 

Kroskrity, 2004).    

 The construction of difference is a means of defining one’s self as compared to 

the imagined or real “other” (Gal & Irvine, 1995).  This definition of identity 

essentializes “the other” as homogenous and immutable and, often, is typically based 

upon political or economic interests (Gal & Irvine, 1995).  Individuals, groups, and 
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nation-states can draw upon language ideologies and definitions of difference to ‘index’ a 

speaker’s social groups, roles, and status based on the speaker’s language use (Irvine, 

1989; 2001; Silverstein, 2003).  William Labov (1972) explored how differences in 

language use and speech styles can be drawn upon to determine a speaker’s 

socioeconomic status through an indexing methodology that was designed based on 

various occupations and income levels.  Furthermore, Labov argued that within 

communities there were shared social norms that could be correlated to the prestige 

placed on different varieties of English, and that these language norms often intersected 

with individual’s race, class, and gender.  These norms also shaped the variety of 

language spoken for community members in covert ways (Labov, 1972). 

 For transnational people, negotiating the language ideologies between various 

nation-states and communities can be challenging (Lam & Warriner, 2012).  Marcia 

Farr’s (2006) ethnolinguistic study followed transnational ranchero families that lived 

both in their ‘village of origin’ in Michoacán, Mexico and in Chicago.  The families in 

this study used their language to construct a local identity based on the context of their 

community and to maintain linguistic connections with their villages of origin.  

Specifically, the transnational families utilized culturally related speech styles based on 

franqueza (a direct, candid way of speaking), respeto (respectful form of speech), and 

relajo (a humorous form of speech used to critique social norms and order while still 

maintaining the basis of respeto) (Lam & Warriner, 2012).   In other words, the 

transnational families used their language to construct and maintain their transnational 

identities regardless of their linguistic environment. 
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James Gee (1990; 2014) argued throughout his work that Discourse with a capital 

D are the ways that people think, act, interact, speak, read, write, as well as what people 

believe and value.  Underlying the multiple Discourses that people negotiate on a daily 

basis, as was found by Lam, Warriner, and other scholars, are ideologies about language, 

language use, and speakers of language varieties.  Gee (2014) argued that language and 

ideology are inextricably bound.  People draw upon, incorporate, or reject specific 

Discourses in various social contexts to create a socially situated identity in order to be 

considered ‘people like us’ (Gee, 2014).  While many people do not live transnational 

lives that require the overt negotiation of two geographically, historically, and culturally 

distinct ideologies and languages, linguistically marginalized people in the United States 

have to negotiate covert, monolingual, standard English ideologies that position one form 

of English as superior to other variations (Hill, 1998; Macedo, 2000; Santa-Anna, 2004).            

In education, language ideologies permeate schools and schooling at all levels, 

from the macro level of national and state-issued educational policies to the micro level 

of interactions between students and teachers (Menken, 2008; Menken & García, 2010).  

For example, beliefs about languages, language learning, and language learners shape the 

construction and implementation of educational policies and can contribute to the 

(in)equitable experiences of English Learners in schools (Menken, 2008).  Menken 

(2008) and Menken and Garcia’s (2010) study built upon Ricento and Hornberger’s 

(1996) policy onion metaphor where the multiple levels involved in language planning 

and policy resemble the layers of an onion. Specifically, Menken (2008) argued that the 

complex dynamics of educational policy are “produced by educators in interactions with 

not only government officials and education bureaucracies, community, families, and 
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students, but also with external sociopolitical contexts, resources, and internal 

experiences, beliefs, and ideologies” (p. 250).  Echoing scholarship by Smitherman 

(2000) and others, Menken and Garcia (2010) argued that teachers in classrooms have the 

potential to shape language, language use, and educational policy implementation in their 

own classrooms in both beneficial and detrimental ways.   

This study was designed to explore how the current language policy in the school 

under study and the language ideologies that individuals drew upon during interactions 

shaped the experiences and access of emergent bilinguals in various school contexts.  

However, this relationship can be multi-faceted and complex; therefore, I have chosen to 

strengthen my analytical framework with positioning theory from the field of psychology. 

 Positioning theory. 

  Positioning theory focuses on individuals’ cognitive processes that support their 

actions and choices during social interactions, as well as how individuals create meaning 

during said interactions (Davies & Harré, 1990, 1999; Harré, 1998; Harré & Langenhove, 

1991, 1999; Harré, Moghaddam, Cairnie, Rothbart, & Sabat, 2009).  Specifically, 

positioning theory explores the “normative constraints” that individual’s draw upon 

during social interactions (Harré, et al., 2009).  Positioning is a “discursive process 

whereby selves are located in conversations as observably and subjectively coherent 

participants in jointly produced storylines” (Davies & Harré, 1999, p. 37).  In other 

words, individuals discursively position themselves and others during interactions based 

on their larger, ongoing narratives. 

  At another level, normative constraints are socially created in an individual’s 

unfolding storyline within a larger sociopolitical storyline.  The intersection of these 
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individual and meta-level storylines manifests itself during social interactions through 

normative presuppositions about the linguistic and interactional rights of the 

interlocutors. These mutable presuppositions aid in meaning making within the larger 

societal storyline and can be drawn upon to position various interlocutors during 

conversations.  Specifically, during the discursive process interlocutors can participate in 

interactive positioning in that “what one person says positions another” (Davies & Harré, 

1999, p. 37).  Additionally, interlocutors may reflexively position themselves in relation 

to whom they are speaking, the interactive positioning moves of other speakers, and the 

larger contextualized storylines present (Davies  & Harré, 1999, p. 37). 

  Interactional and reflexive positioning can contribute to an individual’s identity 

construction and reconstruction.  Davies & Harré (1999) theorized “an individual 

emerges through the processes of social interaction not as a relatively fixed end product 

but as one who is constituted and re-constituted through the various discursive practices 

in which they participate” (p. 35).  The process of (re)constructing the self happens 

within dialogic relationships that can afford or constrain ways of being within specific 

contexts (Lineham & McCarthy, 2000).  Moreover, these ideologies of “oughtness” 

(Hicks 1996) can impinge upon interlocutors’ access to larger interactional communities.  

Ideologies of oughtness are constructed through previous experiences, contextual history, 

and even an understanding of what possible positions are available to actors (Lineham & 

McCarthy, 2000).   

 For my study, I specifically focus on positioning theory as used in discursive 

psychology as it focuses on the local context through the normative constraints and 

opportunities that afford or hinder social interaction within a larger unfolding storyline 
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(Harré, et al., 2009).  In this case, the larger storyline centers on the English-Only 

ideology present in Arizona’s language policy, as well as larger narratives around 

immigration, language use, language learning, and language learners (Cummins, 2005; 

Wiley, 2012).  These outsider storylines are part of an institutional discourse related to 

identified English Learners in schools and, coupled with personal conceptions of 

language learners, can preposition emergent bilinguals within the larger system of 

schools (English, 2009; Reeves, 2006; Yoon, 2008).    

  To explore the local positioning of emergent bilinguals in a low-incidence school, 

I explored how emergent bilinguals reflexively positioned themselves, i.e., how their own 

positioning affected their thoughts, actions, and views of their rights and duties during 

school-based interactions.  Additionally, I explored how teachers and peers interactively 

positioned emergent bilinguals, and how what teachers and peers said to or about these 

emergent bilinguals limited or afforded the rights and speech acts available to emergent 

bilinguals (Hollway, 1984; Harré & van Langenhove, 1999).  Finally, I explored how 

institutional norms and ideologies shaped the larger linguistic milieus of the classroom 

and informal school spaces, as well as how these norms, in turn, afforded or constrained 

the interactions of the emergent bilinguals under study. 
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

 This chapter describes the methodology I used to explore the positioning of 

emergent bilinguals at a school site where they represented less than 5% of the total 

student population and, therefore, received most of their instruction in the mainstream 

classroom.  The goal of this study was to understand better how emergent bilinguals were 

interactionally positioned by their peers, teachers, and larger institutional norms, as well 

as how the emergent bilinguals reflexively positioned themselves in this unique context.  

Moreover, this study was designed to explore the larger ideologies about language, 

language learning, and learners present in the site, and how these ideologies were drawn 

upon during positioning acts.  In this chapter, I demonstrate how the multiple case study 

design of this study helped me to explore the positioning moves of my emergent bilingual 

participants, as well as the shaping force of impinging language ideologies and 

institutional norms on the experiences of emergent bilinguals at the site.  The experiences 

of emergent bilinguals in this unique school context is important to understand, because 

there are potential implications for how mainstream classroom teachers are prepared 

during their teacher preparation sequence, as well as how practicing teachers are 

supported in their work with emergent bilinguals. 

 Case study research uniquely lends itself to exploring “how and why questions” 

regarding social phenomena, particularly when research questions require an “extensive 

and in-depth description” (Yin, 2013, p. 4).  This study is particularly suited for a case 

study methodology because it seeks to understand how and why emergent bilinguals are 

positioned in a particular institutional setting.  In order to understand the various actors 
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and narratives present in this particular school site, I realized that I needed to employ a 

multiple case study design.  The multiple case study is designed to explore social and 

institutional phenomena with multiple cases or members (Stake, 2006; 2013).  

Ultimately, by studying the individual cases, the researcher seeks to understand how the 

larger quintain, or the whole phenomenon, operates in various situations (Stake, 2006; 

2013).  By studying the individual cases of three English Learners at a school site where 

they are the linguistic and numeric minority, I also studied the peers and teachers with 

whom they interacted, as well as the larger institutional structures within which they 

operated.  Specifically, I chose an “instrumental multiple case study” design, or 

“collective case study” (Stake, 2006; Glesne 2011), that focused on three individual cases 

in order to understand the larger population dynamic at this school site.   In other words, 

my quintain was bounded by this particularistic school site, Cordova Elementary, and 

understood through the cases of my individual participants. 

 In keeping with a case study methodology, I have included prolonged contact 

with my participants through various data collection tools; e.g., observations, interviews, 

and artifact analysis (Creswell, 2009; Glesne, 2011; Stake, 2006; 2013; Yin 2013).  In the 

following, I detail my research design for this multiple case study starting with my 

research questions.  Following the research questions guiding this study, I describe the 

unique context under study, including the state and school context, as well as describing 

my participants.  I then turn to describing my data collection tools including: sociogram 

observations, observations with fieldnotes, impromptu conversations, formal interviews, 

and artifact collection.  Following a detailed description of my data collection tools, I turn 

to describing the phases of data analysis that I employed including, coding of the 
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collected data, developing individual cases, and completing the cross-case analysis.  I end 

this chapter by describing my researcher reflexivity as it afforded me an unique insider-

outsider status within the school under study (Brayboy & Deyhle, 2000; Glesne, 2011). 

Research Questions 

This study was designed to explore the following research questions: 

1. How are identified English Learners positioned in various formal and informal 

school learning contexts (e.g., mainstream and ESL classrooms, playground, 

cafeteria, and hallway)? 

a. How are emergent bilinguals positioned in interactions with their 

mainstream or ESL classroom teacher, either reflexively positioned or 

interactionally positioned? 

b. How do peers position emergent bilinguals during mainstream or ESL 

classroom interactions?  How do emergent bilinguals position themselves 

in these venues?  

c. How do peers position emergent bilinguals during interactions in informal 

school settings, e.g., in the cafeteria, playground, and hallways? How do 

emergent bilinguals position themselves? 

2. Are these positioning acts related to language ideologies held by schools, policies, 

or individuals? If so, what ideologies do these positioning acts appear to reflect 

and in what manner are they enacted? 

Context of the Study and Participants 

 In this section, I explain the state policy regulating the education of English 

Learners in the state under study, as this policy directly guides the programs and 
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resources available for my emergent bilingual participants.  Then, I describe the 

particularistic district and school context under study, including student demographic 

information.   Finally, I describe the participants in my study. 

Education of English learners in the state. 

An in-depth description of the historical roots and implications of Arizona’s 

language policy regarding the education of identified English Learners was provided in 

Chapter 2.  Therefore, a brief synopsis is presented here with a special focus on the 

specific mandates that govern the school under study.   In 2000, Arizona severely limited 

bilingual education programs and subsequently legislated a Structured English Immersion 

(SEI) model for language acquisition in schools, which mandated a 4-hour block of 

intensive language instruction.  The SEI model mandated intensive English language 

instruction with the goal of emergent bilinguals becoming proficient before they were 

given significant access to academic content.  In districts and schools with a high 

proportion of identified English Learners, the SEI policy was often satisfied through 

isolationist programs for concentrated language instruction with the intent of completely 

transitioning English Learners into mainstream classrooms within a year.   

  This study examined Arizona’s SEI policy from a different perspective, e.g., the 

perspective of identified English Learners who primarily received their instruction in the 

mainstream classroom. The relatively low number of identified English Learners in the 

school under study meant that there were limited pullout services available to the 

emergent bilinguals, i.e., 40 minutes a day, four days a week, when testing schedules 

allowed.  Therefore, most of the instruction of the emergent bilingual participants took 

place in the mainstream classroom.  This version of SEI implementation was allowed 
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under the Consent Decree issued after the ruling of Flores v. Arizona (2008).   Under the 

decree, all teachers were repositioned as potential Structured English Immersion (SEI) 

teachers; therefore, all preservice and practicing teachers had to complete coursework and 

receive an SEI endorsement to be considered ‘highly qualified’ (Combs, 2012).  The SEI 

endorsement then allowed all teachers, including mainstream and content specific 

teachers, to teach students identified as English Language Learners. 

  In theory, the state hoped that mandating an SEI endorsement for all teachers 

regardless of grade or content taught would result in schools and a teaching force that 

was better prepared to work with identified English Learners in all educational settings.  

Specific to the school site under study, all of the teachers who would be potentially 

working with the emergent bilinguals at this site were considered ‘highly qualified’ and 

had received at least their SEI endorsement.  In order to receive their SEI endorsement, 

the teachers at this site had to complete 90 hours of coursework focused on the education 

of linguistically diverse students, which, in practice, was typically completed through two 

courses taken over the summer or school breaks.  However, given the relatively small 

proportion of identified English Learners in the district, the teachers, particularly the 

mainstream classroom teachers, had limited experience actually working with emergent 

bilinguals in the classroom.  

 School context. 

 Cordova Elementary, kindergarten through 5th grade, was situated in the Webber 

neighborhood and was part of the larger suburb of Eagle Nest.  In 2010, the total 

population of Eagle Nest was 10,208 people (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010).  The racial 

makeup of the population of Eagle Nest was 72% White, 19% Latino, 3% Black, 1% 
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Native American, 2% Asian, and 3% two or more races.  Furthermore, 13% of the 

population identified as speaking a language other than English at home with 6% of the 

population being foreign born (U.S. Census, 2010).  The Webber neighborhood was one 

of the larger subdivisions in Eagle Nest, with 3 separate elementary schools serving the 

neighborhood and surrounding areas.  The estimated average household income of 

Webber neighborhood residents was $86,314 with 96% of the residents reporting that 

they had graduated from high school if not attended some college (Onboard Informatics, 

2014).  

 Cordova Elementary was part of the Creekside School District.  The district had 

ten elementary schools, eight middle schools, and six high schools.  In the 2013-2014 

school year, the total student population of the Creekside School District was 11,779 

students with 96 students classified as English Language Learners (National Center for 

Educational Statistics, 2014).  This meant that less than 1% of the district’s total student 

population was classified as English Language Learners.   

 As part of their introduction to district culture and norms, teachers had to 

complete a weeklong professional development course called New Teacher Induction 

(NTI).  The focus of the workshops was set by the district level curriculum and 

professional development office, and one central goal was to show teachers how they 

should create lessons that incorporated opportunities for students to discuss what they 

were learning.  NTI served as an introduction to the district, as well as a starting point for 

new teachers to develop a shared language and pedagogical practice across all types of 

classrooms from content specific to elementary mainstream to ESL classrooms. 

 Of the three elementary schools in the Webber neighborhood, Cordova was 
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unique in that students came not only from the neighborhood but also several surrounding 

neighborhoods that ran alongside the nearby freeway.  In 2013-2014, Cordova 

Elementary was a Title I school with 828 total students (National Center for Educational 

Statistics, 2014).  Additionally, the student population was 53% White, 35% Latino, 7% 

Black, 4% Asian, and 1% Native Indian (National Center for Educational Statistics, 

2014).  The teacher participants in this study reported that in the year that this study took 

place, 2014–2015, the student population total was 847 students.  Of these 847 students, 

17 students, or 2%, were identified as English Language Learners and received pullout 

English instruction from the ESL teacher.  Furthermore, the teacher participants reported 

that of the 78 certified teachers and staff at Cordova Elementary, 69 were White, 8 were 

Latino/a, and 1 was African American.  Of the 78 teachers and staff, the teacher 

participants were only aware of 2 staff members who spoke Spanish.  Cordova 

Elementary actually had the largest population of identified English Learners of all the 

schools in the Creekside District; therefore, it was the only school in the district that 

employed a full-time ESL teacher.  Other schools either employed part-time ESL 

teachers or shared an ESL teacher between multiple sites. 

 Participants. 

 For this study, I asked the school’s ESL teacher, Mrs. Anderson, to help me 

identify potential English Learner participants.  I limited my potential participant pool to 

students in third, fourth, and fifth grade because my previous experience with these grade 

levels led me to believe that working with intermediate elementary students would result 

in more productive observations and interviews.  Furthermore, I purposefully sampled 

(Creswell, 2009) English Learner participants based on their English proficiency level as 
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assessed by the previous year’s English proficiency assessment. The assessment used 

four proficiency levels: pre-emergent, emergent, intermediate, and proficient. 

Specifically, I asked to include English Learner participants at the pre-emergent, 

emergent, and intermediate levels of assessed English proficiency. This purposeful 

sampling of participants helped me to explore how English proficiency may have 

contributed to the emergent bilinguals’ positioning by their teachers and peers.  Given the 

relatively small population of identified English Learners in the school and sampling 

criteria above, Mrs. Anderson recommended three fourth graders for my study, as there 

were no third grade English Learners at the school and only two fifth graders.  I included 

one participant, Anja, who was assessed as having intermediate proficiency, one 

participant, Cesar, who was assessed as having emergent proficiency, and one participant, 

Alejandra, who was assessed as having pre-emergent English proficiency (see Table 3.1 

for full list of participants). 

  From these three English Learner participants, I identified the teacher participants.  

Teacher participants were the emergent bilinguals’ mainstream classroom teachers and 

ESL teacher.  Anja’s mainstream classroom teacher was Mrs. Gershner, and Cesar and 

Alejandra were actually in the same classroom taught by Mrs. Wilson. All three English 

Learners received their ESL pullout instruction from Mrs. Anderson and were in the same 

group together that met for 40 minutes a day, four days a week.  For this study, I spent 

most of my observational time in the mainstream classroom because the education of the 

emergent bilingual participants fell primarily under the purview of the mainstream 

classroom teachers.  Additionally, my observations overlapped with the end of year high 

stakes testing and review schedule; therefore, the English Learners did not actually go to 
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their ESL classroom for four of the ten weeks I observed.   

  For the peer sociogram interviews, I identified two total peer participants from the 

mainstream classroom for each emergent bilingual participant.  The district under study 

encouraged mainstream teachers to create seating charts where students were placed in 

small groups to promote interaction; therefore, I formally interviewed one of the English 

Learners participants’ group mates, as these peers were students with whom the English 

Learner participants would likely interact with regularly.  Additionally, I used the 

sociogram data to identify another peer participant with whom the emergent bilingual 

regularly interacted and with whom I had noticed positioning moves.  At times these 

categories of group mate and sociogram-identified peers overlapped.   

 For Anja, I interviewed Laurie and Trenton, both of whom were seated in Anja’s 

group at one time and exhibited interactional positioning moves of Anja.  For Cesar, I 

interviewed David and Julia.  David was one of Cesar’s most frequent interlocutors in the 

classroom and in informal school spaces, and Julia was in Cesar’s group throughout 

observations.  Finally, for Alejandra, I interviewed David and Janey.  David was one of 

Alejandra’s most frequent interlocutors in and out of the classroom, as well as a group 

mate and assigned partner for the first six weeks of observations.  Janey was Alejandra’s 

group mate for the last four weeks of observations.   

Table 3.1. Study Participants 

Participant 

Pseudonym 

Role in Study Time at Cordova 

Elementary 

Self-identified 

Language 

Background 

Anja English Learner  4 years Russian (home 
language) and 
English 
(intermediate 
proficiency) 

Cesar English Learner  2 years Spanish (home 
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Participant 

Pseudonym 

Role in Study Time at Cordova 

Elementary 

Self-identified 

Language 

Background 

language) and 
English (emergent 
proficiency) 

Alejandra English Learner  6 months English (pre-
emergent 
proficiency) and 
Spanish (both were 
home languages) 

Mrs. Anderson ESL teacher 24 years English 

Mrs. Gershner Mainstream 
classroom teacher 
for Anja 

3 years English 

Mrs. Wilson Mainstream 
classroom teacher 
for Cesar and 
Alejandra 

7 years English 

Laurie Peer in Anja’s 
mainstream 
classroom 

5 years English 

Trenton Peer in Anja’s 
mainstream 
classroom 

5 years English 

David Peer in Cesar and 
Alejandra’s 
mainstream 
classroom 

5 years English 

Julia Peer in Cesar and 
Alejandra’s 
mainstream 
classroom 

5 years English 

Janey Peer in Cesar and 
Alejandra’s 
mainstream 
classroom 

5 years English 

 

Data Collection Tools 

 In the following section, I describe in detail the data collection tools I utilized to 

explore the positioning of identified English Learners in this particularistic school site.  

See table 3.2 for an overview of the data collection tools used for this study. 
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Table 3.2. Data Collection Tools 

Data 

Collection 

Tool 

Phase(s) or 

Ongoing 

Location Participants 

Involved 

Duration/ 

Frequency 

Observations Phase 1: 
Sociograms 
 
Phase 2: 
Fieldnotes  

1. Mainstream 
classroom 
 
2. ESL 
classroom 
 
3. Playground, 
cafeteria, 
hallways 

3 English 
Learners 
participants 
 
5 Peer 
participants 
 
2 Mainstream 
teachers 
 
1 ESL teacher 
 

Mainstream 

Classroom 

Total: 10 days 
per English 
Learner or 65 
hours each 
 
Sociograms: 2 
days per English 
Learner or 12 
hours; also 
created in tandem 
with fieldnotes for 
2 weeks after 
seating 
arrangement 
changed 6 weeks 
into observations 
 
Fieldnotes: 8 
days per English 
Learner or 52 
hours 
 

ESL Classroom 

6 sessions per 
English Learner 
or 4 hours  
 

Informal Spaces 

10 days per 
English Learner 
for approximately 
6 hours total 
* Exact timing 
unavailable 
because of 
variable time 
spent on 
playground and in 
hallways;  



 51

Data 

Collection 

Tool 

Phase(s) or 

Ongoing 

Location Participants 

Involved 

Duration/ 

Frequency 

Impromptu 
conversations 

Ongoing Varied 3 English 
Learners 
participants 
 
5 Peers  
 
2 Mainstream 
teachers 
 
1 ESL teacher 

Varied per 

participant 

Note: These 
conversation were 
not recorded and 
lasted 
approximately 5 
minutes each 
 
English Learners 
ranged between 8 
– 10 impromptu 
conversations 
 
Teachers ranged 
between 7 – 10 
impromptu 
conversations 
 
Peers ranged 
between 2 – 4 
impromptu 
conversations 

Formal 
Interviews 

Ongoing 
 
1. Introductory 
interviews 
with English 
Learners, 
mainstream 
teachers, ESL 
teacher 
 
2. Sociogram 
interviews 
with English 
Learner 
participants 
and peer 
participants 

Varied based on 
availability of 
space 

3 English 
Learners 
participants 
 
5 Peers  
 
2 Mainstream 
teachers 
 
1 ESL teacher 
 
 

Varied per 

participant 

 
English Learners: 
2 interviews 
lasting 25-38 
minutes 
 
Teachers: 1 
interview lasting 
48 – 62 minutes 
 
Peers: 1 interview 
lasting 16-24 
minutes 

Artifact 
Analysis 

Ongoing Mainstream 
Classroom  

3 English 
Learner 
participants 

Varied per 

participant 

Included copies of 
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Data 

Collection 

Tool 

Phase(s) or 

Ongoing 

Location Participants 

Involved 

Duration/ 

Frequency 

 
 

assignments and 
handouts, pictures 
of completed 
student work 

Focused Observations 

  I completed thrice-weekly observations, devoting one day per week to observing 

each of my emergent bilingual participants in their mainstream classroom, ESL 

classroom, and informal school spaces.  In total, I was present at Cordova Elementary for 

ten weeks.  

 Sociograms. 

 When I first entered the fourth grade classrooms of Cordova Elementary, I created 

sociograms to map the ‘network of relationships’ of my emergent bilingual participants 

(Berg & Lune, 2004; Rapoport & Horvath, 1961).  Sociograms are a methodological 

approach to understanding a social network, a collection of actors, and the relationships 

among the actors by mapping and measuring the strength of their relationships (Huang, 

Hong, & Eades, 2006).  I utilized a node-edge method for diagramming the social 

networks, where the nodes represented individual actors and the edges represent 

relationships between them (Huang, et al., 2006).  The more edges that connected 

individual nodes of actors, the more frequent their interactions were (see Diagram 3.1). 
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Diagram 3.1. Example of Sociogram using Node-Edge Design  

 

Note. Adapted from “Layout Effects on Sociogram Perception,” by W. Huang, S.H. 

Hong, & P. Eades, 2006, Graph Drawing, pp. 262-273. Copyright 2006 by Springer. 

  This visual representation of the participants’ social networks in their mainstream 

classrooms aided in my analysis of whom the emergent bilingual participants talked to 

and how often.  For the first two weeks of observations in the mainstream classroom, I 

chose to focus my data collection on sociograms for two reasons: (1) the mainstream 

classroom had the most potential academic and social interlocutors for participants; and 

(2) the sociograms helped me to identify the frequency of my participants’ interactions 

with their teacher and peers for subsequent interviews designed to explore how these 

interlocutors positioned the emergent bilingual participants and vice versa.  Additionally, 

I created sociograms for each of my participants when the seating arrangement changed 
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in their mainstream classroom approximately six weeks into observations.  I created this 

second set of sociograms in tandem with my fieldnotes for two weeks after the change in 

seating arrangement.  The creation of this second sociogram allowed me to analyze 

whether or not proximity to different peers changed the frequency of my participants’ 

interactions. 

 Observations and fieldnotes.  

  After creating sociograms, I turned to taking detailed fieldnotes that focused on 

the actual interactions that the emergent bilinguals had within their social networks in the 

emergent bilingual participants’ mainstream and ESL classroom, as well as in informal 

school spaces such as the hallway, cafeteria, and lunchroom.  I used the same protocol for 

all of these contexts (see Appendix A) to record the context of the interaction, the 

approximate duration of the interaction, the interlocutors (both active and observers), the 

nature of the interaction, and any verbal or nonverbal positioning moves.  The design of 

the fieldnotes allowed me to quantify the frequency of different types of interactions 

(e.g., social or academic focused), the frequency that the emergent bilingual participant 

interacted with specific interlocutors, and the approximate duration of their interactions.  

A summary of this data can be found in Table 3.2, and the particularistics of this data 

analysis can be found embedded within my individual findings chapters.  However, the 

counts of interactions are not absolute.  For example, my placement in the room may 

have resulted in missed interactions, as well as my efforts to record interactions may have 

coincided with other interactions thereby resulting in missed interactions.  Rather than 

being absolute counts, this quantification provides an approximation of each participant’s 

daily interactions.  At the end of each day’s protocol, I wrote research memos 
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synthesizing my observations for the day, both within and across contexts (Glesne, 2011).  

These memos were then used in my ongoing analysis to track larger themes within case 

participants and between case participants related to their positioning in various 

educational settings.  Additionally, I used these initial memos to “member check”, or 

share my data and emerging interpretations with my participants (Marshall & Rossman, 

2014), in an effort to increase the dependability of my interpretations.  

 Impromptu conversations. 

 As observations progressed, I began having impromptu conversations with 

various participants (e.g., emergent bilinguals, teachers, and peers) throughout the day.  I 

did not record these conversations as they were often initiated by the participants 

themselves or were part of a larger informal conversation between the participant and 

myself.  However, I did write down the content, location, and any follow-up questions I 

may have formed during the conversation at the end of the day’s fieldnotes as a means of 

maintaining a record of these conversations for later analysis.  These conversations aided 

in my relationship building with my participants and were another, less formal source of 

information.  Additionally, these conversations often allowed me to explore participants’ 

sense making of their social networks, and in the case of teacher and peer participants, 

their conceptions of the emergent bilingual participants. 

Interviews 

  I used separate interview protocols for formal interviews depending upon the 

participant and nature of data collection.  I conducted introductory interviews with all of 

my emergent bilingual and teacher participants to explore participants’ conceptions of 

school, language, and interlocutors (see Appendices B & C).  Additionally, I used a 
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sociogram protocol to interview my emergent bilingual and peer participants to explore 

their conceptions of interlocutors and social networks in the mainstream classroom (see 

Appendices D & E). 

 Formal interviews. 

  In all, I formally interviewed the emergent bilingual participants two times, and 

the teacher and peer participants one time.  The first English Learner interview was an 

opportunity to begin building a relationship and to explore the emergent bilingual 

participants’ conceptions about language, their school, and their social networks (see 

Appendix B). Additionally, I conducted one sociogram interview with the emergent 

bilingual participants focused on their reflexive self-positioning and peer interactional 

positioning in the mainstream classroom, as well as their self-identified social networks 

(see Appendix D).   During these interviews I asked the emergent bilingual participants to 

create a visual sociogram for their mainstream classroom using index cards individually 

labeled with the names of their classmates and teacher.  Emergent bilingual participants 

organized the names to reflect whom they felt they interacted with, whom they went to 

for linguistic or academic help, and with whom they did not interact.  I used these visual 

sociograms to explore the emergent bilinguals’ meaning making of their social networks 

and potential interlocutors and how they reflexively positioned themselves in relation to 

individuals in their social network.  These interviews were designed to access the 

emergent bilingual participants’ own beliefs about language, language learning, social 

networks, and schooling, as well as how these beliefs and their daily experiences 

contributed to their self-positioning statements when they described their school 

interactions and social networks. 
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  I conducted a similar sociogram interview with two key peers for each of the 

emergent bilingual participants using a modified protocol (see Appendix E).  Key peers 

were identified through their seating arrangements and the sociogram maps that I created.  

Specifically, I interviewed peers that interacted with the emergent bilingual participant 

regularly and who were observed taking part in verbal or nonverbal positioning moves 

with the emergent bilingual.  Similar to the English Learner sociogram interviews, I used 

index cards individually labeled with each of their mainstream classmates and teacher.  

Specifically, I asked each peer participant to organize the pictures to show whom they 

interacted with, whom they went to for help, and with whom they did not interact.  

During the peer sociogram interview, I asked each participant to explain the reasons 

behind their arrangements, taking special care to ask about specific emergent bilingual 

participants.  These follow-up probes allowed me to access the peer participants’ 

conceptions of specific English Learner participants, as well as the peer’s reflections on 

their positioning of the emergent bilingual during social and academic interactions.  All 

English Learner and peer participant sociogram arrangements were photographed for 

later data analysis. 

  Finally, I interviewed the mainstream and ESL teachers to explore their 

conceptualization of their role and duties in the education of the emergent bilingual 

participants (see Appendix C).  My interview protocol explored not only teacher 

positioning of the specific emergent bilinguals in this study, but also their teaching 

trajectory and larger pedagogical and professional positioning of language and language 

learners in schools as these stances have been shown to impact teacher discourse and 

actions (Yoon, 2008).  By exploring teachers’ broader positioning, I gained a better 
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insight into the language ideologies that these teachers’ drew upon when envisioning and 

enacting the education of emergent bilinguals in their classrooms.  All introductory and 

sociogram interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed.   

Artifact Analysis 

  To triangulate the observations and interviews, I concurrently undertook a 

localized analysis of curriculum and teacher-generated artifacts that the emergent 

bilingual participants received in their classrooms.  Specifically, I examined classroom 

artifacts and assignments for the positioning of language and the experiences of students, 

as well as how, or even if, the emergent bilinguals completed the assignments.  

Moreover, I analyzed these artifacts to ascertain if they reflected or even addressed the 

language and experiences of the emergent bilingual participants, as well as analyzing for 

evidence of any modifications based on the linguistically diverse students’ status as 

English Learners.   

Data Analysis 

 In alignment with the methodological considerations engendered by a positioning 

framework, I completed a narratological analysis of collected data (Harré et al., 2009).  

Narratological analysis is a multidisciplinary approach to studying how various narratives 

interact and influence each other (Susana & Landa, 1996).  I used narratological analysis 

to explore how the divergent narratives of institutions (i.e., a school and school district) 

and individual actors (i.e., emergent bilinguals, teachers, and peers) intersected during 

school interactions.   Moreover, I explored how these ongoing storylines affected the 

meaning made during these interactions and their concomitant impact on the ongoing 

storylines of the emergent bilingual participants.  I completed data analysis in three 
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phases: (1) coding of data sources; (2) development of cases; and (3) development of a 

cross case analysis. 

Phase 1: Coding of data sources. 

  To begin my analysis, I coded each participant’s data set separately in order to 

build individual cases that honored the unique experiences and narratives of each of the 

emergent bilinguals who took part in this study.  While all the data collected was 

designed to explore the emergent bilinguals’ interactions and positioning in the school, 

data collected through fieldnotes and artifacts was methodologically different than data 

collected through interviews.  Specifically, fieldnotes were “detailed, concrete 

descriptions” of what I, the researcher, observed in the field and artifacts were used to 

support and contextualize these concrete descriptions, while interviews were the “site of 

mutual knowledge construction” regarding the topic under study (Marshall & Rossman, 

2014).  Therefore, I initially coded formal interviews and records of impromptu 

conversations separately from my fieldnotes and artifact data.     

Fieldnotes, connected with ongoing research memos, and collected artifacts were 

coded using HyperResearch coding software.  This software allowed me to look at the 

entirety of my data set for patterns related to individual codes discussed in the following 

(see Figure 3.1. for an example of individual code report), as well as generate reports on 

the frequency of codes in the data set (see Figure 3.2 for an example of a code frequency 

report). 
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Figure 3.1. Sample Excerpt from Code Report 
 

 
 
 
Figure 3.2. Sample Frequency Report for Emergent Bilingual Participant 
 

 
  

 Initially, I coded for types of interactions as well as locations of interactions.  

This focus allowed me to explore my first research question regarding how emergent 

bilinguals were positioned during interactions in various school settings.  My initial 

codebook included the following codes and definitions:  

Mainstream Classroom 

A. Mainstream classroom verbal interaction- an interaction where the emergent 

bilingual participant verbally initiated or responded to a peer or teacher 

B. Mainstream classroom nonverbal interaction- an interaction where the emergent 

bilingual participant nonverbally initiated or responded to a peer or teacher 

C. Mainstream classroom norm- information regarding general classroom rules, 

procedures, and academic or behavioral norms  

D. Mainstream classroom response to teacher instruction- Emergent bilingual 

participants’ response to classroom teachers’ whole group, small group, or 

individual instruction 
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E. Mainstream classroom ignored interaction- interactions where the emergent 

bilingual participant attempted to engage in an interaction but was ignored 

ESL Classroom 

A. ESL classroom verbal interaction- an interaction where the emergent bilingual 

participant verbally initiated or responded to a peer or teacher 

B. ESL classroom nonverbal interaction- an interaction where the emergent bilingual 

participant nonverbally initiated or responded to a peer or teacher 

C. ESL classroom norm- information regarding ESL classroom rules, procedures, 

and academic or behavioral norms  

D. ESL classroom response to teacher instruction- Emergent bilingual participants’ 

response to ESL teachers’ small group or individual instruction 

E. ESL classroom ignored interaction- interactions where the emergent bilingual 

participant attempted to engage in an interaction but was ignored 

Informal Spaces: Playground, Cafeteria, and Hallway 

A. Informal spaces verbal interaction- an interaction where the emergent bilingual 

participant verbally initiated or responded to a peer or school personnel 

B. Informal spaces nonverbal interaction- an interaction where the emergent 

bilingual participant nonverbally initiated or responded to a peer or school 

personnel 

C. Informal spaces ignored interaction- interactions where the emergent bilingual 

participant attempted to engage in an interaction but was ignored 

From this initial coding, I created memos for each participant regarding the types of 

interactions that the participant had in each location, the frequency of interactions, the 
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interlocutors present, and emerging patterns in positioning moves across the various 

school contexts.   These memos aided in my individual case write-up as they allowed me 

to gain a more comprehensive understanding of the frequency and nature of the emergent 

bilinguals’ interactions, e.g., academic or social, as well as their own reflexive 

positioning moves and interactional positioning moves by peers and teachers.   

My coding then turned to analyzing formal interviews and impromptu 

conversations from the emergent bilinguals, teachers, and peers.  All audio-recorded 

interviews were transcribed and coded using the same data coding software; i.e., 

HyperResearch.  For this round of coding, I focused on both of my research questions 

regarding the positioning moves of identified English Learners, as well as larger language 

ideologies or institutional norms that were used to explain these positioning moves.  As 

the nature of the interview protocols varied by participant, I ‘open-coded’ the interviews 

to identify relevant codes for my research questions (Creswell, 2009).  In alignment with 

Creswell’s (2009) guidelines for open coding, I initially read through the entirety of the 

interviews by participant to identify potential codes.  Then, I separated the interviews by 

types (e.g., teacher introductory interview, sociogram interview, English Learner 

introductory interview) and used my emerging list of codes to recode these interviews.  

This allowed me to “reduce and refine” my coding, as well as “formalize” my code list 

for each individual interview type (Creswell, 2009).  In the following paragraphs, I 

describe the specific codes I identified through this process of open coding.  

For the emergent bilingual participants’ introductory interviews, I coded for: (1) 

reflections on home environment (e.g., family members, hobbies); (2) transition into 

Cordova Elementary (e.g., when and how the student described entering Cordova); (3) 
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previous schooling experiences (e.g., any references to other formal or informal 

schooling experiences); (4) language history (e.g., discussions about languages spoken, 

learned, or learning); (5) general conceptions about languages or language learning (e.g., 

reflections on language preference or utility of different languages); and (6) specific 

reflections about their mainstream and ESL classroom, teachers, and peers (e.g., 

references to any specific interlocutors in their classrooms or reflections on their fourth 

grade classroom environments).  For the mainstream and ESL teacher introductory 

interviews, I coded for: (1) references to their teaching trajectory (e.g., grades or content 

area taught, teacher education experiences); (2) general teaching philosophy (e.g., 

discussions about how teachers believe their classrooms should be structured); (3) 

supports and challenges when working with emergent bilinguals (e.g., structures, 

resources, people that teachers identified as supportive to their work with English 

Learners or challenges teachers identified when working with English Learners); and (4) 

conceptions of individual emergent bilingual participants (e.g., any references or 

comments related to specific emergent bilingual participants).  Additionally, I coded for 

references to larger beliefs about languages held by the teachers (e.g., general reflections 

about languages in or out of school), references to specific school or state policies or 

mandates (e.g., references to SEI coursework or implementation), beliefs about speakers 

of different languages (e.g., general reflections on speakers of other languages or 

language learners), and references to how language could and should be used and taught 

in schools (e.g., general philosophies related to teaching languages in schools or specific 

beliefs and practices that teachers did or did not use when teaching language content).   
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For the English Learner and peer sociogram interviews, I focused my coding on: 

(1) the participant’s positioning of themselves and others regarding with whom they felt 

comfortable interacting (e.g., self-identified “friends” or people with whom they did not 

normally interact); (2) whom they went to for academic or social assistance (e.g., specific 

teachers, peers); and (3) how they positioned themselves in terms of their classroom 

social network (e.g., general or specific reflections regarding how the student 

conceptualized their social group in the classroom).  Additionally, for the peer sociogram 

interviews, I coded for specific references to any of the emergent bilingual participants, 

particularly regarding the previously mentioned codes (e.g., whether or not they regularly 

interacted with the emergent bilingual, whether or not they went to the emergent bilingual 

for academic support, and where the student described their position in the classroom 

network as compared to the emergent bilingual’s position).  In other words, I “cluster 

coded” the sociogram interviews to create a diagram of relationships for the mainstream 

classroom setting (Marshall & Rossman, 2014).  This focused coding of the different 

interviews across various types of participants allowed me to better conceptualize the 

participant’s individual narrative, as well as how their ongoing personal narrative 

impinged upon their interactions with and positioning of the emergent bilingual 

participants in various school settings.   

After this initial coding, I recoded all of the data sources for instances of 

interactional positioning of the emergent bilingual participants on the part of their 

teachers, peers, or institutional norms, as well as evidence of the emergent bilinguals’ 

own reflexive self-positioning.  This final round of coding triangulated my developing 

findings regarding individual and institutional narratives and the shaping force such 
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narratives had on the social and academic interactions of the emergent bilingual 

participants.  These instances could be overtly ascribed or self-claimed rights and duties 

of the emergent bilingual, e.g., if a peer said that an emergent bilingual participant could 

not participate in an activity for a variety of reasons.  Conversely, the positioning could 

be covert, e.g., when group mates were all able to contribute to a conversation but the 

emergent bilingual participant was ignored.   Moreover, this recoding of data served as a 

means of monitoring and correcting for “code drift” in order to increase the validity and 

credibility of my findings regarding the positioning of each of the emergent bilingual 

participants in various school contexts (Creswell, 2009; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Marshall 

& Rossman, 2014).  After this final round of coding, I created memos for each of my 

participants based on all the data sources available that I then used to develop individual 

cases for each of my emergent bilingual participants. 

Phase 2: Development of cases. 

 I developed cases or ‘narrative documentaries’ (Silverman, 2000) for each of my 

three emergent bilingual participants.  Ultimately, each individual case focused on the 

emergent bilingual participants interactional positioning in various school contexts, and 

how this interactional positioning shaped the emergent bilinguals’ roles and rights during 

interactions.   Moreover, I explored how the emergent bilingual participants reflexively 

positioned their interactional roles and responsibilities in various school contexts with 

various interlocutors.  The cases were ‘bounded’ by the aforementioned criteria; 

however, in alignment with multiple case analysis, I also looked outside of these 

boundaries for features that contextualized the larger environment in this particularistic 

school setting with individual teachers and peers (Stake, 2006; 2013).  Narratological 
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analysis lends itself to a  “natural expansion of scale from the analysis of the dynamics of 

person-to-person encounters to the unfolding interactions between nation-states” (Harré 

et al., 2009).    For my study, I explored interactions between individuals contextualized 

by larger personal, professional, and institutional ideologies about language, language 

learning, and language learners. 

By exploring larger environmental and individual contextual features that 

impinged upon the developing narratives of my emergent bilingual participants, I was 

able to build cases that explored these narratives on multiple scales.  Therefore, in each of 

the individual emergent bilingual participants’ findings chapters I discussed the shaping 

force that individual teacher and peer narratives had on the aforementioned positioning 

acts.  Moreover, I described the shaping force of larger institutional narratives and 

ideologies about language and language learners present at the site and with these 

particularistic participants.  Specifically, I explored how these larger narratives impacted 

the emergent bilinguals’ access to social and academic interactions.   

In alignment with my research questions regarding the positioning of identified 

English Learner participants in multiple school contexts (i.e., mainstream classroom, ESL 

classroom, and informal school spaces such as the playground, cafeteria, and hallways), I 

organized my findings chapters into sections for each of these linguistic contexts.  

Scholars have found that the linguistic demands in each of these contexts vary (e.g., Fu, 

1995; Pappamihiel, 2002); therefore, I chose to analyze my collected data and organize 

my findings to explore how positioning acts vary according to school context.  

To build my cases I started with the emergent bilingual participants’ own 

linguistic and familial history in order to ground my study firstly in the lived experiences 
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of the emergent bilinguals.  Then, I turned to each of the emergent bilingual participants’ 

mainstream classrooms, as this was the school context where these students received 

most of their instruction.  My description of the mainstream classroom was dual-pronged: 

(1) description of the mainstream teacher’s professional trajectory, experiences, and 

positioning of English Learners generally, as well as their interactions with the particular 

emergent bilingual participant with whom they taught from analyses of interviews and 

impromptu conversations, and (2) description of the emergent bilingual participants’ 

peers, interactions, and concomitant positioning acts in the mainstream classroom from 

analyses of interviews and observations.   

After their mainstream classroom, I turned to the emergent bilingual participants’ 

ESL classrooms.  Again, I first described their ESL teachers’ professional trajectory, 

experiences, and conceptions of individual English Learner participants from analyses of 

interviews and impromptu conversations.  I then described each emergent bilingual 

participant’s interactions with and positioning by their ESL teacher and group mates from 

analyses of interviews and observations.  Finally, I described the emergent bilingual 

participant’s interactions and positioning in informal school contexts, including the 

cafeteria, playground, and hallways.  At the end of the each case, I presented my 

conclusions and implications regarding individual (e.g., emergent bilinguals, peers, and 

teachers) and institutional positioning (e.g., classroom, school, and district norms or 

pedagogical practices) of the emergent bilingual participants in order to honor their 

unique experiences before providing my cross case analysis of larger themes across the 

school settings. 
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Phase 3: Development of the cross case analysis.  

 In the third phase of my analysis, I created a ‘quintain’ (Stake, 2006; 2013), or a 

description of the phenomenon under study, i.e., the positioning and experiences of 

identified English Learners in a school where they represent less than 5% of the total 

student population.   By constructing a quintain across the three individual emergent 

bilingual cases, I hoped to understand better the context of this particularistic population 

dynamic.  As with any multiple case study analysis there is an inherent tension between 

finding commonalities across the quintain while honoring the unique situatedness of the 

individual cases, or what Stake (2006; 2013) referred to as the “case-quintain dialect.”  I 

addressed this tension by including detailed cases for each of my individual emergent 

bilingual participants to honor their experiences in this particularistic setting.  

Additionally, as I completed my cross-case analysis I was mindful of identifying 

commonalities as well as anomalies across the cases (Stake, 2006; 2013). 

For the cross-case analysis, I drew upon Robert Stake’s (2006; 2013) work 

regarding multiple case study analysis, and particularly his work regarding the 

importance of context.  Stake argued that individual contexts, e.g., geographical, 

historical, political, or cultural, variably shape the larger phenomena understudy.  

Therefore, in order to understand the phenomena better, one must explore the 

contributory role of various contexts.    

To build my quintain I initially open coded for common themes across the cases 

and for dissimilarities among the individual storylines, particularly regarding 

interactional positioning by peers, teachers, and institutional norms, as well as the 

emergent bilinguals’ own reflexive self-positioning.  This first round of cross-case coding 
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explored my first research question regarding the positioning of English Learners in 

various school contexts in this particular site.   From this open coding, I identified two 

contexts that shaped the experiences and positioning of the emergent bilinguals under 

study beyond the geographical contexts already discussed, i.e., mainstream classroom, 

ESL classroom, and informal school spaces.  The two additional contexts were: (1) 

receiving context of Cordova Elementary; and (2) the conversational context of 

interactions with peers.  Once I had identified my context-based themes, I returned to the 

findings of each individual case and recoded the individual findings for each case to 

verify and validate that my case findings aligned with the larger cross-case themes.  

After the first round of coding, I focused on my second research question 

regarding the larger language ideologies impinging upon the education and positioning of 

emergent bilingual participants.  Specifically, I focused on ideologies held by individuals 

(e.g., teachers, peers, or emergent bilinguals) and institutional ideologies and norms that 

shaped the education of emergent bilinguals at the site.  Again, I began my cross-case 

analysis by reading all the individual cases and open coded for larger context-based 

themes across the cases related to my second research question.  From this open coding, I 

identified two additional context-based themes: (1) the ideological context of teachers; 

and (2) the larger institutional context.  To increase the validity of my themes, I re-coded 

the findings from the individual cases to ensure that my larger themes were valid across 

the individual cases.  In both instances, this re-coding allowed me to check the validity of 

my themes for my individual cases, while also remembering the “situationality of the 

individual cases through its findings" (Stake, 2006; 2013).  Moreover, in the instance of 
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individual case anomalies, I noted said anomalies and included them in the cross-case 

analysis.    

Researcher Reflexivity 

 In qualitative research, there is a documented relationship between the 

researcher’s worldview and their methodology (Gouldner, 1962; Lumsden, 2012); 

therefore, I end this chapter with a reflection on my own researcher reflexivity.  My 

employment status within the district as a part time English as a Second Language 

teacher (ESL) and former elementary classroom teacher afforded me an insider-outsider 

position in the school under study (Brayboy & Deyhle, 2000; Glesne, 2011).  For 

example, I was very familiar with the pedagogical and discourse structures used 

throughout the district.  This familiarity with district norms and with district staff 

facilitated relationship building with the teachers and staff.   Specifically, since I was 

intimately involved in the district’s organizational culture I was be able to draw upon my 

‘insider knowledge’ to guide my interviews and observations (Jackson, 1990; Rosenholtz, 

1991). 

  One potential challenge with my insider status was that I might have been too 

close to my participants and the district, which could have influenced my data collection 

and analysis.  However, it has been argued that research is never ‘value-neutral’ and that 

any empirical endeavor is inherently shaped by the researcher’s positionality, epistemic 

worldview, and experiences (Gouldner, 1962; Lumsden, 2012).  In an effort to make the 

‘familiar strange’ and distance myself from my position as a teacher within the district I 

chose to conduct my study at a school site where I had never worked or visited (Becker, 

1967; Mannay, 2010).  I intentionally chose a school site where I did not have any strong 
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professional or personal ties so that potential participants would not feel unduly 

influenced to participate.  Moreover, my site selection was intentional in that it helped me 

gain clarity and distance during my data collection and analysis.  However, I believe my 

familiarity with the district’s schooling ideology, history, and shared discourse allowed 

me to build relationships with teachers and students more quickly.   

  With students, I was able to draw upon my classroom experience working with 

elementary students to scaffold interactions in an authentic and age appropriate manner. 

Furthermore, my teaching experience had better prepared me to conduct productive 

interviews with children, a task that can be challenging particularly when first working 

with students.  Ultimately, I believe my insider-outsider positioning and classroom 

experience aided in my data collection and analysis and resulted in a richer understanding 

of the context of this school and the positioning of emergent bilinguals within the unique 

social milieu. 
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CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS: CASE OF ANJA 

Introduction 

 This chapter presents the case of Anja, the first fourth grade emergent bilingual 

followed in this study.  In order to build Anja’s case, I drew upon observations, 

fieldnotes, sociograms, interviews, and artifacts collected over the ten weeks that I was 

present at Cordova Elementary (see Table 4.1).  Specifically, I observed in Anja’s 

mainstream classroom, as well as in less formal school spaces (i.e., the playground, 

cafeteria, and hallway) for ten full days.  Of these ten days, I spent two full days creating 

sociograms of Anja’s interactions in her mainstream classroom and eight days writing 

detailed fieldnotes.  It should be noted that I also spent two days creating sociograms in 

conjunction with my fieldnotes when the class changed their assigned seating 

arrangement after the first six weeks of observations.  Given the school’s end of year 

testing schedule, Anja only went to her ESL classroom six times when I was present; 

therefore, I observed and took fieldnotes in her 40 minute ESL group for six days.  

Artifact collection focused primarily on assignments completed by Anja in her 

mainstream and ESL classroom (e.g., worksheets, poetry writing, journal writing, and 

daily bellwork assignments).  

In addition to observations, I formally interviewed Anja twice using the 

introductory interview protocol and sociogram interview protocol.  Additionally, Anja 

and I had ten impromptu conversations on the playground, in her classroom, or in the 

hallways, which I summarized in my fieldnotes.  I formally interviewed Anja’s 

mainstream and ESL teachers using the teacher introductory interview protocol. 

Moreover, in my fieldnotes I summarized ten impromptu conversations with Mrs. 



 73

Gershner and eight impromptu conversations with Mrs. Anderson.  Finally, I interviewed 

two of Anja’s mainstream classroom peers with the sociogram interview protocol, both of 

whom were group mates of Anja’s and took part in positioning moves with Anja.  I also 

had four separate impromptu conversations with each of these peer participants. 

Table 4.1. Summary of Data Collection Efforts Used to Build Anja’s Case 

Participant Observations Formal 

Interviews 

Impromptu 

Conversations 

Artifact 

Collection 

Anja 10 days 2 10 Yes 

Mrs. Gershner 

(mainstream) 

10 days 1 10 Yes 

Mrs. Anderson 

(ESL) 

6 forty minute 
groups 

1 8 Yes 

Laurie (peer) 10 days 1 4 No 

Trenton (peer) 10 days 1 4 No 

    

In the following chapter, I first provide a summary of the observed interactions 

bifurcated by location and type of interaction.  Following this I introduce Anja’s familial 

and linguistic history, specifically her family’s path of emigration to the United States 

and Anja’s experience as a Russian speaker learning English at Cordova Elementary. 

Then, I turn to describing Anja’s fourth grade classroom, her mainstream teacher’s 

conceptions and positioning of Anja, and Anja’s participation in interactions with her 

peers and classroom teacher.  Following her mainstream classroom, I explore Anja’s 

experiences in her ESL classroom by detailing her ESL teacher’s conceptions and 

positioning of Anja as well as Anja’s interactions with her group mates and the teacher.   

Finally, I provide a description of Anja’s interactions in more informal school spaces, i.e., 

the playground, hallways, and cafeteria. 
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Summary of Anja’s Observed Interactions 

 In total, I observed Anja taking part in 202 interactions in her mainstream 

classroom, ESL classroom, and informal school spaces.  Here, interactions are classified 

by the location of the interaction (i.e., mainstream classroom, ESL classroom, or informal 

school spaces) and the type of interaction (verbal versus nonverbal interactions and 

academic versus social interactions) in order to explore how positioning acts may have 

varied by location and by content of the interaction (see Table 4.2).  Verbal interactions 

were any interactions where Anja verbally contributed; this verbal contribution could be a 

simple yes or no or could involve a more extended response.  Nonverbal interactions 

involved a peer or teacher verbally engaging Anja, but her response was nonverbal (e.g., 

shaking or nodding head, shrugging shoulders, smiling, or making eye contact).  

Academic interactions focused on content or concepts being taught (e.g., a discussion 

about spelling or question about a math problem) or the completion of various assigned 

academic tasks (e.g., how to answer a given word problem or how to record answers 

during literature circles).  Social interactions encompassed all other interactions that were 

not academic in nature (e.g., showing or talking about a new pencil or discussing a recent 

extracurricular event at school).    

Interactions were bounded by changes in subject or changes in interlocutors 

taking part in the interactions.  For example, if Anja was engaging in a conversation with 

two of her peers and her teacher approached her and started a new conversation with 

Anja alone, then these were coded as two separate interactions.  Patterns in these 

interactions and the concomitant positioning acts associated with the interactions are 

explored in subsequent sections of the chapter. 
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Table 4.2. Summary of Observed Interactions Used to Build Anja’s Case 

Location/ 

Type of 

Interaction 

Verbal 

Interactions 

Nonverbal 

Interactions 

Academic 

Interactions 

Social 

Interactions 

Total 

Interactions  

Mainstream 

Classroom 

67 77 89 55 144 

ESL 

Classroom 

40 5 38 7 45 

Informal 

School 

Spaces 

(hallway, 

cafeteria, 

playground) 

3 10 0 13 13 

 

Familial and Linguistic History 

 At the time of this study, Anja was a tall, lanky 10-year old fourth grader at 

Cordova Elementary.  During her introductory interview (March 4, 2015), Anja shared 

that her family moved to the United States to find more promising work prospects, but 

did not want to lose their connection to Russia.  While they worked to learn English, they 

also maintained a strong connection to the Russian language and culture.  Reportedly, her 

family emigrated from Russia when Anja was four years old in the hopes of finding 

better employment prospects, as well as to be closer to Anja’s grandmother who had 

moved to America previously (Introductory interview, March 4, 2015).  Along with her 

mother and father, Anja and her two younger sisters aged 4 and 7 years old, moved to a 

suburb of a city in the southwestern United States.  Her father secured a job driving large 

mail trucks across country, a job that meant he was often away from his family for long 

periods of time.  Anja’s mother worked as a maid for elderly individuals when Anja and 

her sister were at school (Impromptu conversation, March 25, 2015).   

When they first moved to America, Anja reported that her father quickly started 

learning English through his interactions at work and in the local community 
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(Introductory interview, March 4, 2015).  Anja shared that her father was fairly 

comfortable speaking English in the larger community but her mother was sometimes 

reticent (Introductory interview, March 4, 2015).  Anja’s teachers supported this 

observation when they explained during impromptu conversations that typically they 

would wait to speak with Anja’s father about Anja’s progress because they believed that 

Anja’s mother “only spoke Russian” (Impromptu conversation, Mrs. Gershner, March 25, 

2015).  Since Anja was the oldest child and had the most time learning English in school, 

she reported being often asked to translate for her mother and grandmother with English 

speakers (Introductory interview, March 4, 2015). 

 Anja’s family moved to the primarily English speaking Webber neighborhood 

speaking very little English (Introductory interview, March 4, 2015).  In her 

neighborhood, Anja reported that her family was the first Russian speaking family but 

within a few years, Anja’s cousin’s family had emigrated from Russia along with two 

other families that Anja’s family did not previously know (Introductory interview, March 

4, 2015).  Furthermore, Anja explained that her Russian neighbors had children of their 

own who entered Cordova Elementary already knowing some English.  By Anja’s report, 

Anja and her family seemed to have created a strong bond with these families and Anja 

reported that when she was at home she went to the park with her sisters, cousin, and 

their Russian neighbors (Introductory interview, March 4, 2015; Impromptu 

conversation, April 22, 2015).  During these play-based interactions and when the 

families got together, they primarily, if not exclusively, interacted in Russian 

(Introductory interview, March 4, 2015).   
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Anja clearly described a strong bond between herself and her family members 

(Introductory interview, March 4, 2015).  Moreover, during her introductory interview 

(March 4, 2015) Anja explained that the Russian language and culture was at the core of 

this bond. At home, the family spoke, wrote, and read in Russian.  Anja reported that if 

she finished her homework early, and there were no chores, her mother often sat with 

Anja to read Russian stories (Introductory interview, March 4, 2015).  While Anja’s 

father preferred to read Russian newspapers that he bought on their trips to visit friends 

and family in Russia.  Anja reported that these trips to Russia were made as often as was 

financially feasible for the family because it was important for the family to maintain 

connections with their Russian relatives and larger Russian culture (Introductory 

interview, March 4, 2015).  When the family watched television, they exclusively 

watched a Russian channel that primarily showed vintage Russian shows and movies 

(Introductory interview, March 4, 2015).  

 At home, Anja stated that the family spoke, “Russian, no English” (Introductory 

interview, March 4, 2015).  Even when she was talking to her middle sister and cousin, 

both of whom had learned English at school, the three spoke exclusively in Russian 

(Introductory interview, March 4, 2015).  Anja stated that she liked both English and 

Russian for an important reason: 

Anja: Well, they’re both good languages but I really, I like them both.  I really 

want to speak Russian and English. 

Amanda: Why do you want to speak both? 

Anja: To find better work. 

(Introductory interview, March 4, 2015) 
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The theme of ‘finding better work’ surfaced during her introductory interview (March 4, 

2015) and impromptu conversations (March 25, 2015; April 1 &15, 2015).  Moreover, 

Anja’s family planned on “living here [United States] forever” because there were better 

job opportunities than the family had found in Russia (Introductory interview, March 4, 

2015).  In summary, part of Anja’s language learning process seemed to be inextricably 

interwoven with employment, as she stated frequently that speaking English would 

enable her to find a better job, and specifically in her stated goal of becoming a surgeon.   

Despite a strong motivation to learn English, Anja and her family maintained a 

primarily Russian focused linguistic milieu at home.  The family spoke, read, wrote, 

listened, and watched television in Russian when they were together, and Anja reported 

continuing this practice outside of her home when she socialized with her Russian 

speaking family and friends.  This practice appeared to reinforce Anja’s Russian 

proficiency while helping her maintain strong connections to her family and country of 

origin. 

School Experience at Cordova Elementary 

Anja’s schooling experience at Cordova Elementary was reportedly shaped by her 

linguistic history, specifically because she was a monolingual Russian speaker when she 

entered the school in first grade (Introductory interview, March 4, 2015).  Anja reported 

that she was placed in a mainstream classroom where her teacher and all of her peers 

were monolingual English speakers (Introductory interview, March 4, 2015).  While there 

were some Spanish-speaking students and staff in the school at the time, Anja was the 

only Russian speaker in the entire school.  Anja described her experience entering 

Cordova Elementary and some of the challenges she faced:  
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Anja: When I started (school) I didn’t know a word of English. 

Amanda: Were you scared? 

Anja: Yes. 

Amanda: What was that like at school? 

Anja: Well it started hard, then it started getting easier then I really understood  

what everyone was saying around me. 

Amanda:  Did you have someone in your class that helped you that spoke Russian 

or were you with people that only spoke English? 

Anja: Only me [spoke Russian]. 

(Introductory interview, March 4, 2015) 

Anja explained that being the only Russian speaker in her classroom was very 

intimidating and left her feeling scared to talk to her peers and teachers.  For Anja, the 

pressure of speaking in English reportedly inhibited her interactions in and out of the 

classroom.  In her own words, Anja explained: 

Right now I don’t really talk to anyone, well I kind of don’t know how because I 

don’t know a lot of words.  I know English but, when I want to say something I 

have the word in my mind in Russian but I kind of forget sometimes how to say it 

and then I don’t talk to people. 

(Introductory interview, March 4, 2015) 

Anja’s own estimation of her English ability contrasted with her fourth grade teachers’ 

analysis.  Mrs. Gershner, stated that Anja’s English skills were “really strong” and she 

felt Anja’s reticence to speak in and out of the classroom was due to a lack of confidence 

(Introductory interview, Mrs. Gershner, March 23, 2015).  While Anja self-reported that 
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she did not speak with her peers in class because she was intimidated about her English 

abilities (Introductory interview, March 4, 2015), her teacher posited that it was more of a 

natural reserve and shyness that inhibited Anja.   

 Despite her reserve, Anja spoke positively about her schooling experience at 

Cordova Elementary this year.  She actually compared her schooling experiences in the 

United States to her mother’s stories about going to school in Russia. 

My mom told me, she was born in Russia so she went to school there, and she 

told me that she went to school there and it was horrible, like in this [Cordova] 

school big kids and little kids are separate and in Russia they're all together and 

the big kids get, the little kids look at the big kids and do wrong stuff…bullying. 

(Introductory interview, March 4, 2015) 

On this and other interview occasions, Anja discussed bullying as a salient concern at 

school (Introductory interview, March 4, 2015; Impromptu conversation, April 1 & 8, 

2015; May 6, 2015).  Here Anja described her mother’s schooling experience in Russia 

where she saw the students “do wrong stuff…bullying.”  Anja expressed relief over not 

having to attend school in Russia because of this reported bullying.  In contrast, Anja felt 

that Cordova had “nice teachers that always help me and good friends.”  Reportedly, 

Anja rarely missed a day of school (Introductory interview, March 4, 2015) and worked 

diligently in the classroom but there was still one thing missing for Anja: 

Amanda: If there was anything that you could change about this school, what 

would you change? 

Anja: I would change that all people would talk Russian… I want the school like 

what it is but everyone knows Russian. 
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(Introductory interview, March 4, 2015) 

She went on to explain that she wished everyone in the school would speak Russian and 

English because then it would be “easier for me to communicate” (Introductory 

interview, March 4, 2015).  While Anja stressed the importance of learning English for 

school, she also seemed disconnected because of her reluctance to interact with her peers 

and teachers.  Additionally, Anja’s teacher felt that her continued reticence to interact in 

school could possibly be contributed to her quieter personality, but Anja reported that she 

did not talk to many people because she did not “know how [to talk] because I don’t 

know a lot of words” (Introductory interview, March 4, 2015). 

Fourth Grade Mainstream Classroom Actors and Experiences 

 In the following section, I explore Anja’s fourth grade classroom and interactions 

through interviews with Anja, her mainstream classroom teacher and peers, as well as 

detailed fieldnotes, sociograms, and collected artifacts.  To begin, I provide a 

narratological description of Anja’s fourth grade teacher, Mrs. Gershner, including her 

professional experience, developing professionalism within her school and district’s 

expectations, and how all of these experiences shaped her fourth grade classroom, 

particularly regarding working with linguistically diverse students.  Through an analysis 

of Anja’s interviews, Mrs. Gershner’s interviews, and observational fieldnotes, I turn to 

providing an explanation of Anja’s participation and access in her mainstream fourth 

grade classroom, both academically and linguistically.  Finally, I conclude with a 

description of Anja’s interactions with her peers. 
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Mainstream classroom teacher: Mrs. Gershner. 

 Anja’s fourth grade teacher, Mrs. Gershner, a monolingual English-speaker, 

maintained a structured classroom environment with little time for social or academic 

interactions; however, this classroom norm was a source of professional tension for Mrs. 

Gershner (Introductory interview, March 23, 2015).  In the following section, I will 

explain the evolution of Mrs. Gershner’s professional teaching philosophy and the 

impinging philosophy of her school’s administration.  Furthermore, the implications of 

this tension for Mrs. Gershner’s general classroom linguistic milieu will be discussed.  

During the three months of observations, Mrs. Gershner commanded her students’ 

attention even when she was speaking calmly and quietly (Fieldnote, March 4 & 25, 

2015; April 1, 8, 15, 22, & 29, 2015; May 6, 13, & 20, 2015).  When I entered Mrs. 

Gershner’s classroom, I was struck by the quiet, highly structured setting where students 

appeared to be on task with little extraneous conversation (Fieldnote, March 4, 2015).  

Mrs. Gershner was quick to remind students to ‘stay quiet’ and to remain on task even 

when they had finished their assigned work (Fieldnote, March 4, 25; April 1, 15, 22, 29; 

May 6, 2015).  Students seemed to be well-versed in her expectations when they finished 

their work and would automatically take out books to read, whiteboards to practice on, or 

retrieve a math skills practice sheet or enrichment worksheet from designated areas in the 

classroom to work on when finished (Fieldnote, March 4 & 25, 2015; April 8 & 29, 2015; 

May 6, 2015).     

During her introductory interview (March 23, 2015), Mrs. Gershner explained 

that this was her third year at Cordova Elementary as a fourth grade teacher.  After 

graduating from college with her teaching certification, Mrs. Gershner reported that she 
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taught middle school Language Arts and Social Studies for a year before leaving the 

classroom to become a stay at home mother.  After several years of absence from 

teaching, she entered the field of early education when she opened her own home 

preschool (Introductory interview, March 23, 2015).  After closing the preschool, she 

became an early education coach who worked with preschool teachers and directors to 

improve the quality of preschool childcare (Introductory interview, March 23, 2015).  

Mrs. Gershner credited her early childhood experience with shaping her thinking about 

schooling, learning, and learners: 

Early childhood is very much hands on and…there's the focus on social and  

emotional [development], so for me when I first came in [to Cordova Elementary]  

I was coming from that perspective. 

(Introductory interview, March 23, 2015) 

From her time in early childhood education, Mrs. Gershner realized the import of 

focusing on children’s social and emotional development, as well as their academic 

development.  Mrs. Gershner stated that she strove to create a classroom with “a balance 

between what is safe and comfortable but still maintains order” (Introductory interview, 

March 23, 2015).  This concept of maintaining order recurred frequently during Mrs. 

Gershner’s introductory interview (March 23, 2015) and impromptu conversations (April 

1, 8, & 22, 2015; May 20, 2015), and appeared to be a driving force behind many of her 

instructional decisions about classroom activities and students’ participation structures. 

 Working with English learners. 

While she admitted that language was not her “main focus” in the classroom, Mrs. 

Gershner did draw upon her early childhood experience when discussing her philosophy 



 84

regarding working with linguistically diverse students (Introductory interview, March 23, 

2015).  Specifically, vocabulary development became a core focus for Mrs. Gershner 

during her early childhood experience, and this focus carried into her current fourth grade 

classroom.  In her words: 

It's [early childhood experience] really shaped the way that I think about, well 

actually language in the classroom and just how important the vocabulary is that 

you use.  I mean that I know that I think that way, I don't know in practice if it 

really comes out as much… it definitely has influenced the way that I think about 

arranging the classroom…I just know that the vocabulary that you use and that 

the vocabulary that students are exposed to is really important. 

(Introductory interview, March 23, 2015) 

Mrs. Gershner stressed the importance of vocabulary development with her fourth grade 

students, and particularly English Learners.  However, in the same excerpt, she also 

chided herself for not implementing this belief in practice by saying “I know that I think 

that way [about the import of vocabulary], I don’t know in practice if it really comes out 

as much” (Introductory interview, March 23, 2015).  This alluded to an oft-referred to 

tension that she felt when trying to meet administrative expectations while implementing 

instruction aligned with her own professional teaching philosophy (Introductory 

interview, March 23, 2015; Impromptu conversations, April 22 & 29, 2015; May 13, 

2015).  It is important to note that during observations there was no observed whole class 

vocabulary development opportunities or language modifications to the lessons that Mrs. 

Gershner presented, which indicated that this was not a regular language-planning move 

on her part (Fieldnote, March 4 & 25, 2015; April 1, 8, 15, 22 & 29, 2015; May 6, 13 & 
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20, 2015).  Rather, all of the observed linguistic clarifications were given at the request of 

Anja or other students (Fieldnote, March 25, 2015; April 22 & 29, 2015; May 6, 2015). 

In interviews, Mrs. Gershner repeatedly returned to the theme that she felt her 

students were not interacting enough (Introductory interview, March 23, 2015; 

Impromptu conversations, April 8 & 22, 2015; May 13, 2015).  Classroom management 

concerns appeared to be the most pressing for the administration from Mrs. Gershner’s 

perspective (Introductory interview, March 23, 2015).  In fact, she said most of her 

administrative observations focused on classroom management strategies (e.g., reward 

systems) rather than instructional strategies (e.g., modifications for diverse students). The 

emphasis on quiet and order over collaborative discussions was troubling for Mrs. 

Gershner and, at times, was explained as a direct contradiction to the teaching philosophy 

that she had developed as part of her early childhood experience (Introductory interview, 

March 23, 2015). Mrs. Gershner found these expectations for control especially troubling 

for her English Learners whom she felt would particularly benefit from the opportunity to 

interact with their peers: 

I know that having the discussions in class is really important so I feel that tension 

but there's also the management piece of it, I sometimes struggle with.  How do 

we get to be able to talk to each other more, but also keep focus, I want them to be 

able to work together as much as possible but at the same time there are 

expectations placed on me [by the administration]. 

(Introductory interview, March 23, 2015) 

Here, Mrs. Gershner again alluded to the ongoing tension that she had experienced when 

trying to implement her professional principles while still meeting the expectations of the 
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school administration.  Teachers were expected to use a direct instruction model for all of 

their lessons, called Essential Elements of Instruction, that included an anticipatory set to 

connect to students’ prior learning or spark student interest, teacher demonstration of the 

knowledge or skill, guided practice for the students, independent practice, and some sort 

of closure where students briefly reflect on or synthesize what they have learned (Arends, 

2014).   

Within this lesson format, Mrs. Gershner explained that there were further 

expectations from the administration for how it was implemented. 

I have some flexibility with how I implement the direct instruction, but direct 

instruction they [administration] really want you giving them [students] direct 

instruction where the kids are watching and you are instructing. 

(Introductory interview, March 23, 2015) 

These expectations left Mrs. Gershner feeling that she could not create lessons that 

emphasized hands on exploration or students’ co-construction of knowledge through 

group discussions like she was able to do during her early education career (Introductory 

interview, March 23, 2015).  Rather, Mrs. Gershner felt that she had to give students 

information while the class listened quietly (Introductory interview, March 23, 2015; 

Impromptu conversation, April 8, 2015; May 13, 2015).  This classroom norm had 

pedagogical and linguistic implications in that students were expected to spend most of 

their instructional time listening to the teacher’s explanations rather than discussing 

content.  

This tension is particularly notable given the district office’s emphasis on 

collaborative learning and cooperative grouping in the classroom (Introductory interview, 
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March 23, 2015).  As described in the methodology chapter, every new teacher in the 

district attended a weeklong intensive introduction to the district’s systems, culture, and 

pedagogical philosophy at the district office, called New Teacher Induction (NTI). 

During the week, the district heavily pushed Spencer Kagan’s (1992) book of cooperative 

learning strategies for the classroom.  The book featured structured forms of having 

students talk to each other and create cooperative projects (Introductory interview, March 

23, 2015).  Mrs. Gershner reflected on the contrasting viewpoints about classroom 

management and instruction held at the district level and her school’s administration 

level.  In her words: 

Especially being newer to the district, all through NTI, the New Teacher 

Induction, they talked a lot about cooperative groups and structuring things so 

kids can interact with each other… and I was really, this is going to work, this is 

going to be great and then when I got back into the classroom, it just was the 

[administrative] expectations were different than even what I felt like I learned at 

NTI. So they [administration] would say, "Yes that's good but...we really want to 

make sure that your classroom management is strong and you know, that 

everything is under control."  So I feel like the expectation is quiet and not a lot of 

movement, not a lot of discussion, and if there is discussion it's very structured. 

(Introductory interview, March 23, 2015) 

Again, Mrs. Gershner returned to her professional tension between having students 

discuss their learning collaboratively and the expectations of “classroom control” placed 

on her by her administration.  Moreover, this tension was compounded by the district 
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level’s professional development focus on cooperative learning strategies and classroom 

discussion. 

Professionally, Mrs. Gershner reported that she was looking for more support 

from her school regarding how to work most effectively with emergent bilinguals 

(Impromptu conversation, March 25, 2015).  While she was very complimentary of 

Anja’s progress in the ESL teacher’s classroom and its influence on Anja’s overall 

language development, Mrs. Gershner did not feel she received extra professional support 

outside of this (Introductory interview, March 23, 2015; Impromptu conversation, March 

25; April 1, 2015).  She stated that the only support she received from Mrs. Anderson 

was when Mrs. Anderson provided a copy of the ESL standards that she would be 

focusing on during the year “so that we’re aware of them” (Impromptu conversation, 

March 25, 2015).  Moreover, Mrs. Gershner stated a desire for more guidance on how she 

could encourage student interaction while still meeting administrative expectations for 

classroom management (Introductory interview, March 23, 2015).   

In the end, Mrs. Gershner appeared to adopt a pedagogical plan of action that 

emphasized classroom control and did not often allow for unstructured student talk or 

create opportunities for students to interact in a more structured manner.  Despite Mrs. 

Gershner’s and the district office’s professional emphasis on the power of student 

interaction and conversation for linguistic and academic development, Mrs. Gershner 

appeared to feel underprepared and unable to act on these beliefs because of her school 

administration’s expectations for controlled classroom management.  In other words, she 

felt her agency when working with Anja was limited by her administration.  Over the 

course of my ten weeks of observations, the classroom norm of control was very apparent 
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and ended up not only limiting students’ opportunities to explore and explain their 

academic knowledge, but also limited Anja’s opportunities for language development 

(Fieldnote, March 4 & 25, 2015; April 8, 15, & 29, 2015; May 13 & 20, 2015). 

 Interactions between Anja and Mrs. Gershner. 

 The person that Anja reported speaking with the most was her teacher, Mrs. 

Gershner (Sociogram interview, May 20, 2015).  Interestingly, the majority of the 33 

observed academic interactions were initiated by Anja’s request for additional linguistic 

support and resulted in teacher-dominated explanations of the language of a task rather 

than the academic concepts (Fieldnote, March 4 & 25, 2015; April 1, 15, & 22, 2015; 

May 6, 2015).  On four occasions, Anja explained that she typically went to Mrs. 

Gershner in the class with any questions she had despite a well established “Three Before 

Me” rule where the teacher required students to ask their questions of three peers before 

raising their hands (Introductory interview March 4, 2015; Impromptu conversation, 

March 25, 2015; April 8 & 15, 2015).  The only times (3 total) that I observed Anja 

approach a peer with a question about classwork was when: (1) Mrs. Gershner told her to 

ask someone else; or (2) when Mrs. Gershner did not acknowledge Anja’s raised hand for 

several minutes and the class was moving on to another activity (Fieldnote, March 25, 

2015; April, 1, & 8, 22, 2015; May 13, 2015).  When asked about interactions with her 

peers versus interactions with her teacher, Anja explicitly stated that she felt more 

comfortable approaching her teacher: 

Amanda: Do you think it's easier to talk to friends or talk to the teacher? 
 
Anja: To the teacher. 
 
Amanda: Yeah, why's that? 
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Anja: The teacher because she's an adult and kids don't really understand my 

feelings and adults lived life and they know and I can tell them [anything]. 

(Introductory interview, March 4, 2015) 

It should be noted that all of the classroom interactions observed between Mrs. Gershner 

and Anja revolved around the completion and turning in of assigned tasks (Fieldnote, 

March 4 & 25, 2015; April 1, 8, 15, 22 & 29, 2015; May 6, 13, 2015).  The most 

extended conversations involved Mrs. Gershner explaining a concept or assignment to 

Anja.  In total, I observed eight such interactions lasting two to twelve minutes depending 

on Anja’s question (Fieldnote, March 25, 2015; April 1, 22, & 29, 2015; May 6, 13, & 

20, 2015).  These observed interactions were always initiated by Anja and were heavily 

teacher dominated with Mrs. Gershner immediately explaining what needed to be done 

without first asking Anja what she had already done or if she had specific questions.  

Most of Mrs. Gershner’s questions involved asking Anja if she understood what a word 

meant (e.g., patio or barbeque grill) or checking if Anja understood an explanation by 

asking Anja, “Does that make sense” (Fieldnote, April 1, 22, & 29, 2015; May 6 & 13, 

2015).  At most, Anja gave short replies in the form of a definition of a word if she knew 

it, but Anja’s contributions to these teacher-led explanations tended to be limited to yes 

or no or even a nodding or shaking of her head (Fieldnote, April 1, 22, & 29, 2015; May 

6 & 13, 2015).   

In one illustrative incident, Mrs. Gershner spent approximately nine minutes 

working with Anja on a mathematics problem-based lesson where students were 

designing and budgeting a backyard remodel for imaginary clients (Fieldnotes, April 22, 

2015).  Mrs. Gershner spent much of her time explaining vocabulary words used in the 
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task; e.g., landscaping and amenities, and appeared to be somewhat rushed in her 

explanation of the first task requiring students to find the perimeter of a yard with a given 

area.  Specifically, Mrs. Gershner spent approximately 7 minutes working with Anja 

explaining the language that was used in the multi-step task.  In the last two minutes of 

the interaction, Mrs. Gershner simply told Anja what dimensions to use for the perimeter 

and walked away to help other students (Fieldnote, April 22, 2015).  This action echoed 

Mrs. Gershner’s earlier assertion that meeting the individual needs of English Learners 

was challenging in the larger mainstream classroom environment where Mrs. Gershner 

was attempting to meet the needs of all of her students (Introductory interview, March 23, 

2015).   

Anja was quick to let Mrs. Gershner know when she did not understand a concept 

or assignment (Fieldnote, March 25, 2015; April 1, 22, & 29, 2015; May 6 & 13, 2015).  

Anja would typically wait until the whole group lesson was finished before requesting 

assistance from Mrs. Gershner during the independent practice time (Fieldnote, March 

25, 2015; April 1, 22, & 29, 2015; May 6 & 13, 2015).  It should be noted that observed 

lessons were enacted using whole class instruction with no modifications or explanations 

regarding the language used in the lesson (Fieldnote, March 4 & 25; April 1, 8, 15, 22, 

29; May 6, 13, 20).  When she needed further explanation, Anja regularly raised her hand 

and told the teacher, “I don’t get this” (Fieldnote, March 4 & 25, 2015; April 1, 8, 15, 22 

& 29, 2015; May 6 & 13, 2015).  Mrs. Gershner appreciated Anja’s advocacy as it made 

it clear when Anja needed extra support.  However, Mrs. Gershner felt that while one of 

her professional goal this year was to support students who needed more modifications, it 

was really Anja’s work with the ESL teacher that had prompted this advocacy: 
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Amanda: I've noticed that Anja is proactive in saying, "I don't get this," is that 

something you worked on with her or she just came in that way? 

Mrs. Gershner: No at the beginning of the year she wasn't as much, I think Mrs. 

Anderson [ESL teacher] really encouraged it and just trying to check in with her, I 

feel like I've done a better job this year, I can't say it's been great, because there's 

a lot in your brain you know, but…just trying to check on those students who kind 

of need a little bit more attention and I've tried to make sure that she knows she 

can ask me questions, like I don't ever want her to feel like she can't ask me 

questions, so I try not to ever brush her off, even though, [I think] "You totally get 

this, you're fine.” 

(Introductory interview, March 23, 2015) 

Mrs. Gershner credited the ESL teacher, Mrs. Anderson, for encouraging Anja to request 

help in class when she did not understand a concept.  For her part, Anja explained that 

her parents were pushing her at home to be more communicative in class by saying, “be 

more pumped up” (Impromptu conversation, April 29, 2015).  Regardless of the source of 

the encouragement, Mrs. Gershner seemed to appreciate Anja’s self-advocacy during 

lessons, particularly given the fact that Anja was the only English Learner in the 

classroom.   Mrs. Gershner stated that she had made a conscious effort at the beginning of 

the year to focus on those students who “need a little bit more attention” but sometimes 

found this challenging given that there were 27 students in her classroom, several of 

whom who had IEPs or other individualized educational services (Impromptu 

conversation, March 25, 2015).  It appeared that Anja’s requests for help were beneficial 

both for Anja, who needed linguistic and academic support, and for Mrs. Gershner, who 
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appreciated Anja’s overt expressions of confusion so she knew when Anja needed extra 

support.  

Mrs. Gershner stated on two occasions that she sometimes felt Anja’s requests for 

help were more of a “crutch” than a necessity (Introductory interview, March 24, 2015; 

Impromptu conversation, May 13, 2015).  Specifically, Mrs. Gershner felt that Anja’s 

linguistic and academic abilities were greater than Anja realized.  In her words: 

I think it is funny because she [Anja] understands a lot more than she think she 

does so I think now it's a matter of building her confidence because she's a really 

strong [student]…I think her crutch is that she'll say, "I don't understand."  

(Introductory interview, March 24, 2015) 

Here, Mrs. Gershner positioned Anja as being more capable than she realized and 

expressed her belief that part of Anja’s confusion came from a lack of confidence.  Mrs. 

Gershner felt that if Anja struggled comprehending part of an assignment, she was likely 

to say she did not understand the whole assignment and ask Mrs. Gershner for help. Mrs. 

Gershner addressed the majority of Anja’s questions herself, only asking other students to 

help Anja on two observed occasions (Fieldnote, March 25, 2015; May 13, 2015).  

However, Mrs. Gershner expressed her belief that Anja was using her help as a crutch.  

The crutch metaphor alluded to Anja’s ascribed belief in her English proficiency, which 

Mrs. Gershner felt was stronger than Anja realized. 

 Overall, Anja explained that she felt more comfortable asking Mrs. Gershner 

questions about her classwork than any of her previous classroom teachers:   

She [Mrs. Gershner] explains, she doesn't give up, like when she explains 

something and I say, I don't understand, she doesn't give up, doesn't give up and 
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she goes like on the internet or something or gets tools and explains to me and 

other teachers, like they, the next day they forget because they don't really care.   

(Introductory interview, March 4, 2015) 

This statement was particularly troubling when one remembers that this was Anja’s 

fourth year at Cordova Elementary; therefore, she felt that her last four teachers did not 

care enough about her unique linguistic and learning needs to follow up with her.  The 

“care” demonstrated by Mrs. Gershner did not seem to impact Anja’s whole class 

participation, where Anja rarely contributed to the discussion, but did have an impact on 

how Anja interacted with the curriculum and her willingness to ask for help from her 

teacher.  Combined with encouragement from her parents and ESL teacher, Anja 

reportedly was much more verbal in her fourth grade classroom and more willing to ask 

for help when she was confused by an assignment, a self-advocacy move that served her 

well in the complex classroom ecology (Doyle, 1977) where she had to compete with 

multiple student interests. 

Peer interactions in the mainstream classroom. 

During her sociogram interview (May 20, 2015), Anja reported interacting 

regularly with only three of the 26 potential peer interlocutors in her mainstream fourth 

grade classroom.  However, observations of Anja showed that these interactions were 

diverse in frequency and nature (Fieldnotes March 4 & 25; 2015; April 8, 22, & 29, 2015; 

May 6, 13, & 20, 2015).  Of the 55 total peer social interactions observed in the 

mainstream classroom, the majority (44 interactions) were nonverbal in that Anja 

responded to a verbal opening through nonverbal means (e.g., head shake or nod, eye 

contact, or smile).  During her sociogram interview, the first regular interlocutor that 
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Anja identified was Alexis, a monolingual English-speaker, who sat next to her in her 

table group during the last four weeks of observations (see diagram 4b).  When asked, 

Anja reported, “Alexis she sits with me, yeah I talk to her a lot” (Sociogram interview, 

May 20, 2015).  Reportedly, most of their interactions occurred in Anja’s mainstream 

classroom when Alexis and Anja were sitting next to each other (Sociogram interview, 

May 20, 2015).  Specifically, the teacher frequently assigned the two to be partners on 

specific assignments (Sociogram interview, May 20, 2015; Fieldnote, April 29, 2015; 

May, 6, 13, & 20, 2015).  Additionally, their close proximity meant that the two students 

would often show each other their work and even nonverbally interact by showing each 

other objects they had on their desks (Sociogram interview, May 20, 2015; Fieldnote, 

April 29, 2015; May 6, 13, & 20, 2015).  The majority of these interactions were 

nonverbal, 14 out of the total 20, or consisted of Alexis talking and Anja replying with a 

single word response or smile (Fieldnote, April 29, 2015; May 6, 13, & 20, 2015).   

Anja also reported speaking with another student, James, a monolingual English-

speaker, on a regular basis (Sociogram interview, May 20, 2015).  However, while their 

interactions were more frequent on the playground (8 observed interactions), Anja and 

James did not often verbally converse in the classroom (3 observed interactions) 

(Fieldnote, April 29, 2015; May 6, 13, & 20, 2015).  This may have been due to Mrs. 

Gershner’s fairly consistent policy of requiring students to stay in their seats and only 

asking for help from people around them.  There was only one observed occasion when 

James walked over to Anja’s desk (Fieldnote, May 6, 2015).  On this occasion, James 

showed Anja a math project he was working on and asked for her help.  Anja did not 

actually say anything to James other than nodding her head and frequently looked at Mrs. 
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Gershner while continuing to work on her own project.  On four separate occasions, 

James approached Anja during transitions and seemed to take special care to line up near 

her so he could talk to her, but during these times Anja again limited her participation to 

nonverbal responses, i.e., nodding or shaking her head (Fieldnote, May 6, 13, & 20, 

2015). 
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Diagram 4.1. First Observed Seating Arrangement and Interactional Patterns for Anja 

 

 
Note. The number under each of the pseudonyms represents the total number of verbal 
and/or nonverbal interactions observed taking place between Anja and peer or teacher.  
Sociogram totals represent interactions observed over the 2 weeks of sociogram 
observations with this seating arrangement.   
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Diagram 4.2. Second Observed Seating Arrangement and Interactional Patterns for Anja 

 

 

Note. The number under each of the pseudonyms represents the total number of verbal 
and/or nonverbal interactions observed taking place between Anja and peer or teacher.  
Sociogram totals represent interactions observed over the 2 weeks of sociogram 
observations with this seating arrangement.   

 

The final student that Anja reported speaking with regularly in her mainstream 

classroom was Sarah, a monolingual English-speaker (see diagram 4.1 & 4.2) (Fieldnote, 

March 4 & 25, 2015; April 1, 8, 15, 22, & 29, 2015; May 6, 13, & 20, 2015). Anja 

reported that sometimes she would talk with Sarah (Sociogram interview, May 20, 2015), 

but she was only observed once in a brief conversation where Anja was trying to 
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ascertain the teacher’s instructions for how to complete and turn in a poetry book 

(Fieldnotes, April 1, 2015).  During her sociogram interview (May 20, 2015), Anja 

explained that Sarah had invited her to a sleepover birthday party, the first party that Anja 

had attended with her peers.  However, this was reportedly the only time that the two had 

seen each other outside of school and the two rarely socialized in or out of the classroom.  

When Anja was asked to group her classroom peers by whom she did and did not 

interact with, she quickly identified only three peers that she talked with thereby 

eliminating the other 23 peers in her classroom (Sociogram interview, May 20, 2015).  

While the sociogram maps (March 4 & 25, 2015; April 29, 2015; May 6, 2015) 

constructed during observations showed that Anja clearly interacted with more than just 

these three peers, it is vital to remember that most (80% of the total) of these interactions 

were nonverbal (Sociograms, March 4 & 25, 2015; April 29, 2015; May 6, 2015).  Over 

the ten weeks of observations, Anja was frequently observed watching and listening to 

her peers and would smile if one of them looked at her but often did not verbally engage 

her peers (Fieldnote, March 4 & 25, 2015; April 1, 8, 15, 22, & 29, 2015; May 6, 13, & 

20, 2015).  While these nonverbal interactions demonstrated Anja’s interest in her peers’ 

conversations, her own self-identified peer interlocutors were minimal.  Indeed, her own 

positioning appeared to exclude most of her classmates as potential interlocutors 

(Sociogram, May 20, 2015). 

The highly structured classroom environment of Mrs. Gershner’s fourth grade 

classroom left little opportunity for even the most talkative of students to interact. 

However there were certain times when Mrs. Gershner did have students work together 

(Fieldnote, March 4 & 25, 2015; April 1, 8, 15, 22, & 29, 2015; May 6, 2015).  For 
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example, everyday before going to music class, students worked with their daily math 

skills partners to practice their arithmetic using timed addition, subtraction, 

multiplication, and division tests resulting in 7 observed interactions (Fieldnote, March 4 

& 25, 2015; April 1, 8, 15, 22, & 29, 2015).  The district-wide mandate for these 

assessments required students to work with a partner during practice time with one 

partner starting as the coach and the other starting as the player (Fieldnote, March 4 & 25, 

2015; April 1, 8, 15, 22, & 29, 2015).  The coach was supposed to read the problems 

aloud and the player was supposed to explain their thinking and state their answers aloud.  

In practice, Anja and her partner(s) would often not interact at all, either verbally or 

nonverbally (Fieldnote, March 4 & 25, 2015; April 1, 8, 15, 22, & 29, 2015).  In fact, 

when the papers were passed out there was little to no physical reaction from Anja or her 

various assigned partners to Mrs. Gershner’s prompts to get with their math partners, 

unlike the rest of the students who would physically turn or move closer to their partners 

in order to work together (Fieldnote, March 4 & 25, 2015; April 1, 8, 15, 22, & 29, 2015).  

This lack of interaction was observed regularly and resulted in a missed opportunity for 

Anja to engage in an academically focused language development opportunity.  

Additionally, Mrs. Gershner occasionally had students work with partners or in 

triads to complete selected assignments (6 observed interactions).  During these 

interactions when the teacher would ask the students to share their thinking with a 

partner, Anja regularly told the peers in her group to “go first” (Fieldnote, March 25, 

2015; April 1, 8, & 29, 2015; May 6, 2015).  This reflexive positioning allowed the peer 

to lead the conversation and gave Anja the opportunity to listen to their explanation.  

Following peer initiation, Anja would state that she had the same or a similar answer 
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thereby drastically reducing the amount she actually had to say to her peers.  This 

reflexive positioning of allowing others to take the interactional lead during 

conversations was reinforced by Anja’s peers’ tendency to take command of the 

conversation when working with Anja.  On five occasions, various peers were observed 

telling Anja what to write instead of collaborating on an answer (Fieldnote, March 4 & 

25, 2015; April 1, 8, & 29, 2015).   

In one such illustrative event, Anja was working with two peers, Laurie and Jim, 

both monolingual English-speakers.  The three were working on a review math packet for 

an upcoming fraction assessment (Fieldnote, April 1, 2015).  During the interaction, 

Laurie was observed repeatedly telling Anja which answer to circle, what to write on her 

paper, and even physically taking the packet from Anja to turn pages or write down 

answers.  The few occasions when Anja attempted to figure out an answer on her own 

resulted in Laurie telling her to “hurry up” and “just write down” the answer that Laurie 

and Jim had already found (Fieldnote, April 1, 2015).  Over the course of twelve 

observations in similar interactional events, Laurie regularly dominated Anja during 

interactions or excluded Anja both in the classroom and on the playground; thereby 

positioning Anja as an unwelcome social and academic interlocutor (Fieldnote, March 4 

& 25, 2015; April 1, 8, & 22, 2015). 

 When asked why she did not verbally interact with her peers on a regular basis, 

Anja explained that she often felt “scared” of her classmates (Sociogram interview, May 

20, 2015).  In the following, she explained her feelings and offered an explication of her 

reluctance to engage with her peers in class: 
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Anja: I don't know, I have a feeling like I'm kind of scared of them, I don't know 

why. 

Amanda: Has something happened? 

Anja: No just, I don't know, just not feel good with these people…Well, I don't 

really talk to them because they wear, they walk like, and wear clothes like they're 

cool and I'm not cool and I don't want to mess with that. 

(Sociogram interview, May 20, 2015) 

During the interview, Anja reflexively positioned herself as more focused on school, 

contrary to what she felt other students attended to in school, i.e., being cool.  Anja 

explained that her parents felt that school was for learning and that her mother had told 

her if she got too involved with friends at school they would possibly influence her into 

making negative choices.  Anja also seemed particularly worried about bullying, both in 

Russian and American schools, and felt that by not talking to many of her peers she could 

avoid being bullied.  The idea that students were “too cool” or “very different” from 

Anja, seemed to intimidate her even after being in Cordova since first grade.   

In summary, Anja’s access to academic and social interactions with her peers was 

limited by a lack of opportunity in the classroom environment that was focused on 

quietness and efficiency, as well as her own reticence to engage in interactions with her 

peers because of her own discomfort.  While Anja’s mainstream classroom teacher, Mrs. 

Gershner, felt that student interaction was important for academic, linguistic, and social 

development, she felt unsure about her ability to create opportunities for conversation 

given her administration’s focus on classroom quietude and control (Introductory 

interview, March 23, 2015).  Moreover, Anja’s interactions with her mainstream 
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classroom teacher were limited to academic interactions that Anja had to initiate and 

typically involved teacher dominated explanations of language rather than the academic 

content.  During observations and by her own self-report, Anja was reluctant to verbally 

engage with her peers for a variety of reasons, including (1) her own uncertainty with 

knowing the “right words”; (2) her expressed fear of bullying; and (3) her general 

discomfort, or “not feeling good” with her peers in her classroom.  Moreover, when she 

did engage with her peers, either by teacher direction or her own interest, Anja adopted a 

passive role in these interactions.  Taken together, Anja’s own reflexive positioning and 

the interactional positioning by her classroom peers and teacher resulted in limited 

opportunities for Anja to engage in extended interactions and language development 

opportunities in her mainstream classroom. 

The ESL Classroom 

In order to understand more fully Anja’s positioning during and access to 

interactions in Cordova Elementary, I also observed her ESL classroom on six occasions 

(Fieldnote, March 25, 2015; April 1, 27 & 29, 2015; May 6 & 13, 2015) as well as 

interviewed Anja’s ESL teacher (Introductory interview, March 2, 2015).  Specifically, I 

wondered if Anja’s interactional patterns in her mainstream classroom would cross over 

to her ESL classroom or if she would adopt different interactional patterns in a different 

schooling context.  In the following, I explain Anja’s relationship and experiences with 

her ESL teacher, Mrs. Anderson, and how their history together resulted in what appeared 

to be interactional ease between the two.  Then, I provide a description of Anja’s 

participation in her ESL classroom through her interactions with her peers and Mrs. 

Anderson to better understand Anja’s unique positioning in this classroom as compared 
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to her mainstream classroom.  This section was built based on analyses of ESL 

observations (Fieldnote, March 25, 2015; April 1, 27 & 29, 2015; May 6 & 13, 2015), 

interviews with Anja (March 4, 2015) and her ESL teacher Mrs. Anderson (March 2, 

2015), and impromptu conversations with Mrs. Anderson and Anja (March 25, 2015; 

April 1, 27 & 29, 2015; May 6 & 13, 2015).   

Anja and her ESL teacher. 

 In contrast to her mainstream classroom, Anja was noticeably more interactive in 

her ESL classroom (Fieldnote, March 25, 2015; April 1, 27 & 29, 2015; May 6 & 13, 

2015).  While the mainstream classroom was a source of anxiety, based on Anja’s 

assertions of being afraid of her peers and not wanting to speak up in English for fear of 

making a mistake, the ESL classroom was reportedly more comfortable (Introductory 

interview, March 4, 2015; Sociogram interview, May 20, 2015).  One reported reason for 

this increased comfort was Anja’s extended relationship with the ESL teacher, as Mrs. 

Anderson had worked with Anja since first grade.  During her interviews, Anja 

repeatedly called Mrs. Anderson “a very good friend” (Introductory interview, March 4, 

2015; Impromptu conversation, April 27, 2015; Sociogram interview, May 20, 2015).  

While Anja stated that she felt her mainstream classroom teacher, Mrs. Gershner, was 

very helpful, she reportedly felt closer to Mrs. Anderson because she had known her for 

so long: 

I was in Mrs. Anderson’s class since 1st grade, so I know her a lot, she helps me 

so I talk with her a lot, tell jokes, and all that stuff because I know her very much.   

(Introductory interview, March 4, 2015) 
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During interviews, Anja retold the story of how Mrs. Anderson was able to retrieve her 

teddy bear from a classmate who had taken it home after a sleepover (Introductory 

interview, March 4, 2015; Impromptu conversation, April 1 & 29, 2015).  This story 

supported their ‘friendship’ in Anja’s mind, which, in turn reportedly made Anja feel 

more comfortable speaking with Mrs. Anderson (Introductory interview, March 4, 2015).  

Over the years, Mrs. Anderson worked closely with Anja and saw her English 

language development progress to the point Anja tested out of the ESL program at the 

end of her fourth grade year (Introductory interview, March 2, 2015).  While concerned 

that Anja’s needs might be overlooked in her fifth grade classroom because of her 

reserve, Mrs. Anderson did state that Anja’s ability to advocate for herself had grown 

(Impromptu conversation, March 25, 2015).  Mrs. Anderson felt that Anja’s quickness to 

ask for help with “I don’t get it” or “what does this word mean” would serve her well in 

her future mainstream classrooms (Impromptu conversation, March 25, 2015).   

Another concern that Mrs. Anderson voiced was that Anja’s family did not speak 

English at home (Introductory interview, March 2, 2015).  For Mrs. Anderson, speaking 

English at home was particularly important for her students’ linguistic growth at school 

because “the kids that I know have more English when they go home, advance much 

quicker than the ones that just have English here [at school] only” (Introductory 

interview, March 2, 2015).  Mrs. Anderson felt that speaking more English at home 

would greatly benefit Anja in school, particularly since Anja would not be receiving any 

ESL pullout services in upcoming years.  

 For her part, Anja credited Mrs. Anderson with helping her better understand the 

concepts and assignments in her mainstream classroom (Introductory interview, March 4, 
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2015; Impromptu conversation April 29, 2015; May 6, 2015).  She stated that she often 

brought work to the ESL classroom to have Mrs. Anderson help her (Introductory 

interview, March 4, 2015).  One ongoing example noted during observations was Anja’s 

literature circle book that she brought to the ESL classroom to read with Mrs. Anderson 

(Fieldnotes, April 27 & 29, 2015; May 6 & 13, 2015).  From observing these lessons, it 

seemed that while Anja was capable of reading the book, there were many words and 

cultural references that she were unfamiliar with (e.g., celery, allowance, or Star Wars) 

(Fieldnote, April 27 & 29, 2015; May 6 & 13, 2015).  Additionally, the book told the 

story of an alien who came to Earth to help save the planet and there were many ‘alien’ 

nonsense words that Anja assumed were actually English words (e.g., “these celery sticks 

taste like esh”) thereby causing more confusion (Fieldnote, May 6, 2015). Anja’s 

prolonged support from Mrs. Anderson helped her better comprehend the story that was 

chosen by her mainstream teacher based on Anja’s assessed reading level with reportedly 

little consideration regarding some of the unique challenges this type of book presented 

for an English Learner (Fieldnote, April 27 & 29, 2015; May 6 & 13, 2015).   

 Ultimately, Anja’s prolonged experience in Mrs. Anderson’s ESL classroom 

increased Anja’ s comfort when engaging in social and academic conversations with Mrs. 

Anderson.  Support for Anja’s increased interactional comfort in the ESL classroom was 

evidenced by interviews with Anja and Mrs. Anderson, as well as observations of the 

ESL classroom where Anja was noticeably more participatory in lessons and social 

conversations.   
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Interactions in the ESL classroom. 

 Of the 51 interactions with her mainstream teacher, Anja was never observed 

telling a personal story to Mrs. Gershner and only approached her for help with academic 

content (Fieldnote, March 25, 2015; April 1, 27, & 29, 2015; May 6, 13, & 20, 2015).  

However, during observations of her ESL classroom Anja volunteered personal 

anecdotes to share with Mrs. Anderson and her other group mates, Cesar and Alejandra 

(7 interactions total) (Fieldnote, March 25, 2015; April 1, 27 & 29, 2015; May 6 & 13, 

2015).  For example, Anja talked about her family and things they did together 

(Fieldnote, March 25, 2015; April 1 & 29, 2015; May 6, 2015. In total, Anja was 

observed taking part in 45 interactions over the course of six ESL observations 

(Fieldnote, March 25, 2015; April 1, 27 & 29, 2015; May 6 & 13, 2015).   

Despite her noticeably more talkative nature in the ESL classroom, Mrs. 

Anderson, Cesar, and Alejandra all positioned Anja as a “non-talker” (Introductory 

interview, March 2 & 3, 2015).  Alejandra stated that Anja “mostly talks Russian,” even 

though Anja was never observed saying more than one word or a short phrase in Russian 

during instructional time; e.g., explaining how to say ‘dew drops’ in Russian (Fieldnote, 

April 1, 2015).  Moreover, during the beginning of one lesson when Mrs. Anderson was 

asking the group about what they had done over the weekend, Mrs. Anderson called Anja 

“Little Miss Doesn’t Say a Word” (Fieldnote, April 1, 2015).  This interactional 

positioning of Anja as a non-talker in the ESL classroom was notable given that Anja 

positioned her ESL classroom as the area in school where she was the most talkative, an 

assertion supported by observational analysis (Introductory interview, March 4, 2015; 

Fieldnote, March 25, 2015; April 1, 27 & 29, 2015; May 6 & 13, 2015).   
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 Many of Anja’s ESL interactions, 18 observed instances, involved clarifying 

questions about specific words or portions of text that the group was reading, as well as 

confirmation questions about whether or not she had spelled a word correctly or written a 

sentence correctly (Fieldnote, March 25, 2015; April 1, 27, & 29, 2015; May 6 & 13, 

2015).  However, on 11 observed occasions, Anja voluntarily offered answers and ideas 

when the group was working on a lesson or discussing various topics (Fieldnote, March 

25, 2015; April 1, 27, & 29, 2015; May 6 & 13, 2015).  During one particular lesson 

about idioms, Anja offered ideas about possible answers (Fieldnote, April 27, 2015).  In 

the first part of the lesson, Mrs. Anderson read a paragraph to the group about a dying 

emperor with multiple idioms and then moved to a worksheet where students had to write 

their own definition of given idioms.  

Mrs. Anderson: What does it mean when they say “he [emperor] has a weight on  

his chest.” 

Anja: It's heavy here. [Points to her chest] 

Mrs. Anderson: What could cause your chest to be heavy? 

Cesar: He ate a lot. 

Anja: He's tired. 

… [Group moves on to complete the worksheet] 

Mrs. Anderson: Okay, the first idiom says  'dew drops covered the grass'. 

Anja: What’s a dewdrop? 

Mrs. Anderson: Sometimes when they wake up and the grass is wet, that's 

dewdrops 
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Anja: Oh, rain came on the grass. [Anja tells Mrs. Anderson how to say dewdrops 

in Russian and the group repeats]  

(Fieldnote, April 27, 2015) 

During this idiom lesson, Anja offered suggestions and definitions of the idioms using 

both verbal and nonverbal means of communication.  Additionally, after Mrs. Anderson 

read the story about the dying emperor, Anja spontaneously retold the story in her own 

words, an interactional move that was not witnessed during her time in her mainstream 

classroom.  Her increased level of participation and spontaneous retelling of the story 

suggested that Anja felt more comfortable speaking in front of her ESL group and teacher 

than with her mainstream classroom peers and teacher.  

In summary, based on observations in the ESL classroom and interviews with 

Anja, it seemed Anja was not only more comfortable participating in the ESL classroom, 

but she also frequently used the time to check her own understanding of concepts and 

conversations (Fieldnote, March 25, 2015; April 1, 27, & 29, 2015; May 6 & 13, 2015; 

Introductory interview, March 4, 2015).  Despite being interactionally positioned by her 

group mates and teachers as being very quiet during ESL group, Anja’s own reflexive 

positioning was noticeably different from her reflexive positioning in her mainstream 

classroom.  Anja voluntarily contributed both academic and social interactional moments 

and stated that she felt much more at ease speaking English in her ESL classroom than in 

her mainstream classroom or other informal school spaces (Introductory interview, 

March 4, 2015). 
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Interactions in Informal School Spaces 

Even though Anja had lived in the United States for more than four years, she still 

said that her best friends lived in Russia (Impromptu conversation, April 1, 2015).  This 

was particularly notable because she reportedly had not seen these friends or had any 

contact with them since she left Russia when she was 5 years old (Impromptu 

conversation, April 1, 2015).  During her four years at Cordova Elementary, Anja 

reportedly had not made many monolingual English-speaking friends, as most of her self-

identified friends were relatives or Russian-speaking neighbors (Introductory interview, 

March 4, 2015; Sociogram interview, May 20, 2015).  While her isolation was noticeable 

in her lack of classroom interactions, it was particularly pronounced during the times 

outside of the classroom (e.g., in the hallways, playground, and cafeteria) (Fieldnote, 

March 4 & 25, 2015; April 1, 8, 22, & 29, 2015; May 6, 13 & 20, 2015).  Data for this 

section was drawn from interviews with Anja (March 4, 2015; May 5, 2015), impromptu 

conversations (March 25, 2015; April 1, 8, 22 & 29, 2015; May 13 & 20, 2015), and 

fieldnotes (March 4 & 25, 2015; April 1, 8, 15, 22, & 29, 2015; May 6, 13, & 20, 2015). 

Interactions at recess. 

During recess, Anja was observed primarily walking around the different areas of 

the field; i.e., the basketball courts, playground, and amphitheater (Fieldnote, March 4 & 

25, 2015; April 1, 8, 22, & 29, 2015; May 6, 13 & 20, 2015).  When I first met Anja and 

asked her what she liked to do on the playground, she told me that she “mostly walks 

around by herself” (Introductory interview, March 4, 2015).  There were times (10 

observed total) when she would join a group of four to five girls who were in her class 

(Fieldnote, March 4 & 25, 2015; April 1, 8, & 22, 2015).  However, she was not observed 
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actually speaking to these girls; rather, she would follow them around a few steps behind 

their group as they walked the field or she would sit, slightly removed, at a picnic table 

where the girls were all sitting and talking (Fieldnote, March 8 & 25, 2015; April 1, 8 & 

22, 2015).  From her body language, Anja was listening to the group of girls talk amongst 

themselves; however, from the body language of the others it was clear that they were not 

attempting to engage Anja (Fieldnote, March 8 & 25, 2015; April 1, 8 & 22, 2015).  For 

example, when they were walking, the group never turned and talked to Anja or waited 

for her to catch up (Fieldnote, March 8 & 25, 2015; April 1 & 22, 2015).  When they 

were sitting, the group would often have their backs to Anja as they talked in a smaller 

circle (Fieldnote, March 8, 2015; April 1, 8 & 22, 2015).  

During the last three weeks of observational data collection efforts, Anja stopped 

attempting to interact with this group and took to only walking around the playground by 

herself, or sitting at one of the many picnic tables spread throughout the field (Fieldnotes, 

May 6, 13, & 20, 2015).  Eventually, a classmate, James, started approaching and sitting 

with Anja at the picnic tables on eight observed occasions (Fieldnote, May 6, 13, & 20, 

2015).  James was a classroom peer that Anja had identified in her sociogram interview 

as one of the three peers that she conversed with on a regular basis.  Anja reported that 

she enjoyed talking with James because, “he is not like me, not talk to everyone, he like 

to talk to people a lot so yeah I talk to him back” (Sociogram interview, May 20, 2015). 

If Anja’s younger sister or cousin were present at recess at the same time as Anja, 

they would all sit at the picnic table together and converse in Russian; however, this 

familial interaction was only observed three times during the morning or lunch recesses 

(Fieldnote March 4 & 25, 2015 & May 6, 2015).  Anja reported that the only consistent 
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time she could see her sister and cousin was during the before school recess time if their 

bus got them to school early enough, an instance which never occurred during 

observations. While Anja reported enjoying this time with her sister and cousin, 

particularly because of the opportunity to converse in their home language, she also 

stated that sometimes other monolingual English-speaking students would make her feel 

uncomfortable (Impromptu conversation, March 25, 2015).  She explained that on the 

few occasions that she spoke with her family in Russian, other students would often 

overhear and ask questions about what the group was saying.  Anja reported that this 

made her feel “very uncomfortable” and she would withdraw from the Russian 

conversations (Impromptu conversation, March 25, 2015). 

Interactions in the cafeteria. 

 In the lunchroom, Anja was only observed briefly talking to a few peers in her 

class (Fieldnote, March 4 & 25, 2015; April 1, 8, 22, & 29, 2015; May 6, 13 & 20, 2015).  

Cordova’s lunchroom consisted of rows of tables with seats that all faced the back of the 

large room; therefore, students only sat next to each other, not across from each other.  

While the lunchroom was very boisterous with students jostling to get their food and sit 

next to their friends, Anja was often a quiet spot in an otherwise noisy environment 

(Fieldnote, March 4 & 25, 2015; April 1, 8, 22, & 29, 2015; May 6, 13 & 20, 2015).  On 

five observed occasions, she would sit next to the same group of four to five female 

classmates that she shadowed on the playground (Fieldnote, March 8 & 25, 2015; April 

1, 15 & 22, 2015); at other times she would sit at any available seat and make no attempts 

to interact with those around her (Fieldnote April 29, 2015; May 6, 13 & 20, 2015).   
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In the beginning of the observations, Anja primarily sat next to or near Laurie, a 

monolingual English-speaking classmate and her friends.  As with the playground picnic 

tables (Fieldnotes March 25, 2015; April 1, 15, & 22, 2015), Anja would lean in and 

appeared to listen to the girls’ conversations but the girls would have their backs to Anja 

(Fieldnotes March 25, 2015; April 1, 15, & 22, 2015).  Moreover, Anja was sometimes 

asked to move down to make room for other students (Fieldnotes, April 1 & 22, 2015).  

Since Anja was most often seen on the playground and in the lunchroom with Laurie and 

her group of friends, I conducted a sociogram interview (May 13, 2015) with Laurie to 

gain a better understanding of their social dynamic.  Laurie reported that at the beginning 

of the year, the two had been friends but that as the year progressed the friendship had 

ended.  Now Laurie appeared to actively avoid or exclude Anja on the playground and in 

the lunchroom.  In her words: 

Anja, I mean, she just likes to follow me around and at lunch I like to sit by 

friends, and she'll always sits next to me, most of the time she'll sit right next to 

me and I'll ask if she'll scoot over a little bit and she won't and I want to sit by my 

friends…I don't really want to sit next to her. 

(Sociogram interview, May 13, 2015) 

Laurie, in and out of class, was observed to be a vocal student who frequently took 

charge of social and academic situations.  Her teacher, Mrs. Gershner, called her a “very 

strong, opinionated” student (Impromptu conversation, April 22, 2015).  Anja offered a 

different version of events than Laurie; however, she agreed that the two used to be 

friends but had a falling out (Sociogram interview, May 20, 2015).  Anja was not entirely 

sure why, but she stated that one day, “something happened because she [Laurie] started 



 114

punching me and I don't know why and we sat at the table one day at lunch and she like 

kind of kicked me with her feet and I say, ‘Why are you kicking me?’  She said, ‘If you 

don't want to be kicked don't sit by me’” (Sociogram interview, May 20, 2015).  Despite 

the conflicting stories, it was notable that Anja still chose to sit with and join this group 

of girls who consistently excluded and ignored her, particularly given her expressed 

concern over being bullied. 

Interactions in the hallways. 

 In the hallways, Anja rarely interacted with her peers.  Rather, she tended to face 

forward and not look around despite the fact that other students in the class were 

frequently observed whispering to each other or interacting in nonverbal ways, e.g., hand 

signals, light “horseplay”, or other forms of physical contact (Fieldnote, March 4 & 25, 

2015; April 1, 8, 22, & 29, 2015; May 6, 13 & 20, 2015).  Anja would occasionally be 

observed leaning in to listen to another group of students’ conversations but was only 

observed three times actually interacting with her peers, and most of these interactions 

were nonverbal (Fieldnote, March 25, 2015; April 22, 2015; May 13, 2015).  For 

example, once a classmate started braiding her hair, and Anja’s only noticeable reaction 

was to hold her head still (Fieldnotes, March 25, 2015).  Anja appeared to focus most of 

her attention on her teacher, Mrs. Gershner, and keeping up with the line; thereby, 

excluding herself from the informal socializing of her peers during this transitional 

period. 

 To summarize, while Anja’s lack of social interactions was noticeable in the 

classroom, they were particularly evident during her time in informal school spaces.  

Anja clearly took an interest in what her peers were talking about, as evidenced by her 
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body language indicating that she was listening to conversations around her, but she 

rarely actually responded or contributed to these conversations.  Reportedly, her social 

isolation came from her “not feeling comfortable” talking with her peers in English 

because they might bully her or she might make a conversational mistake.  In any case, 

analyses of fieldnotes and interview data suggested that Anja’s isolation resulted in 

missed informal opportunities to build her language proficiency as well as build peer 

relationships. 

Anja: A Case of Varied Interactional Access 

 Anja ‘s academic and social interactions at Cordova Elementary varied.  After 

four years in Cordova Elementary, Anja was still noticeably quiet in most areas of the 

school and reported feeling intimidated by the demands of expressing herself in English. 

Her access to social and academic interactions were influenced by several factors, 

including: (1) internal factors including her own reflexive positioning; (2) teacher and 

peer interactional positioning; and (3) classroom norms and institutional factors.  

Anja’s Reflexive Positioning 

Anja’s interactions in the mainstream classroom were limited by her own 

reflexive positioning, particularly because her assessment of her own English proficiency 

and discomfort with English-dominant interactions resulted in a reported reluctance to 

speak.  She stated several reasons for her reticence during social and academic 

interactions, but the two most salient were her “fear” of her peers and her uncertainty in 

her ability to completely express her thoughts in her second language, English.  When 

talking about her reluctance to interact with her peers, Anja stated that she did not “feel 

good with these people,” despite the fact that she had been at Cordova Elementary and in 
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the classroom with many of these same classmates for the past 4 years.  Ultimately, Anja 

reported that she felt her primarily monolingual English-speaking peers were inherently 

different from herself, i.e., how they dressed and what they attended to in school.  For 

Anja, being the only Russian speaker at Cordova for several years and then part of a very 

small population of Russian speakers meant that she did not have linguistically and 

culturally congruent resources to draw upon in her school.  At the time of this study, Anja 

reportedly still felt isolated from her peers and even some of her teachers because she felt 

they were inherently “different” or just did not “care.”   

In addition to her reported fear of her peers, Anja also expressed reluctance to 

speak because she often felt unsure how and if she would be able to fully express herself 

in English, evidence of heightened anxiety and decreased self-confidence in her English 

proficiency.  Observations supported this reported reluctance to interact given that Anja 

overwhelmingly tended to respond to her peers through nonverbal means or short one-

word answers.  Anja’s reflexive positioning of her English proficiency effectively limited 

her access to linguistic input and potential interlocutors in and out of the classroom, 

thereby reducing the amount of linguistic output and practice with which she engaged. 

It was notable that Anja reluctance to speak was not similarly observed in her 

ESL classroom as compared to her mainstream classroom and informal school spaces. 

Reportedly, Anja’s prolonged experience working with the ESL teacher, Mrs. Anderson, 

resulted in lowered anxiety and increased self-confidence.  Her increased interactional 

comfort was evidenced by Anja’s claim that Mrs. Anderson was her friend and repeated 

observations of Anja voluntarily contributing academic musing and personal anecdotes 

during ESL groups.  Anja’s comfort with interactions in her ESL classroom could have 
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been increased by the smaller group instruction or the fact that the other students present 

were also emergent bilinguals.  All of these factors resulted in a linguistic milieu where, 

despite her reflexive positioning of her English proficiency, Anja was reportedly more 

comfortable contributing to social and academic conversations thereby increasing her 

access to linguistic and academic content. 

Peer and Teacher Interactional Positioning of Anja 

Both in and out of the classroom, Anja’s social detachment was evident during 

observations.   While she actively attended to her peers and their interactions, she rarely 

took her interest beyond nonverbal forms of communication.  Unfortunately, this resulted 

in missed informal and academic language development opportunities for Anja, as she 

was not actively contributing to partner or group work and she did not engage in 

prolonged social conversations with her peers.  While some of this can be contributed to 

Anja’s own reflexive self-positioning, there were also observed acts of peer and teacher 

interactional positioning that limited Anja’s access to interactions. 

Peers’ interactional positioning. 

Anja’s peers engaged in interactional positioning of Anja during academic 

interactions when they excluded her from contributing to conversations.  Sometimes the 

exclusion was subtle, e.g., when Anja was told what to write for an answer, and other 

times the exclusion of Anja’s ideas and contributions was overt, e.g., when Anja 

attempted to contribute her idea but was told she was wrong without further discussion.   

All of these interactional positioning acts resulted in a linguistic milieu where Anja 

primarily played a receptive role of listening and following her teacher and peers’ 

interactional leads.   
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 Anja’s access to social interlocutors was not only limited by her reflexive 

positioning, discussed in the previous section, but also by her peers’ interactional 

positioning of Anja.  This peer positioning was very evident in informal school spaces 

like the playground, cafeteria, and hallways.  In these spaces, Anja was even more rarely 

observed interacting with her peers.  Rather, for weeks she followed a group of her peers 

from her classroom around the playground or sat at lunch looking at them but not 

speaking.  During observations, Anja was routinely ignored or physically excluded from 

the group, and she also reported being kicked and told to leave a group alone.  Despite 

these rebuffs, Anja continued to attempt to join the group, which further highlighted her 

social isolation from her peers, as she did not attempt to engage other classmates in social 

conversations. 

Teachers’ interactional positioning. 

Anja’s mainstream teacher interactionally relegated Anja to a less active 

interactional role when she did not elicit her contribution to discussions.  Mrs. Gershner 

attempted to support Anja in the mainstream classroom by providing further explanation 

of the language used in tasks.  However, this support was never given before or during 

the actual lesson, but after the task had been assigned when Anja had to ask for help.  

Additionally, while Mrs. Gershner did work to clarify concepts for Anja, she did not 

actually elicit Anja’s understandings, possibly resulting in a missed language 

development opportunity.  Rather than solely focusing blame on Mrs. Gershner, these 

interactional positioning moves point to larger issues identified by Mrs. Gershner during 

interviews.  Specifically, she talked about the challenge of meeting the needs of an 
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emergent bilingual in a classroom of monolingual English-speakers, as well as a lack of 

available resources for teachers of linguistically diverse students at Cordova. 

In the ESL classroom, Mrs. Anderson and Anja’s ESL group mates, Alejandra 

and Cesar, interactionally positioned Anja as a “non-talker.”  Despite this positioning, 

Anja was observed being noticeably more participatory in her ESL group, both during 

social and academic interactions.  Furthermore, during group discussions, Mrs. Anderson, 

Cesar, and Alejandra were all observed responding to Anja’s contributions with verbal 

responses of their own.  Ultimately, Anja’s level of comfort with the group overcame her 

peers’ and teacher’s interactional positioning; thereby, opening more interactional 

opportunities for Anja and providing her access to potential social and academic 

interlocutors in her ESL classroom. 

Mainstream Classroom Norms and Institutional Factors 

In her mainstream classroom, instruction was primarily teacher-centered at the 

request of Cordova’s administration.  While Mrs. Gershner expressed a professional 

teaching philosophy that was based in a student-centered understanding of learning, she 

was unable to fully implement her philosophy because of competing administrative 

demands.  Specifically, Mrs. Gershner appeared to desire a more “hands on” and 

“collaborative” classroom for all of her students, and she particularly stressed the 

academic and linguistic benefits of interactions for English Learners like Anja.  Despite 

district level professional development in alignment with this goal of creating a 

classroom built upon a cooperative learning philosophy, Mrs. Gershner reportedly felt 

unable to implement such strategies because of her school administration’s expectations 

for classroom control and teacher-centered instruction.  For Anja, this meant that her 
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fourth grade classroom was primarily dominated by teacher talk, and her already 

expressed reluctance to speak in front of the class or with her peers was ultimately 

reinforced by a classroom norm of quietude. 

Whole class instruction was not the only observed example of teacher-centered 

instruction.  Additionally, when Anja requested help during independent work, Mrs. 

Gershner relied on teacher directed interactions where she spent most of her time 

explaining a task or concept, rather than eliciting Anja’s own verbal explanations.   By 

immediately re-explaining the tasks to Anja, Mrs. Gershner may have missed the 

opportunity for Anja to vocalize what she understood or did not understand about the 

concept.  Moreover, this interactional act positioned Mrs. Gershner as the holder of the 

knowledge and leader of the interaction, while simultaneously, relegating Anja to a more 

passive interactional role.  However, given the larger context of Mrs. Gershner’s 

classroom where Anja was the only English Learner in a group of 27 students, these 

interactional patterns may have been a matter of teaching efficiency.  Since most of these 

interactions focused on the language used in the task, e.g., lexicon or explanation of 

grammar points, it seemed that Mrs. Gershner was primarily focused on language 

teaching when working independently with Anja and sometimes ignored conceptual 

issues, i.e., finding the area of the backyard for the landscaping project. 

Ultimately, the relatively small population of identified English Learners at 

Cordova Elementary resulted in less institutional focus and resources for linguistically 

diverse students.  As Mrs. Gershner stated, “it’s an issue but it’s not our main 

issue…because there aren’t as many (English Learners), it just is kind of on the back 

burner” (Introductory interview, March 23, 2015). Despite Mrs. Gershner’s, expressed 
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wish for more professional development and support when working with English 

Learners in her mainstream classroom, the small English Learner population 

institutionally limited the level of professional development and funding available for 

these students and their teachers.  Ultimately, decreased institutional understandings’ of 

emergent bilinguals contributed to classroom norms that limited Anja’s access to social 

and academic conversations. 
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CHAPTER 5: FINDINGS: CASE OF CESAR 

Introduction 

 This chapter describes the case of Cesar, the second fourth grade emergent 

bilingual participant followed in this study.  In order to build Cesar’s case, I drew upon 

collected data including: sociogram observations, observations, fieldnotes, audio-

recorded formal interviews, written records of impromptu conversations, and classroom-

related artifacts (see Table 5.1 for summary of data collection efforts).  As I have 

provided a detailed description of data collection efforts in Anja’s case (Chapter 4), a 

brief synopsis is presented here.  In total, I observed Cesar’s mainstream classroom for 

ten full days.  In addition to observing Cesar’s mainstream classroom, I also observed his 

interactions in informal school spaces (i.e., cafeteria, hallways, and playground) for ten 

days.  My observations overlapped somewhat with the end of year testing schedule; 

therefore, I was only able to observe Cesar’s 40 minute ESL group six times during the 

three months I was present at the site.  Additionally, I formally interviewed and recorded 

impromptu conversations with Cesar, his mainstream and ESL teachers, and two of his 

classroom peers.  It should be noted that my artifact collection focused on classroom 

assignments and materials given to Cesar (e.g., worksheets, workbooks, and report 

guidelines). 

Table 5.1. Summary of Data Collection Efforts Used to Build Cesar’s Case 

Participant Observations Formal 

Interviews 

Impromptu 

Conversations 

Artifact 

Collection 

Cesar 10 days 2 10 Yes 

Mrs. Wilson 

(mainstream) 

10 days 1 10 Yes 

Mrs. Anderson 

(ESL) 

6 forty minute 
groups 

1 7 Yes 

David (peer) 10 days 1 2 No 
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Julia (peer) 10 days 1 3 No 

 

In the following chapter, I begin with an overview of Cesar’s observed 

interactions.  Following this, I turn to Cesar’s familial and linguistic history, specifically 

his family’s move to the United States from Mexico.  Next, I describe Cesar’s transition 

into Cordova Elementary during his third grade year as this transition provided insight 

into Cesar’s reflexive positioning within the school.  I then turn to describing Cesar’s 

fourth grade classroom, his teacher’s conceptions of teaching and English Learners, as 

well as her positioning of Cesar’s academic and social contributions.  Additionally, I 

explore Cesar’s participation during interactions with his mainstream classroom peers.  

Following his mainstream classroom, I explore Cesar’s experiences in his ESL classroom 

by detailing his ESL teacher’s conceptions and positioning of Cesar, as well as Cesar’s 

interactions with his group mates and the teacher.   Finally, I provide a description of 

Cesar’s interactions in more informal school spaces, i.e., the playground, hallways, and 

cafeteria. 

Summary of Cesar’s Observed Interactions 

 In all, I observed Cesar taking part in 257 interactions in various contexts of 

Cordova Elementary.  I have briefly summarized below the location of the interactions 

and the type of interactions in order to provide an overview for the reader (see Table 5.2).  

Specific explanations for how the interactions were categorized as verbal or nonverbal 

and academic or social can be found in Anja’s case (Chapter 4).  Patterns in these 

interactions and the concomitant positioning acts associated with the interactions are 

explored in subsequent sections of this chapter. 
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Table 5.2. Summary of Observed Interactions Used to Build Cesar’s Case 

Location/ 

Type of 

Interaction 

Verbal 

Interactions 

Nonverbal 

Interactions 

Academic 

Interactions 

Social 

Interactions 

Total 

Interactions  

Mainstream 

Classroom 

115 31 36 110 146 

ESL 

Classroom 

78 3 31 50 81 

Informal 

School 

Spaces 

(hallway, 

cafeteria, 

playground) 

21 9 0 30 30 

 

Familial and Linguistic History 

 During his introductory interview (March 3, 2015) Cesar shared that he and his 

family had moved to the United States because of his father’s employer.  Cesar, 10 years 

old, came to the United States from Mexico half way through his third grade year of 

schooling.  His father, a law enforcement officer in Mexico, moved to the United States 

with his family as part of a temporary law enforcement exchange program with the 

Border Patrol.  Reportedly, the family returned to Mexico City frequently during school 

breaks to see their extended family (Introductory interview, March 3, 2015).  These 

regular trips to see family in Mexico became an opportunity for Cesar to maintain his 

Spanish as he only spoke Spanish with his extended family (Introductory interview, 

March 3, 2015).  Cesar shared that he greatly missed Mexico and hoped to return one 

day.   

 Reportedly, Cesar’s family viewed learning English as a means of navigating their 

new linguistic community; however, they still highly valued their linguistic, familial, and 

cultural connections to Mexico (Introductory interview, March 3, 2015).  Cesar’s father 
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spoke both English and Spanish, primarily because of his job as a Border Patrol Officer, 

while his mother came to the United States with very little previous exposure the English 

language (Introductory interview, March 3, 2015).  His mother took adult education 

courses during the week to learn more English and made a point of using only English 

when interacting with teachers and other school staff (Impromptu conversation, Mrs. 

Wilson, March 24, 2015).   Everyone in Cesar’s family clearly made an effort to learn 

English; however, they also valued and maintained their Spanish proficiency.  Cesar 

explained that his mother insisted that the family speak Spanish at home so that the 

children would not lose their Spanish proficiency; in Cesar’s words, “mom doesn't let us 

speak English because we could just forget Spanish and just start speaking English” 

(Introductory interview, March 3, 2015).   Reportedly, Cesar’s mother explained to the 

children that by learning multiple languages they could “be more smart” and she had 

arranged for the children to start learning French from a family friend (Introductory 

interview, March 3, 2015).  Possibly because of his mother’s emphasis on language 

learning, Cesar believed that being able to interact with and in multiple languages would 

enable him to find better employment in the future (Impromptu conversation, March 31, 

2015).  

 At home, the reportedly children followed a schedule of homework, chores, 

reading, and playing during the week (Introductory interview, March 3, 2015).  Cesar 

explained that they “have both English and Spanish books” in their home and his parents 

encouraged him to read both in order to maintain and improve his proficiency in both 

languages (Introductory interview, March 3, 2015).  Reportedly, the children only 

watched television in English and Cesar typically watched “cartoons my sister likes” 
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(Sociogram interview, May11, 2015).  However, his favorite activity was to play video 

games either at his house or at a friend’s house (Introductory interview, March 3, 2015).   

In summary, Cesar exhibited pride in his multilingual abilities.  Cesar’s family, 

particularly his mother, emphasized the value of learning English while still maintaining 

their Spanish proficiency.  Part of this could be attributed to their frequent visits to family 

in Mexico and his father’s temporary work status, which meant that eventually the family 

would be likely returning to Mexico.  While Cesar and his family appeared to embrace 

learning English in the United States, they also took part in multiple home practices to 

maintain their bilingualism.  At school, Cesar did express a wish that more of his friends 

spoke some Spanish because “it would be easier to talk,” but he clearly stated he “was 

fine” interacting in English (Impromptu conversation, April 14, 2015). 

Previous School Experience and Transition into Cordova Elementary 

Based on analyses of interview data, it appeared that previous positive schooling 

experiences and learning of the English language in Mexico benefited Cesar when he 

entered Cordova Elementary (Introductory interview, March 3, 2015).  Specifically, 

Cesar had already completed three and a half years of formal elementary schooling in 

Mexico when he entered Cordova, and he was reportedly a very successful student 

(Introductory interview, March 3, 2015).  He consistently tested at the top of his class in 

mathematics and was placed into an advanced math course in his third grade year before 

moving to the United States.  Moreover, his skill with Spanish orthography qualified him 

for an advanced class that prepared students for spelling bee-like competitions 

(Introductory interview, March 3, 2015).  These positive schooling experiences 

reportedly contributed to Cesar assertion that he “liked school” (Introductory interview, 
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March 3, 2015).  Moreover, in his primary school in Mexico, Cesar was taught some 

basic conversational English as part of the larger curriculum.  Cesar explained that in 

Mexico, “they used to teach us a little bit of English, like to say hello and days and nouns 

and those kind of stuff so, when I came here [Cordova], I knew a little bit of [English] 

words” (Introductory interview, March 3, 2015).   

When first entering Cordova Elementary, Cesar recalled being very nervous but 

after the first two weeks he reported, “I was just like normal” (Introductory interview, 

March 3, 2015).  Cesar reported that his classmates and teacher tried to be as welcoming 

as possible and he quickly started to feel comfortable in his new school.  After the first 

few weeks of school, Cesar reported feeling more comfortable speaking in English and 

now he said he “never gets nervous speaking in English” (Introductory interview, March 

3, 2015).  

One reportedly contributory factor for Cesar’s increased comfort in his new 

classroom was the presence of another Spanish speaking student and a helpful 

monolingual English-speaking student.  In Cesar’s words: 

Well, my friend, Edward [Spanish and English speaker], teach me how to speak 

more English and my friend David [monolingual English speaker] too, but he 

doesn't speak Spanish, he's not Mexican.  But he helped me too.  

(Introductory interview, March 3, 2015) 

Cesar explained that initially his third grade teacher asked Edward and David to help 

Cesar in class.  Specifically, she asked Edward, who was bilingual in English and 

Spanish, to help translate classwork for Cesar (Introductory interview, March 3, 2015).  

Reportedly, Edward became a key peer ally in Cesar’s third grade classroom, as he was 
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able to serve as translator and English teacher (Introductory interview, March 3, 2015).  

Another peer, David, was asked by Cesar’s teacher to help show Cesar what he needed to 

do at lunch and recess, but eventually David also started helping Cesar with learning 

English (Introductory interview, March 3, 2015).  By Cesar’s report, this relationship was 

strengthened when he and David found themselves in the same fourth grade classroom 

the following year (Introductory interview, March 3, 2015).  

 Taken together, Cesar’s interview data suggested that his transition into his 

monolingual English speaking school was eased by his previous English lessons and 

positive schooling experiences in Mexico, as well as his initial partnership with two 

peers, one of whom was able to serve as a peer translator. Without these schooling 

experiences and contacts, Cesar might not have transitioned as easily into his 

monolingual English classroom because none of the teachers he worked with on a daily 

basis spoke Spanish.  Moreover, Cesar was able to draw upon previous positive schooling 

experiences when he positioned himself as someone who enjoyed school and was 

successful in school.  This positive positioning may have contributed to his reportedly 

rapid transition into Cordova Elementary.  

Fourth Grade Mainstream Classroom Actors and Experiences 

 This section presents an analysis of fieldnotes, sociograms, interviews, impromptu 

conversations, and artifacts designed to explore Cesar’s mainstream classroom 

environment and the actors present within this academic and social milieu.  It begins with 

a description of Cesar’s classroom teacher, Mrs. Wilson, and her underlying experience 

and philosophy when working generally with English Learners and specifically with 

Cesar.  I then turn to explaining interactions that I observed between Cesar and his 
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mainstream teacher.  The section concludes by detailing Cesar’s interactions with peers 

in his mainstream classroom and the concomitant positioning moves evidenced in these 

interactions. 

Mainstream classroom teacher: Mrs. Wilson. 

 Cesar’s fourth grade teacher, Mrs. Wilson, reportedly built her classroom 

philosophy around ideals of mutual respect and self-regulated learning with multiple 

interactional opportunities for her students (Introductory interview, March 24, 2015).  At 

the time of this study, Mrs. Wilson had been teaching for 21 years, and she had 

experience as an 8th grade science teacher, fourth grade teacher, and an upper elementary 

math intervention specialist.  Reportedly, Mrs. Wilson’s core teaching philosophy was 

rooted in respect and care for her students, and supported by her belief that schooling 

could be likened to employment. In her words: 

Really just every child is capable and I really push them to their ability and try 

and stretch beyond. I enjoy the kids so I like to have fun with them, but they 

understand clear rules…you know they have their boundaries.  But really I think 

overall it's just I'm here to do my job, you're [students] here to do your job, and 

we're a family and sometimes we may not see eye to eye but we're always kind 

and respectful to each other. 

(Introductory interview, March 24, 2015) 

Here, Mrs. Wilson emphasized pushing her students academically and behaviorally.  She 

positioned her students as having a “job” to do, and stated that everyone in the classroom 

was responsible for learning while maintaining a family-like unit.  This reference to being 
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“a family” was her only allusion to her students’ larger needs beyond academics and 

school-based behavior goals (Introductory interview, March 24, 2015).   

During observations, it appeared that students were given a good deal of 

autonomy when completing their work, in line with Mrs. Wilson’s stated philosophy of 

encouraging her students to become self-regulated learners (Fieldnote, March 3, 24, & 

31, 2015; April 7, 14, 21, & 28, 2015; May 5, 12, & 19, 2015).  A typical lesson 

consisted of Mrs. Wilson passing out an assignment, usually some variation of a 

worksheet or workbook activity, explaining the directions and possibly doing some 

example problems, and then releasing the students to finish the task on their own 

(Fieldnote, March 24, & 31, 2015; April 7, 14, 21, & 28, 2015; May 5, 2015).  During the 

presentation of directions and possibly instruction, several students could be observed 

throughout the room already working on their assignment or verbally and nonverbally 

communicating with their peers (Fieldnote, March 24, & 31, 2015; April 7, 14, 21, & 28, 

2015; May 5, 2015).  Generally, Mrs. Wilson did not address these behaviors unless they 

became noticeably disruptive (Fieldnote, March 24, & 31, 2015; April 21, & 28, 2015; 

May 5, 2015).   

During observations of independent work time, there was typically a perceptible 

level of noise in the classroom that could vary from a muffled murmuring to a noticeable 

din (Fieldnote, March 24, & 31, 2015; April 7, 14, 21, & 28, 2015; May 5, 2015).  As 

students worked on completing their assignments, there were frequent informal and off 

topic interactions, both verbal and nonverbal instances of playing and visiting, and, to a 

lesser extent, academic interactions of students helping each other with questions on their 

assignments (Fieldnote, March 24, & 31, 2015; April 7, 14, 21, & 28, 2015; May 5, 
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2015).  Students would occasionally approach Mrs. Wilson at her desk to ask for help, 

which she readily supplied, sometimes working with a student for most of the 

independent practice time (Fieldnote, March 24, & 31, 2015; April 7, 14, & 28, 2015; 

May 5, 2015).  Occasionally, Mrs. Wilson would attempt to quiet the rising din by calling 

out individuals or groups of students by name and telling them to stop whatever behavior 

they were engaged in at the time (Fieldnote, March 24, & 31, 2015; April 21, & 28, 

2015).  Even more rarely, Mrs. Wilson would stop the class completely for a lecture 

about staying focused with references to losing recess time, a consequence that was never 

implemented (Fieldnote, May 5, 2015).  An analysis of the classroom norm of students’ 

interacting during their independent work time suggested that students had numerous 

opportunities for language development, particularly social language development. 

Overall, Mrs. Wilson seemed comfortable with her loquacious classroom 

environment but did state that this year’s group of students “was challenging” because 

many of the students had “lots of behaviors” that Mrs. Wilson found challenging to 

channel productively (Impromptu conversation, April 13, 2015). However, Mrs. Wilson 

stated that she felt it was important to arrange her students in groups (Introductory 

interview, March 24, 2015).  She intentionally placed her students in groups and allowed 

them to converse freely while they worked on assignments because she felt it encouraged 

their learning.  Specifically, she positioned her teaching as one possible resource for 

student learning but also felt that students should draw upon their peers’ knowledge as 

well. 

Every child learns differently and so it may not be exactly what I'm teaching, as 

long as they get to the right answer, whatever path they chose, as long as they can 
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reach the correct answer, I let the kids share their thoughts and their thinking with 

each other because maybe it will click, "Oh that makes sense" more than what 

Mrs. Wilson is teaching up there. 

(Introductory interview, March 24, 2015) 

During this interview, Mrs. Wilson specifically referred to the benefits of discussion 

during mathematics lessons, including the opportunity for students to explain their 

thinking as well as hear explanations of their peers’ thinking.  Additionally, this 

philosophy was noted in observations of her lessons as she allowed students to freely talk 

with one another while they were working (Fieldnote, March 24, & 31, 2015; April 7, 14, 

21, & 28, 2015; May 5, 2015).   

 In summary, an analysis of Mrs. Wilson’s stated teaching philosophy and 

observations of her classroom environment demonstrated that students had multiple 

opportunities to interact with their peers and, to some extent, with Mrs. Wilson herself.   

As has been noted, this discussion was not always academically related and tended to 

become more of a socializing opportunity.  

Working with English learners. 

 Over the 21 years of her teaching career, Mrs. Wilson recalled working with 

multiple English Learners in her mainstream classrooms (Introductory interview, March 

24, 2015).  In her words, “I’ve had kids learning English and really sometimes they come 

in speaking nothing, no English at all at first” (Introductory interview, March 24, 2015).  

Over her career, Mrs. Wilson reported developing a professional plan of action based on 

professional development she had taken part in, her experience working with English 

Learners, and her collaboration with the ESL teacher (Introductory interview, March 24, 
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2015).  Additionally, her own positioning of English Learners in her classroom and their 

unique pedagogical considerations influenced this plan of action (Introductory interview, 

March 24, 2015; Impromptu conversation, March 23, 2015; April 13, 2015; May 12, 

2015). 

The only professional development specifically addressing English Learners that 

Mrs. Wilson recalled was a mandatory SEI course that she completed as part of larger 

state teaching certification requirements (Introductory interview, March 24, 2015).  When 

asked if she found the SEI course helpful in preparing her to work with English Learners, 

Mrs. Wilson explained that she felt the courses overall were not very helpful other than 

giving her a few instructional strategies.  In her words: 

It's hard to prepare yourself for a student [English Learner] who comes in, I mean 

I guess in a round about way, they're [SEI course instructors] the ones that gave 

the ideas of using visual clues, and things like that…that's where I got that idea to 

show pictures and have visual clues.  But you know other than that, I think it's just 

like any other educational training. 

(Introductory interview, March 24, 2015) 

Here, Mrs. Wilson appeared to devalue her SEI coursework by stating that “it’s just like 

any other educational training” and that the only English Learner-specific strategy she 

learned was to use visuals and pictures in her lessons.  Ultimately, it seemed that she 

thought it was difficult if not improbable for teachers to prepare themselves to work with 

English Learners and preferred to learn from the practical experience of working with her 

students (Introductory interview, March 24, 2015).  This philosophy may have been a 

contributory factor in the lack of specific modifications for English Learners that were 
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noted during classroom observations (Fieldnote, March 3, 24, & 31, 2015; April 7, 14, 

21, & 28, 2015; May 5, 12, & 19, 2015).   

Despite this lack of observed modifications, Mrs. Wilson did return to the import 

of visuals when discussing specific planning moves and considerations that she made for 

her English Learners (Introductory interview, March 24, 2015; Impromptu conversation, 

April 7 & 20, 2015).  For her, visuals were not only the most important strategy that she 

gained during her SEI coursework, but also the primary strategy she stated she would use 

when working with English Learners in her classroom (Introductory interview, March 24, 

2015; Impromptu conversation, April 7 & 20, 2015).  However, Mrs. Wilson reported 

that visuals were only necessary with students at a specific English proficiency level.   

There are times, I will have pictures…a lot of visual cues for them [English 

Learners] in the beginning until I know that they fully understand what I am 

speaking about.  If they can show me that they are understanding what we're 

learning, then I will go forth with teaching them just as the typical child in the 

classroom but before a lot of visual cues. 

(Introductory interview, March 24, 2015) 

Again, Mrs. Wilson appeared to value visual cues and pictures as an effective strategy for 

modifying her whole class lessons for English Learners.  However, during observations, 

Mrs. Wilson did not use any visuals or pictures to enhance her instruction other than 

using a map to show students where different states were located as they prepared state 

reports (Fieldnote, March 3, 24, & 31, 2015; April 7, 14, 21, & 28, 2015; May 5, 12, & 

19, 2015). This lack of visuals may be due to Mrs. Wilson’s perception of Cesar’s 

English proficiency level and specifically his oral English proficiency.  She classified 
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Cesar as being proficient with speaking and listening, and, as previously stated, Mrs. 

Wilson felt that once she could “communicate” with the English Learners in her 

classroom, visuals became unnecessary (Introductory interview, March 24, 2015). 

Additionally, Mrs. Wilson’s reported teaching philosophy regarding English 

Learners may also have contributed to her pedagogical decisions in the classroom 

(Introductory interview, March 24, 2015; Impromptu conversation, March 23, 2015; 

April 13, 2015; May 12, 2015). When asked specifically about her philosophy when 

working with English Learners, Mrs. Wilson appeared to deemphasize the unique skills 

and needs that English Learners may present in the classroom by saying: 

I think that they're [English Learners] kids and they're just like my other students 

and every student has their own individual struggles and I'm just trying to reach 

every one of them. 

(Introductory interview, March 24, 2015) 

Here, Mrs. Wilson noted her belief that there was little inherent pedagogical difference 

between her English learning and native-English speaking students.  Her philosophy 

seemed to be rooted in the ideal that all students are different and come to class with 

individual needs; therefore, as their teacher she had to identify their needs and instruct 

accordingly in order to “reach every one of them” (Introductory interview, March 24, 

2015).  This stated philosophy was striking in that all of Mrs. Wilson’s observed 

instruction was whole group presentation style with no differentiation for any her 

students, including English Learners, students with diagnosed learning challenges, or 

students receiving extra academic support outside the classroom (Fieldnote, March 24, & 

31, 2015; April 7, 14, 21, & 28, 2015; May 5, 2015).  
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 When discussing the support she received from the ESL teacher, Mrs. Wilson 

expressed her esteem for the teacher and the program (Introductory interview, March 24, 

2015; Impromptu conversation, May 4, 2015).  Specifically, she described Mrs. 

Anderson’s willingness to collaborate in order to support her classroom instruction: 

I do have a lot of conversation with her [ESL teacher] about the kids that are in 

my class and say, “Hey this is what I'm seeing what are you seeing?"  Do you see 

the same thing?"  So we do have a lot of conversation, but I know that she is open 

and willing to help anybody and if there's extra things that we need for those 

students, she is there providing them for us.  

(Introductory interview, March 24, 2015) 

Mrs. Wilson particularly praised Mrs. Anderson for working effectively with the English 

Learners in her classroom.  She stated that there was an open line of communication 

between the two, and Mrs. Anderson was always willing to spend extra time with any of 

her English Learners to help them with missed classwork or in-class assessments 

(Introductory interview, March 24, 2015).  Overall, it appeared that Mrs. Wilson valued 

the ESL program at her school site and viewed the ESL teacher as a resource for herself 

and her linguistically diverse students.  

However, Mrs. Wilson was aware that some parents were not completely satisfied 

with the ESL program because they worried about their child missing instructional time 

in their mainstream classrooms (Introductory interview, March 24, 2015).  For example, 

Cesar routinely missed his math lesson to go to the ESL classroom.  While she could 

empathize with the parents, Mrs. Wilson still felt that the time away from the mainstream 

classroom was extremely valuable.  In her words: 
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You know sometimes it's frustrating to have your children pulled out of the 

classroom but I think the time that they're gone is meaningful to them [English 

Learners], and obviously they're learning a lot when they come back and are 

understanding a little bit more of what we're doing.   

(Introductory interview, March 24, 2015) 

In the end, Mrs. Wilson noted that the four days a week 40-minute pullout ESL classes 

were beneficial for her English Learners.  However, during interviews she placed much 

of the onus of responsibility for the instruction of her English Learners on herself, not the 

ESL teacher (Introductory interview, March 24, 2015; Impromptu conversation, May 4, 

2015), a finding contradictory to other studies (e.g., Yoon, 2008).  Despite this 

professional positioning, her strategies and philosophy typically manifested themselves as 

treating the instruction of the English Learners in her fourth grade classroom similarly to 

her monolingual English-speaking students, particularly when she felt that they could 

“fully understand” her primarily verbal instruction. 

Interactions between Cesar and Mrs. Wilson. 

Mrs. Wilson first met Cesar when he came to Cordova Elementary from Mexico 

in third grade.  Cesar was in Mrs. Wilson’s upper elementary math intervention class.  

Mrs. Wilson recalled Cesar looking like “a deer in headlights” when he first entered her 

classroom, but he quickly began to communicate with his peers and herself (Introductory 

interview, March 24, 2015).  Mrs. Wilson described the strengths she noticed and the 

challenges she negotiated when she first met Cesar.  In her words:  

When he [Cesar] came in, and he didn't speak any English at all, so I had a 

Spanish speaker sit next to him and he translated a lot of what was going on, and I 
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could tell that he understood math and that he was good at it, but just the 

directions and understanding what he was expected to do we couldn't 

communicate on that because I don't speak Spanish. 

(Introductory interview, March 24, 2015) 

Mrs. Wilson reported that she negotiated communication with Cesar when he first arrived 

through Edward, the same peer translator that his mainstream classroom teacher utilized 

(Introductory interview, March 24, 2015).  Later in the excerpt, she also referenced using 

some visuals but stated that since mathematics was already such a “visual subject”, 

coupled with her assessment of Cesar’s skill in mathematics, she did not feel the need to 

use supplemental visuals beyond what the rest of the students were already receiving 

(Introductory interview, March 24, 2015).  Again, this statement suggested that Mrs. 

Wilson tended to view the instruction of her emergent bilingual students as similar, if not 

the same as, her monolingual English-speaking students. 

When Mrs. Wilson returned to the fourth grade classroom the following year, she 

reported her own and Cesar’s pleasure at discovering he would again be in her classroom 

(Introductory interview, March 24, 2015).  As previously mentioned, observations of 

Mrs. Wilson’s instruction revealed a primarily teacher centered classroom with the 

teacher reading, explaining, or asking questions of the class from a chair in the front of 

the room with no observed modification for linguistically diverse students like Cesar 

(Fieldnote, March 24, & 31, 2015; April 7, 14, 21, & 28, 2015; May 5, 2015).  Visuals 

and the whiteboard were rarely used, and most of the explanations and presentations were 

verbal, which may be related to Mrs. Wilson’s stated strategy of only using visuals for 

English Learners until they are able to “understand what we’re learning” (Introductory 
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interview, March 24, 2015).  Moreover, vocabulary and spelling were primarily 

highlighted in the context of the daily vocabulary and spelling words that students were 

given as part of their homework, or occasionally discussed when the class was reading a 

passage whole group and a student asked a specific question (Fieldnote, March 24, & 31, 

2015; April 7, 14, 21, & 28, 2015; May 5, 2015).  Observational data demonstrated that 

Mrs. Wilson never utilized cognates or included languages other than English to help 

clarify academic content for her English Learners (Fieldnote, March 24, & 31, 2015; 

April 7, 14, 21, & 28, 2015; May 5, 2015).   

There were no observed modifications for Cesar in the classroom except in three 

instances when Cesar actually approached Mrs. Wilson with a question (Fieldnote, March 

24, 2015; April 7, 2015; May 5, 2015).  In these instances, Mrs. Wilson verbally 

rephrased the question, idea, or directions in an attempt to clarify the assignment for 

Cesar.  An analysis of these instances found that the focus of the interactions was focused 

on the completion of assignments and less about the actual content of a lesson.  Across 

these three instances, the onus of asking was placed firmly on Cesar. 

During instruction, Mrs. Wilson used a call and response means of questioning 

students.  Here she would call out a question and students would call out or raise their 

hands to answer (Fieldnote, March 24, & 31, 2015; April 7, 14, 21, & 28, 2015; May 5, 

2015).  Cesar was observed calling out answers 13 times and was often acknowledged by 

the teacher for giving the correct answer with praise (e.g., “exactly” or “correct”) or 

revoicing of Cesar’s answers (e.g., “Cesar said perseverance means ‘don’t give up’”) 

(Fieldnote, March 24, & 31, 2015; April 7, 14, 21, & 28, 2015; May 5, 2015).  Cesar was 

particularly active during spelling practice, as the teacher would ask the class to define 
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the week’s words (e.g., words with prefixes and suffixes or homophones) (Fieldnote, 

March 24, & 31, 2015; April 7, 14, 21, & 28, 2015; May 5, 2015).  During other lessons, 

particularly writing lessons, Cesar was observed to be less involved and rarely answered 

the teacher’s questions, preferring instead to nonverbally interact with his group mates, 

read a book, work on his classwork, or look at the teacher (Fieldnote, March 24, & 31, 

2015; April 7, 14, & 28, 2015).   Cesar’s active contribution to the whole class lessons 

and Mrs. Wilson’s positive and affirmative responses to Cesar’s contributions positioned 

Cesar as a knowledgeable member of the classroom community, particularly during 

spelling and vocabulary lessons.  

Over the year and a half that she had worked with him, Mrs. Wilson reported that 

she had seen Cesar’s confidence with English grow (Introductory interview, March 24, 

2015).  Specifically, she felt that he had no qualms or nervousness when speaking with 

any of his peers in class (Introductory interview, March 24, 2015).   It was notable that 

Cesar showed so much growth in a relatively un-modified academic environment with a 

classroom teacher who, by her own report, did not feel that Cesar engendered many 

additional pedagogical concerns beyond what she would offer any of her other students.   

Peer interactions in the mainstream classroom. 

 During his sociogram interview (May 11, 2015), Cesar expressed a preference for 

a “quiet” learning environment.  Reportedly, he felt that his current classroom was too 

noisy and stated that the noise level “sometimes hurt my ears” (Sociogram interview, 

May 11, 2015).  Moreover, Cesar expressed that he would rather work alone “because 

like some people are just like playing with pencils or sharpening pencils and not 

working” (Sociogram interview, May 11, 2015).  When asked, Cesar said that he only 
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really liked to go to the teacher for help (Sociogram interview, May 11, 2015).  In fact, he 

said that he never asked his peers for help but would “sometimes help other people” if 

they had questions (Sociogram interview, May 11, 2015). Despite his reported preference 

for a quiet and focused environment, Cesar did not often shy away from interactions with 

his peers and frequently initiated verbal and nonverbal interactions with his classmates 

(Fieldnote, March 3, 24, & 31, 2015; April 7, 14, 21, & 28, 2015; May 5, 12, & 19, 

2015). 

 In the mainstream classroom, Cesar was rarely observed discussing academic 

content unless the teacher intentionally placed the students in groups to work on a 

specific task (Fieldnote, March 3, 24, & 31, 2015; April 7, 13, 14, & 21, 2015).  Rather, 

Cesar appeared to enjoy socializing with his friends about common interests (e.g., toys or 

classroom supplies) and shared events (e.g., football games or birthday parties) 

(Fieldnote, March 3, 24, & 31, 2015; April 7, 14, 21, & 28, 2015; May 5, 12, & 19, 

2015).  In total, Cesar was observed participating in 146 verbal and nonverbal 

interactions (Fieldnote, March 3, 24, & 31, 2015; April 7, 14, 21, & 28, 2015; May 5, 12, 

& 19, 2015).  The majority of these interactions took place with his peers, specifically 

between himself and a core group of 5 friends, or with the peers at his table group.  

Cesar’s classroom was set up in groups, and he sat at a long table of desks in the 

center of the classroom with 7 other students (see diagram 5.1 & 5.2).  During his 

sociogram interview (May 11, 2015), Cesar did not identify any of his group mates as 

close friends, but Cesar was frequently observed verbally and nonverbally interacting 

with his group mates, particularly two that sat very close to him (Fieldnote, March 3, 24, 

& 31, 2015; April 7, 14, 21, & 28, 2015; May 5, 12, & 19, 2015).  Most of these 
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interactions were during transitions and times when the class was assigned independent 

work.  An analysis of collected fieldnotes showed that Cesar initiated a majority of these 

social interactions (Fieldnote, March 3, 24, & 31, 2015; April 7, 14, 21, & 28, 2015; May 

5, 12, & 19, 2015).  These interactions typically involved joking, discussing various 

objects, making silly faces, and generally talking about topics of interest both in and out 

of school.  The teacher rarely reprimanded Cesar for his social interactions, even when 

Cesar initiated some very visible behaviors to get the attention of his peers, e.g., 

somersaulting in the classroom and proclaiming he was a ninja or belly crawling across 

the floor to talk with a friend about an incident at lunch (Fieldnote, April 14, 2015 & May 

5, 2015).  Based on analyses of classroom observations, Cesar’s interactive initiative 

coupled with a lack of teacher reprimands resulted in Cesar having frequent access to 

social interactions with his peers (Fieldnote, March 3, 24, & 31, 2015; April 7, 14, 21, & 

28, 2015; May 5, 12, & 19, 2015).  
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Diagram 5.1. First Observed Seating Arrangement and Interactional Patterns for Cesar 

 

Note. The number under each of the pseudonyms represents the total number of verbal 
and/or nonverbal interactions observed taking place between Cesar and peer or teacher.  
Sociogram totals represent interactions observed over the 2 weeks of sociogram 
observations with this seating arrangement. 
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Diagram 5.2. Second Observed Seating Arrangement and Interactional Patterns for Cesar 

 

Note. The number under each of the pseudonyms represents the total number of verbal 
and/or nonverbal interactions observed taking place between Cesar and peer or teacher.  
Sociogram totals represent interactions observed over the 2 weeks of sociogram 
observations with this seating arrangement. 
 

Based on a quantitative analysis of sociogram data, Cesar interacted most with 

Julia, Kendra, and David (see diagrams 5.1 & 5.2).  During his interviews, Cesar 

identified David as his “best friend,” while saying that he interacted with Kendra and 

Julia because they sat near him (Impromptu conversation, May 19, 2015; Sociogram 
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interview, May 11, 2015).  Among his peers, Cesar was rarely censored for initiating 

social interactions during work or transition times allowing him frequent access to 

informal language development opportunities (Fieldnote, March 3, 24, & 31, 2015; April 

7, 14, 21, & 28, 2015; May 5, 12, & 19, 2015).  The one observed exception was Cesar’s 

self-identified best friend, David (Fieldnote, March 31, 2015; April 7, 14, & 28, 2015). 

David, a monolingual English speaker, was actually the same student from 

Cesar’s third grade classroom who was asked by Cesar’s third grade teacher to help Cesar 

transition into Cordova Elementary (Introductory interview, March 3, 2015).  Over the 

course of observations in Cesar and David’s fourth grade classroom, it appeared that 

David was particularly attuned to Cesar’s verbal and nonverbal interactions, and Cesar 

was equally attuned to David’s actions (Fieldnote, March 24 & 31, 2015; April 7, 14, 21, 

& 28, 2015).  For example, during whole class instruction, David would frequently call 

out answers and Cesar would verbally mimic David’s answers on a regular basis, 

something Cesar did not do with any other peer (Fieldnote, March 24, 2015; April 7 & 

21, 2015).  During observed classroom interactions, there were times when David would 

noticeably interrupt Cesar and change the topic of conversation from what Cesar was 

saying, an interactional positioning move that Cesar was never observed using on David 

(Fieldnote, March 24 & 31, 2015; April 7, 14, & 28, 2015).  Additionally, David was 

observed telling Cesar to be quiet or to stop talking, and on several occasions tattling on 

Cesar to the teacher for his talking, actions that David was not observed engaging in with 

any other student (Fieldnote, March 31, 2015; April 7, 14, & 28, 2015).  For his part, 

Cesar seemed unperturbed by David’s interruptions and directives that ultimately limited 

Cesar’s participation during classroom interactions.   
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While most of the class time was occupied with whole class instruction or 

independent work, there were a few specific times when students worked with partners, 

specifically during math time (Fieldnote, March 3, 24, & 31, 2015; April 7, 13, 14, & 21, 

2015).  Analyses of these interactions suggested that these teacher-mandated peer 

interactions were rife with interactional and reflexive positioning acts for Cesar.  For 

example, on an almost daily basis the class would complete the daily math skills 

assessment, a timed test where students worked with a partner or in a triad to complete a 

set of addition, subtraction, multiplication, or division problems (Fieldnote, March 3, 24, 

& 31, 2015; April 7, 13, 14, & 21, 2015).  As previously explained, students took turns as 

the coach and player where the coach was responsible for reading the problems and the 

player was responsible for explaining their thinking aloud and recording their answers.  

During observations, Cesar worked with three different partners and in two different 

triads based on the availability of partners and the seating arrangement at the time 

(Fieldnote, March 3, 24, & 31, 2015; April 7, 13, 14, & 21, 2015).  Cesar’s monolingual 

English-speaking partners would often ignore his attempts to read the problems as a 

coach and work ahead, while in a triad he was not actually allowed to ever be the coach 

with the other two members refusing to let him read the problems aloud and taking the 

role for themselves (Fieldnote, March 3 & 24, 2015; April 7, 13, 14, & 21, 2015).   

Following the daily math skills assessment, students were observed completing 

another activity that required them to work together.  This activity was a math tile activity 

where students would use sets of numbered tiles 0 though 9 to build numbers based on 

the teacher’s verbal directions (e.g., “make the smallest 9 digit even number possible”) 

(Fieldnote, March 3, 24, & 31, 2015; April 7, 13, 14, & 21, 2015).  During this teacher- 
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assigned math activity, Cesar was excluded from participating by his partner(s) on five 

occasions (Fieldnote, March 24 & 31, 2015; April 7, 14, & 21, 2015).  In one illustrative 

incident, Cesar’s triad physically and verbally excluded Cesar from their conversation 

(Fieldnote, April 14, 2015).  As the group began to discuss how to build their number, 

Cesar repeatedly attempted to interject his own thinking about how they could decide if 

they had made the smallest number or not.  However, his partners, Bridget and Wayne, 

ignored his contributions and eventually physically took the math tiles away from Cesar.  

In response, Cesar took a small flag out of his desk and started playing with it.  Cesar 

attempted to initiate a social conversation with Bridget and Wayne by showing them his 

flag and claiming, “it’s magic”, but he was again rebuffed when Wayne said, “That’s not 

magic, I’ve seen real magic” (Fieldnote, April 14, 2015).  After this final rebuff Cesar 

took out a book and read for the remainder of the activity (Fieldnote, April 14, 2015).  

Despite his repeated attempts at engaging with his partners, both academically and 

socially, Cesar experienced verbal rebuffs and physical exclusion from his peers during 

the very math activities where the teacher expected students to collaborate and discuss. 

In summary, Cesar’s access to frequent social interactions was evident during 

observations.  Despite his expressed preference for a quiet classroom, Cesar appeared to 

enjoy interacting with his peers, as evidenced by the fact that he initiated most of his 

interactions.   However his observed access to social interactions with his peers did not 

necessarily translate to open access to academic interactions.  In fact, Cesar was observed 

being ignored, dismissed, and physically excluded from academic interactions during 

partner and small group academic work.  This contrast between Cesar’s access to social 

conversations and academic interactions was striking, and highlighted an underlying 



 148

interactional positioning move by some of Cesar’s peers.  In effect, Cesar’s classroom 

interlocutors appeared to position Cesar as a welcome source of social interaction, but did 

not appear to value his potential contributions during academically focused discussions. 

The ESL Classroom 

As with the previous case study participant, Anja, I wondered if Cesar’s 

mainstream classroom interactional patterns would also be observed in his ESL 

classroom.  Therefore, I observed Cesar’s fourth grade ESL classroom on six occasions 

(Fieldnote, March 25, 2015; April 1, 27, & 29, 2015; May 6 & 13, 2015), as well as 

interviewed (March 2, 2015) Mrs. Anderson, the school ESL teacher.  In the following, I 

explain Cesar’s relationship and experiences with his ESL teacher, Mrs. Anderson.  Then, 

I provide a description of Cesar’s participation in his ESL classroom through his 

interactions with his peers and Mrs. Anderson to better understand Cesar’s unique 

positioning in the ESL classroom. 

Cesar and the ESL classroom. 

 Cesar reported that he enjoyed going to the ESL classroom because, “we do fun 

things there and sometime she [Mrs. Anderson] lets us play on the iPad”(Impromptu 

conversation, May 4, 2015); however, his enjoyment was tempered by concerns about 

missing instruction in his mainstream classroom as well as the perceived benefits of the 

ESL pullout instruction (Introductory interview, March 3, 2015).  During his introductory 

interview, Cesar explained that he felt Mrs. Anderson was most helpful with his writing, 

but he did not really need her help with speaking, listening or reading.  For her part, Mrs. 

Anderson explained that Cesar’s English skills had grown quickly in the last year and a 

half.  In her words: 



 149

He's [Cesar’s] come a long way because he did not speak much [English] at all 

when he first got here. 

(Introductory interview, March 2, 2015) 

Mrs. Anderson later attributed part of Cesar’s linguistic progress to his parents’ influence 

and the fact that Cesar saw his mother working so hard to learn English in her own ESL 

classes (Introductory interview, March 2, 2015).   When his English proficiency was first 

tested upon enrollment in school, Cesar was placed at an emergent level, but Mrs. 

Anderson explained that she had no doubt he would advance at least to the intermediate 

level if not test out of the program completely at the end of the year (Introductory 

interview, March 2, 2015).  Indeed, her prediction was realized when Cesar did in fact 

test as proficient at the end of year  (Impromptu conversation, May 18, 2015).  Mrs. 

Anderson further explained that she was not “worried” about the suspension of ESL 

services for Cesar in fifth grade because he “seemed to pick up [English]” in the short 

time she had worked with him (Impromptu conversation, May 18, 2015).  This positive 

assessment of Cesar’s English proficiency may have positively shaped Mrs. Anderson’s 

overall conceptions of Cesar’s language abilities. 

Despite enjoying the ESL classroom, Cesar did express that he sometimes wished 

he did not have to go to his ESL group (Introductory interview, March 3, 2015; 

Impromptu conversation, April 27, 2015).  Specifically, he did not want to leave his 

mainstream classroom because mathematics was taught during the time that Cesar had to 

leave (Introductory interview, March 3, 2015; Impromptu conversation, April 27, 2015).  

Cesar explained that he did not particularly enjoy the inconvenience of missing the day’s 

math lesson: 



 150

When we go to Mrs. Anderson, we miss some things in math, and when we get 

back we don't know what to do, so I have to ask her [Mrs. Wilson], "How do you 

do this?" or "What's this?" 

(Introductory interview, March 3, 2015) 

Instead of leaving during math time, Cesar explained he would prefer to go to ESL during 

social studies or science because “I don’t like them” (Impromptu conversation, April 27, 

2015).  This suggested that for Cesar in the hierarchy of content areas, mathematics 

ranked higher than his ESL classwork, which may be related to Cesar’s previously 

reported skill and enjoyment of mathematics as well as his reported view that in the ESL 

classroom they mostly did “fun things” (Impromptu conversation, May 4, 2015; 

Introductory interview, March 3, 2015).   

On a more general note, Cesar explained why he did not always want to leave the 

classroom for ESL group (Introductory interview, March 3, 2015).  Specifically, he 

preferred to remain in his mainstream classroom for the entire day because he felt he 

missed social interactions as well instruction, in his words: 

I kind of like to stay more in class [mainstream].  Sometimes it's fun in the class, 

Mrs. Wilson’s laughing and the kids too, like they're doing some fun work and I 

miss it. 

(Introductory interview, March 3, 2015) 

Despite his reported enjoyment of his ESL classroom, Cesar expressed that he did not 

like missing anything, academic or social, in his mainstream classroom and would prefer 

to stay with his mainstream teacher and peers for the entire day. This may not have been 

the case if Cesar felt that he was receiving more linguistic and academic benefits out of 
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his time in the ESL classroom, rather than viewing the ESL classroom as a place to play 

games or play on the iPad.  This was further supported by Cesar’s assertion that he felt he 

only really needed help with writing in English and did not need Mrs. Anderson’s support 

in other areas, e.g., speaking or vocabulary (Introductory interview, March 3, 2015).  For 

her part, Mrs. Anderson agreed that Cesar was a very confident and competent English 

Learner who likely would not require pullout ESL instruction in the near future.  

 In summary, analyses of interviews with Cesar and Mrs. Anderson suggested that 

in a relatively short period of time, a year and a half to be exact, Cesar had progressed 

from an emergent level of English proficiency to being categorized as English proficient.  

Mrs. Anderson credited Cesar’s parents for his rapid linguistic progress, as well as 

Cesar’s own linguistic capabilities.  For his part, Cesar reported that he enjoyed the ESL 

classroom, but also appeared to question the continued benefit of being pulled from his 

mainstream classroom.  Specifically, Cesar reported that he felt he was missing important 

academic instruction and social interactional opportunities.  This concern raises questions 

about the utility and conceptions of the SEI program as implemented in schools like 

Cordova Elementary, particularly from the perspectives of the linguistically diverse 

students that they are designed to serve.  

Interactions in the ESL classroom. 

 Within his ESL group consisting of Mrs. Anderson, Alejandra, and Anja, Cesar 

was observed contributing 81 verbal and nonverbal interactional moments to the group 

(Fieldnote, March 25, 2015; April 1, 27 & 29, 2015; May 6 & 13, 2015).  During lessons, 

Cesar was typically one of the first students to volunteer an answer to Mrs. Anderson’s 

questions and frequently contributed social topics to the group’s conversation (Fieldnote, 
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March 25, 2015; April 1, 27 & 29, 2015; May 6 & 13, 2015).  Despite his readiness to 

contribute to the group, Mrs. Anderson did not always readily accept Cesar’s answers 

during observations (Fieldnote, March 25, 2015; April 27, 2015; May 6 & 13, 2015).  In 

fact, she was observed using a questioning strategy, which appeared to lead Cesar to an 

answer that she was looking for, a move that placed Mrs. Anderson as the holder of 

knowledge and Cesar as having to ascertain what the supposedly correct answer was 

(Fieldnote, March 25, 2015; April 27, 2015; May 6, 2015).  In the following illustrative 

excerpt, the group was working on a worksheet that gave students real world problems 

and asked them to write a solution to the problem based on their own experiences 

(Fieldnote, April 27, 2015).  In theory, the structure of this worksheet could be seen as a 

means of leveraging students’ home and school experiences to practice their writing; 

however, in practice the students’ home and school knowledge was not affirmed:  

Mrs. Anderson: You forgot your lunch at home. (Reading problem 1) 

Cesar: Be more responsible 

Mrs. Anderson: But what are you going to do today to solve the problem? 

Cesar: Call my mom and say, "Sorry Mom but I forgot my lunch, can you bring 

it?" 

Mrs. Anderson: But what if you don't have anyone at home to call. 

Cesar: Buy lunch from cafeteria? 

Mrs. Anderson: Right. 

(Cesar writes down ‘buy lunch from cafeteria’) 

(Fieldnote, April 27, 2015) 
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This may appear to be a minor correction on the part of the teacher; however, the answer 

Cesar wrote down did not align with his own experiential knowledge.  In Cesar’s case, he 

was never observed buying his lunch and brought lunch to school everyday (Fieldnote, 

March 3, 24, & 31, 2015; April 7, 14, 21, & 28, 2015; May 5, 12, & 19, 2015). 

Additionally, Cesar’s mother did not work and he reported that she was “always home” 

(Impromptu conversation, April 13, 2015).  While this may have been an over-

exaggeration on Cesar’s part, it is understandable that he would call his mother if he did 

actually forget his lunch.  The worksheet included several other problem-based situations, 

and Mrs. Anderson actually intervened in half, 3 total, of Cesar’s answers and made him 

change what he had written (Fieldnote, April 27, 2015).  Mrs. Anderson eventually told 

Cesar that his answers “were funny but aren’t what I’m looking for, you need to fix 

them” (Fieldnote, April 27, 2015).  This positioning of Cesar’s academic answering as 

funny was observed on other occasions when Mrs. Anderson who would laugh at some of 

his contributions but did not deem them appropriate to be counted as actual answers 

(Fieldnote, March 25, 2015; April 27, 2015; May 6, 2015).    

 While Mrs. Anderson may not have validated Cesar’s attempts at more informal, 

social conversation during ESL time, his peers took his contributions seriously and 

allowed Cesar to introduce new topics of conversation (Fieldnote, March 25, 2015; April 

27 & 29, 2015; May 6, 2015).  For example, Anja would ask for clarifications about what 

Cesar had said, as was the case with Cesar’s question ‘do you think a bush or a person 

weighs more’ when Anja responded ‘what kind of bush” before Mrs. Anderson redirected 

the students’ attention back to the reading passage (Fieldnote, May 6, 2015).  

Additionally, Cesar’s classmate, Alejandra, was observed adding her own experiences to 
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what Cesar had already said, and many times these experiences related to the Spanish 

language (Fieldnote, March 25, 2015; April 27 & 29, 2015; May 6, 2015).  While reading 

a passage about food, Anja asked what a cucumber was, and Mrs. Anderson showed her a 

picture of a cucumber on her iPad (Fieldnote, May 6, 2015).  Cesar joined the 

conversation with: 

 Cesar: Oh, yum.  I love those with limone y Tajine. 

 Mrs. Anderson: Tajine, what’s that? 

 Cesar: You know… (Mimes shaking some Tajine from a bottle onto his hand). 

 Alejandra: [Looking at Cesar] Oh, I forget how to say cucumber in Spanish, what  

is it, what is it?  

 (Fieldnote, May 6, 2015) 

This exchange continued for another two minutes with Cesar attempting to describe 

Tajine to Mrs. Anderson and Alejandra unsuccessfully asking Cesar to tell her the 

Spanish word for cucumber.  Cesar did not actually answer Alejandra, and Mrs. 

Anderson moved the group on to another topic (Fieldnote, March 25, 2015; May 6, 

2015).  During these interactions, Cesar’s teacher and group mates positioned Cesar as 

knowledgeable Spanish speaker in the group with Alejandra often asking him how to say 

words in Spanish.  Moreover, Mrs. Anderson was observed directing Spanish vocabulary 

and Mexican cultural questions to Cesar.  For example, when discussing the upcoming 

Cinco de Mayo holiday, Mrs. Anderson specifically asked Cesar what his family did to 

celebrate even though Cesar stated that he had never heard of the holiday (Fieldnote, 

April 29, 2015).  
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 Despite Alejandra’s requests for Spanish translations from Cesar, the two were 

observed frequently taunting each other, which contributed to less than amicable 

interactional positioning moves.  For example, while working on a vocabulary worksheet, 

Mrs. Anderson asked Cesar what the word ‘value’ meant and gave him three choices 

from a list including: “meaning, worth, and purpose” (Fieldnote, May 6, 2015).  Cesar 

took a moment and then answered “meaning” to which Mrs. Anderson told him he was 

“wrong” (Fieldnote, May 6, 2015).  Alejandra immediately started dancing, pointing, and 

saying, “You got it wrong” (Fieldnote, May 6, 2015).  At other times, Alejandra would 

interject comments to Cesar along the lines of “that’s so easy” or “you don’t know that” 

(Fieldnote, March 25, 2015 & April 27, 2015).  It is important to note that this was not a 

unidirectional taunting and Cesar would often return equally negative comments to 

Alejandra.  To be sure, the taunting did play a role in their positioning of each other both 

inside and outside of the ESL classroom.  Specifically, despite Cesar and Alejandra’s 

shared home language and extended contact in their ESL and mainstream classrooms, 

Cesar and Alejandra were not often observed interacting.  When they did interact, the two 

would engage in mutual teasing and taunting.  In other words, Cesar and Alejandra could 

have served as linguistic resources; however, they interactionally positioned each other as 

antagonists rather than allies. 

 In summary, Cesar’s enjoyment of the ESL classroom was tempered by his desire 

to be in his mainstream classroom more and possibly by the fact that he did not fully see 

the linguistic benefit of continuing with pullout language instruction.  Additionally, his 

contributions and answers during ESL class time were ignored or devalued by Mrs. 

Anderson, who appeared to want Cesar to provide more serious answers that aligned with 
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her understandings of the assignments.  However, Cesar was clearly an active contributor 

to the overall group dynamic, and his peers often engaged in social interactions that Cesar 

initiated.  This access to social interactions and limitation from academic interactions in 

his ESL classroom mirrored Cesar’s interactional positioning in his mainstream 

classroom. 

Interactions in Informal School Spaces 

 In the following section, I explore Cesar’s interactions in Cordova’s playground, 

cafeteria, and hallways.   Moreover, I describe how these interactions changed over the 

course of observations.  Data from this section was primarily drawn from Cesar’s 

introductory and sociogram interviews, as well as fieldnotes describing Cesar’s 

interactions in informal school spaces. 

Interactions at recess. 

 During his sociogram interview (May 11, 2015), Cesar identified five close 

classroom friends: David, Francisco, Janey, Kaleb, and Bridget.  He stated that the group 

had “been friends since the first day of school” because they played football together 

during recess (Sociogram interview, May 11, 2015).   For Cesar, social and classroom 

based interactions were centered on this group of friends and the six were almost always 

in a group (Fieldnote, March 3, 24, & 31, 2015; April 7, 14, 21, & 28, 2015).  

Every morning and lunch recess, Cesar, along with his five friends, could be 

found playing an informal game of touch football (Fieldnote, March 25, 2015; April 1, 27 

& 29, 2015).  During these games, most of the conversations centered on the action of the 

game with frequent shouts of “I’m open” or “Over here”, as well as congratulations or 

recriminations if a player, Cesar included, felt ignored (Fieldnote, March 25, 2015; April 
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1, 27 & 29, 2015).  While Cesar was not the most active or vocal member of the game, he 

was often passed the ball or made running plays (Fieldnote, March 25, 2015; April 1, 27 

& 29, 2015).  Between plays, the players would walk and talk, mostly about the snacks 

that they were eating or some event in the ongoing game (Fieldnote, March 23, 2015; 

April 13 & 27, 2015).   

Interactions in the cafeteria. 

 At lunch, Cesar sat with the same group of five classmates with a few extra peers 

that changed on a daily basis (Fieldnote, March 25, 2015; April 1, 27 & 29, 2015).  The 

lunchroom required the entire class to sit on one side of the lunch table, and students 

routinely leaned across each other to talk to friends.  Conversations centered on playing 

football, plans for the next game, lunches, and outside interests like Nascar.  Based on 

observations, this was a relatively boisterous group of peers and there was frequent good-

natured jockeying for speaking rights within the group (Fieldnote, March 25, 2015; April 

1, 27 & 29, 2015).  David, Kaleb, Francisco, and Janey were observed to be the most 

talkative interlocutors in the group, a pattern that was also seen in the classroom.  Cesar 

occupied more of a listening, laughing, and agreeing role (Fieldnote, March 25, 2015; 

April 1, 27 & 29, 2015).  For example, Cesar was frequently observed laughing at others’ 

comments or saying in agreement, “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” or “That’s so cool” (Fieldnote, 

March 25, 2015; April 27, 2015).  

During four extended contributions from Cesar, David was observed interrupting 

Cesar to change the topic or insert his own opinion, a positioning move that was also 

observed in the mainstream classroom (Fieldnote, March 25, 2015; April 1, 29, 2015).  

For example, during one interaction when the students were discussing a recent boxing 
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match, Cesar initiated a conversation about how much money the winner of the fight had 

made and what he would love to do if he had “that money” (Fieldnote, April 29, 2015).  

Despite Janey starting to take up on this conversational direction, David, a monolingual 

English-speaker, interrupted Cesar to redirect the conversation back to a discussion of 

some of the major punches of the fight.  Cesar did not look particularly upset about this 

change in direction, but he sat back from the group and spent the rest of the conversation 

listening without interjecting another comment or other nonverbal action (Fieldnote, 

April 29, 2015). 

 Cesar reported arguing with all of his friends at one point or another because they 

would try to tell him what to do or would not listen to him (Introductory interview, 

March 1, 2015).  Reportedly, these arguments typically ended quickly (Introductory 

interview, March 1, 2015), except near the end of the year (Fieldnote, May 5, 2015).  

Mrs. Wilson shared that Francisco, Janey, and David were telling Cesar to be quiet 

during a football game at recess, and he attempted to tell them to stop, but they did not 

heed his request (Impromptu conversation, May 5, 2015).  In the end, Cesar threatened 

his peers with physical violence if they did not stop, which resulted in harsh 

consequences at home and at school (Impromptu conversation, May 5, 2015).  After this 

interaction, Cesar stopped playing football and eating lunch with the group and became 

noticeably less engaged with the group during class time (Fieldnote, May 5, 12, & 19, 

2015).   

 One of Mrs. Wilson’s main concerns about English Learners in general and Cesar 

in particular was what she termed the “appropriateness” of their actions and interactions 

with peers (Impromptu conversation, May 11, 2015).  She used the aforementioned 
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incident to illustrate what she felt were social challenges that English Learners faced 

when interacting with their monolingual-English speaking peers (Impromptu 

conversation, May 11, 2015).  Mrs. Wilson, felt that since English Learners came from a 

different culture and were not fully English proficient, they did not fully understand how 

to appropriately handle challenging peer situations.  In her words: 

I think some of the issues that I have seen really this year, is that sometimes 

socially the appropriateness of some of their [English Learners’] actions I think 

has been a struggle for those kids [English Learners]…sometimes they don't know 

how to express their feelings in words so their actions sometimes come across, not 

the appropriate way that most of your English speaking kids would have handled 

the same situation, so I think that that's been kind of a challenge … but I really do 

think that some of the struggles are just looking at having them fit into the actual 

culture of where we are. 

(Impromptu conversation, May 11, 2015) 

This excerpt was referring to Cesar’s recent incident with his peers during the football 

game, and subsequent isolation from the group during lunch and recess.  Mrs. Wilson 

expressed surprise over Cesar’s actions because he was a “good kid,” but at the same 

time pointed to a culturally deficit-based reason for his actions.  She appeared to espouse 

that Cesar did not know how to appropriately express his frustration over his peers’ 

teasing and, therefore, he reacted with an inappropriate threat.  Additionally, she 

expressed her feelings that a monolingual English-speaking child from the United States 

would not have reacted in the same way.   
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Interactions in the hallways. 

 In the hallways, Cesar’s class walked in a single file line but students were 

allowed to stand near whomever they wanted (Fieldnote, March 3, 24, & 31, 2015; April 

7, 14, 21, & 28, 2015; May 5, 12, & 19, 2015).  Cesar typically lined up next to David 

and the two would carry on quiet verbal and nonverbal interactions as they walked to 

different spaces in the school (Fieldnote, March 3, 24, & 31, 2015; April 7, 14, 21, & 28, 

2015). After, the previously mentioned incident on the football field when Cesar no 

longer was observed interacting with David, he was noticeably quieter in the hallways 

and did not line up near any of his previously identified friends (Fieldnote, May 5, 12, 19, 

2015).  Moreover, he was observed on seven occasions shushing nearby classmates and 

telling them to “be quiet in the hall” (Fieldnote, May 5, 12, 19, 2015).  This suggested 

that Cesar’s reflexive positioning in the hallway had changed as he was attempting to 

demonstrate his quietness in informal school spaces. 

 Overall, Cesar was an active contributor with his core group of friends in the 

playground, cafeteria, and hallways, mostly with revoicing and reinforcing comments.  

While not the most vocal, Cesar did regularly engage in verbal and nonverbal interactions 

that were mostly accepted and enhanced by peer contributions.  However, with David in 

particular, there were several interactions where Cesar’s contributions were set aside in 

favor of other conversational directions.  At the end of the year when Cesar threatened his 

friends, Mrs. Wilson suggested an explanatory frame for his negative and reactive 

behavior, a frame that included his home culture, lack of English proficiency, and his 

unfamiliarity with interactional norms in the United States.   
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Cesar: A Case of Social Interactional Access and Linguistic Confidence 

 Cesar actively engaged in numerous social interactions and, to a lesser extent, 

academic conversations during observations.  He reported being very comfortable 

speaking in English with his teachers and peers, both in small groups and in front of the 

entire class.  There were several factors contributing to Cesar’s frequent access to social 

interactions and his notably limited access to academic conversations, including: (1) his 

own reflexive positioning; (2) his peers’ and teachers’ interactional positioning; and (3) 

classroom conversational norms. 

Cesar’s Reflexive Positioning 

 Cesar’s entry into Cordova Elementary was originally trepidatious, but he 

reported that he soon felt comfortable in his new school.  Several factors contributed to 

Cesar’s reduced anxiety, including: (1) previous positive schooling experiences in 

Mexico; (2) a peer translator and informant; and (3) previous English lessons.  

Specifically, Cesar reported enjoying his school in Mexico and identified several content 

areas, i.e., mathematics and spelling, where he felt he had excelled.  While there were 

areas that Cesar felt he struggled with, i.e., science and grammar, his overall attitude 

toward school was positive.  This confidence and enjoyment of school appeared to serve 

Cesar well as he entered Cordova Elementary and resulted in him reflexively positioning 

himself as a capable student in most schooling environments. 

 When he entered Cordova, Cesar was immediately partnered with a bilingual 

peer, Edward, in his third grade classroom who reportedly helped Cesar learn English 

while also translating academic work and instruction.  This academic translation helped 

Cesar continue to feel confident in his monolingual English-speaking third grade 
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classroom even while being a predominantly Spanish speaker.  By having access to a 

knowledgeable bilingual peer, Cesar was able to access social and academic interactions, 

thereby maintaining his sense of confidence.  Additionally, Cesar quickly established a 

friendship with a monolingual English-speaking student, David, in his third grade 

classroom that became his ‘best friend’ in his fourth grade classroom.  This friendship 

with a monolingual English-speaking peer gave Cesar access to more English-based 

conversations; thereby, increasing his language proficiency and overall linguistic 

confidence. 

 Another important factor in Cesar’s transition was the daily English language 

class Cesar took while in Mexico.  While the specific content of this class was not 

evident, it was clear that Cesar quickly used the English he had already learned in Mexico 

with his monolingual English-speaking peers and teachers in the United States.  This 

advanced English learning was valued as a resource by Cesar as he reported feeling 

comfortable entering Cordova because he already “knew some English.”  While Cesar 

repeatedly expressed a preference for speaking English at school, he also valued his 

Spanish as well.  Spanish was emphasized by his mother as a means of connecting not 

only to his family, but also a means of maintaining a larger connection to Mexico, where 

he hoped to return one day in the future.  Cesar viewed his multilingual abilities as 

beneficial and important because he felt it would help him find more gainful employment 

and maintain his multinational roots.  Taken together, Cesar’s reflexive positioning 

reflected a confidence not only in his academic abilities but also his multilingual abilities.  

This reflexive positioning, along with the support of a few key peers, helped to reinforce 
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Cesar’s confidence in the classroom and allowed him to be an active contributor to 

interactions.   

Peer and Teacher Interactional Positioning of Cesar 

 Overall, Cesar was an active contributor to social conversations with his peers but 

he experienced a limited role as an academic interlocutor.  Additionally, Cesar’s teachers 

variably positioned his interactions and interactional rights. 

 Peers’ interactional positioning. 

Overall, Cesar appeared to have open access to social interactions in the 

mainstream and ESL classrooms.  In his fourth grade classroom, Cesar clearly had a well-

defined and stable group of core friends that he interacted with on a daily basis.  

Additionally, Cesar had frequent social interactions with peers sitting at his table group.  

Frequently these interactions were often initiated by Cesar and taken up by his peers.  

Cesar’s peers showed that they interactionally positioned his social contributions as 

welcome by joining in these verbal and nonverbal interactions and not rebuffing his 

attempts at conversations.  

However, Cesar’s best friend, David, appeared to limit or derail Cesar’s 

contributions to verbal and nonverbal interactions.   During observations, Cesar would 

noticeably attend to and even mimic David’s actions and utterances, a move that 

suggested Cesar interactionally positioned David as someone accomplished enough to 

mimic.  David, on the other hand, did not exhibit similar positioning moves.  David was 

observed interrupting Cesar to take control of conversations, which effectively reduced 

the interactional rights and opportunities which Cesar was able to draw upon.  David, a 

monolingual English-speaker, was only observed doing this with Cesar, which may stem 
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from their long-term friendship or from David’s original role as Cesar’s helper when he 

entered Cordova Elementary.  David expressed enjoyment in his role as Cesar’s linguistic 

helper, and this initial positioning may have resulted in the subsequent interactional 

positioning moves noted during fourth grade observations. 

Academically, Cesar experienced more limiting moves from his monolingual 

English-speaking peers in his mainstream and ESL classrooms.  During partner or group 

work in his mainstream classroom, Cesar was observed being excluded or ignored by his 

monolingual English-speaking partners.  This exclusion took many forms such as 

verbally being told he could not participate or physically being excluded from the group. 

By not allowing Cesar to participate or contribute to the group work, Cesar was possibly 

positioned as less academically capable than his partners.  In response to this interactional 

positioning, Cesar resorted to social interactions where he was again given more open 

access to conversational rights, i.e., non-academic topics focused more on social interests 

or classroom objects, or, in a few instances, Cesar would completely withdraw from 

further interactions.  

In the ESL classroom, Alejandra and Mrs. Anderson positioned Cesar’s Spanish 

language proficiency as valuable when he was asked questions about the Spanish 

language and Latino culture.  Notably, this type of positioning move was not observed in 

his mainstream classroom.  Moreover, Anja and Alejandra frequently welcomed and built 

upon Cesar’s attempts at social conversations.  These actions positioned Cesar as a 

welcome interlocutor in the group and gave him access to social conversational rights 

with his ESL peers. 
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Teachers’ interactional positioning. 

Mrs. Wilson would often acknowledge and reinforce Cesar’s verbal contributions 

during whole class discussions.  During academic discussions, particularly during 

spelling and vocabulary lessons, Cesar was highly participatory and received positive 

praise from Mrs. Wilson, thereby positioning Cesar as a knowledgeable member of the 

community.  However, Mrs. Wilson appeared to show reluctance over becoming 

involved in peer conflicts or peer exclusion.  The only time that she was observed 

intervening during a peer conflict that involved Cesar was when he threatened classroom 

peers while playing a football game.   Notably, Mrs. Wilson explained Cesar’s reaction to 

his peers’ continually telling him to be quiet as a “culturally inappropriate” response.  

Here, Mrs. Wilson interactionally positioned Cesar as a cultural outsider who responded 

to a peer conflict in an inappropriate manner, a response she felt a monolingual English-

speaking student would not make.  This view suggested a culturally deficient viewpoint 

held by Mrs. Wilson as she interpreted the actions of her linguistically and culturally 

diverse students.   

This positioning of Cesar as an “other” was not reflected in Mrs. Wilson’s stated 

teaching philosophy regarding the education of English Learners.  Specifically, Mrs. 

Wilson positioned English Learners as “just like my other students” in that she felt all 

students had unique educational needs and English Learners were an extension of this 

homogenization.  Ultimately, Mrs. Wilson negated the unique linguistic and interactional 

considerations that Cesar may have engendered in his mainstream monolingual English-

speaking classroom by positioning Cesar as the same as any other student. 
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In the ESL classroom, Cesar again was an active contributor both socially and 

academically.  However, Mrs. Anderson deemed many of his academic contributions 

“funny” but unacceptable.  This interactionally positioned Cesar as an entertaining 

member of the ESL classroom but one who did not provide the “correct” answers, even 

when Cesar’s answers were congruent with his own knowledge and experience.  Overall, 

Cesar was an active interactional member of both his mainstream and ESL classrooms, 

but his interactions were often limited to social topics rather than academic topics by his 

peers and occasionally his teachers. 

Mainstream Classroom Norms and Institutional Factors 

 Conversational collaboration was encouraged in Mrs. Wilson’s mainstream 

classroom, evidenced by her grouping of students, stated teaching philosophy, and 

acceptance of an almost continuous level of student talk during instruction and 

independent work time.  Cesar became an active contributor to the ongoing conversation, 

but his interactions revolved mainly around social topics rather than academic topics.  

One reason for this myopic focus on the social was seen in Cesar’s interactional 

positioning by his peers described in the previous section.  Another reason was the actual 

classroom structures that were instituted by Mrs. Wilson. 

 There were very few classroom activity structures that required or even 

encouraged students to discuss academic topics.  Rather, Mrs. Wilson’s instruction was 

observed to be primarily teacher-centered whole class instruction and relied on 

worksheet-based independent practice.  During whole class instruction, Cesar actively 

engaged in academic discussions showing his comfort speaking in front of his peers.  For 

example, Cesar often answered Mrs. Wilson’s call and response method of questioning 
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by calling out an answer or raising his hand.  These responses were usually 

acknowledged by Mrs. Wilson and appeared to afford Cesar interactional rights during 

whole group instruction. During independent work time, students were allowed to 

converse with one another; however, for Cesar at least, these conversations focused on 

social topics of interest rather than the academic matter under study.  This could be due to 

Cesar’s expressed preference to go to Mrs. Wilson for help or what appeared to be a 

classroom norm followed by a majority of the students of socializing during work time.  

The lack of linguistic or academic modifications for Mrs. Wilson’s linguistically 

diverse students during instruction and independent practice was notable.  As discussed 

previously, Mrs. Wilson reported that she felt that English Learners were “just like any of 

my other students”, and once the emergent bilinguals were “able to understand” her 

verbal instruction then she no longer needed to provide modifications.  While she did 

suggest that visuals could be helpful in the instruction of English Learners, she was not 

actually observed using a visual except when she used a map to show students different 

states.  Overall, the open sanctioning of conversation created an environment where 

Cesar was able to frequently develop his English proficiency by socializing with his 

primarily monolingual-English speaking peers and teachers; however, he was limited in 

his access to academic language development opportunities. 
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CHAPTER 6: FINDINGS: CASE OF ALEJANDRA 

Introduction 

This chapter presents the case of Alejandra, the third and final fourth grade 

emergent bilingual followed in this study.  In order to build Alejandra’s case, I again 

drew upon observations, fieldnotes, sociograms, interviews, and artifacts collected over 

the ten weeks that I was present at Cordova Elementary (see Table 6.1).  A brief synopsis 

of data collection efforts is presented here (see Anja’s case, Chapter 4, for a more 

detailed description).  As with previous case study participants, I observed Alejandra’s 

interactions in the mainstream classroom and informal schools spaces ten times, but was 

only able to observe Alejandra’s ESL classroom on six separate occasions because of the 

end of year testing schedule.  Artifact collection focused primarily on assignments 

completed by Alejandra in her mainstream and ESL classrooms.  To support my 

observations, I also interviewed Alejandra, her mainstream and ESL teacher, and two 

peers with whom she interacted regularly, as identified through sociogram data collection 

efforts.  

Table 6.1. Summary of Data Collection Efforts Used to Build Alejandra’s Case 

Participant Observations Formal 

Interviews 

Impromptu 

Conversations 

Artifact 

Collection 

Alejandra 10 days 2 8 Yes 

Mrs. Wilson 

(mainstream) 

10 days 1 9 Yes 

Mrs. Anderson 

(ESL) 

6 forty minute 
groups 

1 8 Yes 

David (peer) 10 days 1 2 No 

Janey (peer) 10 days 1 4 No 
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In the following chapter, I first provide a summary of Alejandra’s observed 

interactions. After this, I introduce Alejandra by explaining her familial and linguistic 

history, specifically her family’s varied home language environments. Next, I turn to 

describing Alejandra’s mainstream teacher’s conceptions and positioning of Alejandra, as 

well as Alejandra’s participation and positioning during interactions with her mainstream 

classroom peers.  Following her mainstream classroom, I explore Alejandra’s experiences 

in her ESL classroom by describing the ESL teacher’s conceptions of Alejandra, as well 

as Alejandra’s interactions with her group mates and the teacher.   Finally, I provide a 

description of Alejandra’s interactions in more informal school spaces, i.e., the 

playground, hallways, and cafeteria. 

Summary of Alejandra’s Observed Interactions 

 In total, I observed Alejandra taking part in 242 interactions in her mainstream 

and ESL classrooms, as well as informal school spaces.  Here (see Table 6.2), I 

summarized Alejandra’s interactions by location and type, e.g., academic or social, (see 

Anja’s case, Chapter 4, for specifics on how interactions were classified).  Patterns in 

these interactions and the concomitant positioning acts associated with the interactions 

are explored in subsequent sections of this chapter. 

Table 6.2. Summary of Observed Interactions Used to Build Alejandra’s Case 

Location/ 

Type of 

Interaction 

Verbal 

Interactions 

Nonverbal 

Interactions 

Academic 

Interactions 

Social 

Interactions 

Total 

Interactions  

Mainstream 

Classroom 

80 63 31 112 143 

ESL 

Classroom 

54 9 32 21 63 

Informal 

School 

Spaces 

(hallway, 

15 21 0 36 36 
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cafeteria, 

playground) 

 

Familial and Linguistic History 

 Analyses of interviews and impromptu conversations found that Alejandra, 9 

years old, was the only case study participant who reported living in an English-dominant 

home environment, at least for part of the week (Introductory interview, March 2, 2015). 

Additionally, she was the only case study participant who had actually been born and 

lived her entire life in the southwestern United States, and, therefore, identified as 

Mexican-American (Introductory interview, March 2, 2015).  Alejandra explained that 

she came to Cordova Elementary when her mother moved into the suburban 

neighborhood of Webber (Introductory interview, March 2, 2015).  Her parents were 

divorced, and Alejandra spent half of her time living with her mother, a hairdresser, and 

the other half of her time living at her father’s, a car mechanic, house with his girlfriend 

and their baby boy (Introductory interview, March 2, 2015).  At her mother’s house, 

Alejandra lived with her little sister and an older brother.   

Both of Alejandra’s parents spoke some level of Spanish but the degree to which 

the two languages, English and Spanish, were used in the two different homes was very 

different.  In her words: 

I mostly talk English in my mom’s but a little tiny bit I talk Spanish at my mom’s 

too. But at my dad’s I mostly talk Spanish everyday. 

(Introductory interview, March 2, 2015) 

At her mother’s house, Alejandra reported that she conversed with her mother, brother, 

and younger sister mostly in English with some Spanish, reportedly because her brother 

and sister preferred to speak English in the home (Impromptu conversation, April 6, 
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2015).  Later in the interview, she shared that her mother’s family spoke “pretty much all 

English” with each other and did not watch television in Spanish, listen to Spanish music 

or read Spanish texts (Introductory interview, March 2, 2015).  Alejandra reported 

primarily asking her mother and older brother for help with her homework, which meant 

that homework help was also primarily given in English (Introductory interview, March 

2, 2015). The preference for English at her mother’s house reportedly contributed to 

Alejandra positioning herself as “an English person” (Introductory interview, March 2, 

2015).   

  In contrast, the preferred language in her father’s house was Spanish.  Alejandra 

attributed this focus on Spanish to her father’s girlfriend who was born in Mexico. 

Alejandra explained that her father’s girlfriend thought it was “too bad” that Alejandra 

did not speak Spanish when they first met and that it was important to her that Alejandra 

and her younger half-brother speak Spanish (Introductory interview, March 2, 2015).  

Therefore, Alejandra explained that her father’s girlfriend was making a concerted effort 

to teach Alejandra Spanish whenever she was at her father’s house.  She explained:  

My dad’s girlfriend, because she was teaching me [Spanish], cause I didn’t know 

what words meant in Spanish but so whenever they told me something that I 

didn’t know in Spanish, they pronounced it in English.   

(Introductory interview, March 2, 2015) 

When she was with her father, Alejandra reported that her father’s family would help her 

develop her Spanish proficiency by primarily speaking in Spanish and teaching her words 

and phrases that she did not know.  Additionally, they had Alejandra practice her Spanish 

with vocabulary and reading applications on their iPad (Introductory interview, March 2, 
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2015).  When possible, Alejandra reported that she would go to Mexico with her father, 

his girlfriend, and their baby to visit with the girlfriend’s family (Introductory interview, 

March 2, 2015).  Alejandra explained that she played with cousins there, and since they 

“only know Spanish” this playtime became another opportunity for Spanish language 

development (Introductory interview, March 2, 2015).  Alejandra explained she enjoyed 

learning Spanish because “it’s very interesting”, but she still considered English her 

dominant language (Introductory interview, March 2, 2015).   

 In summary, despite a frequent exposure to both languages, Alejandra 

characterized herself as “more of an English person” (Introductory interview, March 2, 

2015; Impromptu conversation, March 3, 2015).  This reflexive positioning indicated that 

she felt more comfortable conversing in English and valued her internalization of an 

English-based linguistic history, which may have contributed to her overall language 

identity.  When asked if she would like to have the opportunity to speak more Spanish in 

school, either in her ESL classroom, mainstream classroom, or in other areas, Alejandra 

definitively said no because “it’s (Spanish) kind of very weird” (Impromptu conversation, 

March 3, 2015).  Again, Alejandra returned to the idea that she was “more of an English 

person”, and even though she would sometimes teach her school friends Spanish words 

that she had learned from her father’s house (e.g., pulpo), this did not translate to a desire 

to learn or socialize in any language other than English at Cordova Elementary 

(Impromptu conversation, March 3, 2015).  

Entering Cordova Elementary 

Of the three case study participants, Alejandra had entered Cordova Elementary 

the most recently.  At the beginning of observations conducted for this study, she had 
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attended Cordova for only three months.  Additionally, Alejandra was the only case study 

participant with previous schooling experience in the United States (Introductory 

interview, March 2, 2015).  By Alejandra’s description, her previous elementary school 

utilized similar systems for the classification and education of English Learners 

(Introductory interview, March 2, 2015).  When she entered Cordova, Alejandra was 

already classified as an English Language Learner and received ESL pullout instruction 

in her prior school for the previous two and a half years.  Her former school was in a 

nearby district, and was approximately half the size of Cordova Elementary.  Two-thirds 

of the student population was Latino/a, whereas half of the student population at Cordova 

was White and one-third was Latino/a (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2013).  

Alejandra explained that her transition into Cordova Elementary was relatively smooth, 

except for a few nervous first days (Introductory interview, March 2, 2015).  

Based on her interviews and impromptu conversations, Alejandra reportedly felt 

comfortable in Cordova’s linguistic environment.  Part of her comfort may be attributed 

to the fact that at her previous school Alejandra spent the majority of her day in a 

monolingual English-speaking classroom and was only pulled out for an hour of daily 

ESL instruction.  Alejandra reported that in her previous mainstream classroom there 

were seven total English Learners including herself, and these students frequently worked 

together at the direction of their teacher.  In contrast, at Cordova Elementary she was in a 

mainstream classroom with only one other English Learner, Cesar (see Case 2), and the 

two were not observed working together in the mainstream classroom (Fieldnote, March 

2, 23, & 30, 2015; April 6, 13, 20, & 27, 2015; May 4, 11, & 18, 2015). Overall, 

Alejandra felt that Cordova and her previous school were similar; however, she did state 
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that she felt the mathematics at Cordova was more challenging (Introductory interview, 

March 2, 2015; Impromptu conversation, April 20, 2015).  This assertion was particularly 

notable because Alejandra often missed mathematics instruction in her mainstream 

classroom when she left for her daily ESL group, which may have compounded her 

challenges (Fieldnote, March 25, 2015; April 1, 27 & 29, 2015; May 6 & 13, 2015).   

Overall, Alejandra’s transition into Cordova Elementary was recent but reportedly 

smooth.  At the time of observations, Alejandra clearly had a regular group of 

monolingual English-speaking peers with whom she interacted, solely in English 

(Fieldnote, March 2, 23, & 30, 2015; April 6, 13, 20, & 27, 2015; May 4, 11, & 18, 

2015).  While the racial makeup of her previous elementary school was different than 

Cordova Elementary, the language environment and the school supports for English 

Learners were similar.  These similarities, along with her ascribed identity as an “English 

person,” contributed to Alejandra’s comfort with interacting in Cordova’s English-

dominant language context, and specifically her fourth grade classroom. 

Fourth Grade Mainstream Classroom Actors and Experiences 

 Alejandra was in the same English-dominant fourth grade classroom as Cesar, 

case study 2.  As a detailed description of Mrs. Wilson and her pedagogical philosophy 

and practices were already provided in the previous chapter, an abbreviated summary will 

appear here.  As demonstrated in the previous chapter, Mrs. Wilson’s stated teaching 

philosophy valued student interaction; therefore, her students were given multiple 

opportunities to interact, particularly during independent work time.  However, this 

interactional freedom often resulted in more social interactions than academic 

interactions.  Additionally, Mrs. Wilson stated that she felt English Learners were just 
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like any other student and once they could verbally understand her, she no longer needed 

to provide instructional modifications, e.g., visuals.   Analyses of observations of her 

classroom found that Mrs. Wilson’s pedagogical practice relied on whole-class, teacher-

led lessons with few modifications for diverse students.  Ultimately, based on the entire 

observational record, modifications in Mrs. Wilson’s mainstream classroom were 

dependent upon students actually asking Mrs. Wilson for assistance. 

The following sections begin with an analysis of Mrs. Wilson and Alejandra’s 

experiences working together, as well as Mrs. Wilson’s positioning of Alejandra.  The 

section concludes with a description of Alejandra’s interactions with her mainstream 

classroom peers, and their concomitant interactional positioning of Alejandra. 

Alejandra and Mrs. Wilson. 

 When Mrs. Wilson, a monolingual English-speaker, first met Alejandra, she 

reported being ‘surprised’ by her classification as an English Language Learner. In her 

words, “at first I would have never guessed that she (Alejandra) was ELL” (Introductory 

interview, March 24, 2015).  As time progressed, Mrs. Wilson started to become more 

familiar with Alejandra’s linguistic strengths and challenges.  In her words: 

When she [Alejandra] came in [to Cordova], I would have never guessed [that she 

was an English Learner], now when you hear her speak you can hear that dialect 

come through… And she struggles a little bit with the reading comprehension, 

with the writing as well, but she, to hear her speak she does a beautiful job and 

she’s not afraid to communicate with her peers. 

(Introductory interview, March 24, 2015) 
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Mrs. Wilson reportedly based her initial analysis of Alejandra’s linguistic proficiency 

primarily on her speaking ability, in that she felt that Alejandra spoke “beautifully”.  

However, Mrs. Wilson explained that over time she could hear Alejandra’s “dialect 

coming through.”  Specifically, Mrs. Wilson felt that Alejandra’s Spanish proficiency 

“interfered” with her English syntax (Introductory interview, March 24, 2015).  For 

example, Mrs. Wilson noted that at times Alejandra would “mix up words” when 

speaking or writing to reflect a Spanish syntax (Introductory interview, March 24, 2015).  

While Mrs. Wilson initially expressed surprise when she found out that Alejandra was a 

classified English Language Learner, her experiences with Alejandra, and possibly the 

influence of the official classification, appeared to change her conceptions of Alejandra’s 

English proficiency over time. 

 During our introductory interview (March 24, 2015), Mrs. Wilson expressed that 

she was not “overly concerned” with Alejandra’s academic or linguistic abilities.  

However, after Mrs. Wilson learned that Alejandra had not tested as English proficient at 

the end of her fourth grade year, as had the previous two case study participants, Mrs. 

Wilson hypothesized another possible reason for Alejandra’s linguistic assessment.  

Specifically, she postulated that her previous school had not adequately prepared 

Alejandra.  

You know, I think part of that [Alejandra not reclassifying as proficient] is, the 

district she [Alejandra] came from, most of the time the Creekside School District 

is a little bit more accelerated than some of the other districts, and you can see, 

even with your typical kids that come in, that we’re a little more advanced than 

they are, so it takes awhile for the kids to catch up.  So I think part of that she was 
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just, that whatever district she came from is a little behind of where we are in 

Creekside.   

(Impromptu conversation, May 11, 2015) 

Mrs. Wilson changed from expressing surprise over Alejandra being in the ESL program 

to placing blame on her former school district for being “behind” the Creekside School 

District and Cordova Elementary.  It is interesting that Mrs. Wilson did not treat her own 

instructional time with Alejandra this year in the same manner, in that across 

conversations and interviews she never referred to anything she had done or not done in 

her mainstream classroom to support or hinder Alejandra’s linguistic or academic 

progress (Introductory interview, March 24, 2015; Impromptu conversation, March 2, 23, 

30, & 31, 2015; April 6, 13, & 28, 2015 May 5 & 11, 2015).  Additionally, as was 

previously discussed in Cesar’s chapter, Mrs. Wilson was not observed providing any 

linguistic modifications during whole class instruction unless specifically asked by a 

student. 

During whole class instruction, Alejandra routinely was observed working ahead 

on the given assignment and rarely looked up from her work to attend to Mrs. Wilson’s 

instruction (Fieldnote, March 2, 23, & 30, 2015; April 6, 13, 20, & 27, 2015; May 4, 11, 

& 18, 2015).  Rather than asking questions during whole class instruction, Alejandra 

appeared to prefer requesting help from Mrs. Wilson on an individual basis (Fieldnote, 

March 23 & 30, 2015; April 6, 13, & 27, 2015; May 4, 2015).  Of the 11 individual 

requests, six focused on spelling or reading assistance while the remainder consisted of 

requests by Alejandra for teacher intervention in a conflict with a peer.  Moreover, of 



 178

these 11 requests, 5 were ignored or rebuffed by the teacher (Fieldnote, March 23 & 30, 

2015; April 6 & 27, 2015; May 4, 2015).   

During one observed request for assistance, Alejandra approached Mrs. Wilson 

with a question about a multiplication worksheet that had been assigned for homework 

(Fieldnote, April 27, 2015).  Mrs. Wilson told Alejandra that she could not help her as the 

rest of the class was attempting to pack up for the day.  Upon hearing this, Alejandra 

returned to her desk, and, while she walking, she hit herself in the chest and said, 

“Always way out of line” (Fieldnote, April 27, 2015).  Then, Alejandra put her 

homework in her backpack and waited silently to leave despite several of her group 

mates’ attempts to engage her in a social conversation.  This interaction was notable as 

Alejandra had identified math as her most challenging academic subject this year 

(Introductory interview, March 2, 2015; Impromptu conversation, April 20, 2015), but 

she was only observed asking for teacher assistance with her mathematics on two 

occasions (Fieldnote, March 2, 23, & 30, 2015; April 6, 13, 20, & 27, 2015; May 4, 11, & 

18, 2015).  In the moment, Mrs. Wilson prioritized classroom-closing events over 

Alejandra’s request for academic support, thereby, devaluing Alejandra’s individual 

needs in order to engage in whole class procedural demands.   

For her part, Alejandra reportedly enjoyed Mrs. Wilson’s classroom and took an 

interest in Mrs. Wilson’s life and interests (Sociogram, interview, Alejandra, May 12, 

2015; Impromptu conversation, Mrs. Wilson, March 30, 2015).  Alejandra was observed 

on three occasions asking Mrs. Wilson about her life outside of school, including 

questions about her family and the types of music she listened to; however, Mrs. Wilson 

was not observed asking reciprocal questions over the course of the observation period 
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(Fieldnote, March 30, 2015; May 5 & 11, 2015).  During an impromptu conversation 

(March 30, 2015), Mrs. Wilson explained that she had not learned “much” about 

Alejandra’s home life or interests.  This lack of knowledge about home life may have 

contributed to several interactions between Mrs. Wilson and Alejandra’s mother, as well 

as Mrs. Wilson forming larger perceptions of Alejandra based on assumptions about 

Alejandra’s unique diversity markers. 

At the time of this study, Mrs. Wilson had not met Alejandra’s father but had had 

several encounters that she had with Alejandra’s mother (Introductory interview, March 

24, 2015; Impromptu conversation, May 5 & 11, 2015).  Specifically, Mrs. Wilson 

related a series of interactions where Alejandra’s mother claimed that Alejandra had been 

the recipient of racist remarks.  In her words:  

I have had some interactions with Alejandra’s parents, or not parents, mom…if 

somebody says something to her [Alejandra], she construes it as being racist, and 

I’ve had to deal with that a couple of times where [I said] “No, I think it’s just, it’s 

a misunderstanding, nobody in here is racist against your daughter because she’s 

Mexican, because we have a lot of that in here, I think here our kids just see kids, 

they don’t see color of the skin.”   

(Introductory interview, March 24, 2015) 

Mrs. Wilson expressed skepticism over Alejandra’s mother’s claim that peers were 

ridiculing her daughter because she was Latina. Her attribution of a color-blind ideology 

to other students minimized Alejandra’s mother’s concerns while also negating the need 

to intervene on the part of Alejandra.  While there were other Latino/a students in the 

classroom, six including Alejandra, they only represented 21% of the predominantly 
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White classroom demographic.  Mrs. Wilson explained that, with the support of her 

principal, she was able to successfully negotiate the situation with Alejandra’s mother by 

explaining that Alejandra was not a target of overt or covert racism from her peers 

(Introductory interview, March 24, 2015).  It should be noted that during observations, 

Alejandra was observed being teased by her peers, but this taunting focused more on 

Alejandra’s gender or ascribed personality traits than specifically on her race or culture 

(Fieldnote, March 23 & 30, 2015; April 13 & 27, 2015; May 4, 11, & 18, 2015).  

However, this did not diminish the clearly felt concerns of Alejandra’s mother regarding 

her daughter’s social role in a school that was demographically divergent from her 

previous school. 

 During an impromptu conversation with Mrs. Wilson (April 28, 2015), 

demographic changes at Cordova were discussed in relation to Alejandra.  Mrs. Wilson 

expressed general assumptions about Alejandra based on these demographic categories.  

Specifically, Mrs. Wilson explained that as a teacher she now had to not only teach her 

students but also “raise them” because the community “was not as supportive as it used to 

be” (Impromptu conversation, April 28, 2015).  In other words, Mrs. Wilson reported that 

the neighborhood and school had changed because of the influx of demographically 

divergent families; resulting in a situation where she felt these new families were not as 

capable and supportive.   

Furthermore, Mrs. Wilson expressed assumptions about incoming students from a 

neighboring district that was more racially, linguistically, and culturally diverse than 

Cordova, and was actually the same district from which Alejandra had transferred 

(Impromptu conversation, April 28, 2015).  She explained that many of the students from 



 181

this neighboring district were “behind” students at Cordova and that she, Mrs. Wilson, 

had to work harder “just to catch them up” (Impromptu conversation, April 28, 2015).  

Mrs. Wilson then changed her demographic focus to the socio-economic status of these 

incoming students.  She explained that Cordova was now enrolling a higher number of 

students who qualified for free and reduced lunch, and that meant that teachers were 

having to “raise these children” as well as teach them (Impromptu conversation, April 28, 

2015).  There appeared to be an uneasy connection for Mrs. Wilson between lower 

income students, students from the neighboring more culturally, linguistically, and 

racially diverse district, and what she felt was declining student preparedness and familial 

support.  The notion of having to “raise these children” is haunting, in that Mrs. Wilson 

felt parents were not doing an adequate job of raising their own children.  For Alejandra, 

these general assumptions were particularly troubling because Alejandra had transferred 

from this neighboring district, was considered “behind” by Mrs. Wilson, and Mrs. Wilson 

clearly had concerning interactions with Alejandra’s mother.   

In summary, Mrs. Wilson expressed conflicting views of Alejandra’s linguistic 

proficiency, none of which actually resulted in observed modifications to her instruction.  

In fact the only observed modifications occurred when Alejandra specifically asked for 

help from Mrs. Wilson, a classroom norm that was echoed in Cesar’s chapter.  Alejandra 

stated that she enjoyed Mrs. Wilson’s mainstream monolingual English-speaking 

classroom, but Alejandra’s mother reportedly was troubled by what she felt were racist 

remarks said to her daughter.   Ultimately, Mrs. Wilson negated these remarks by 

attributing a color-blind stance to students and staff because “we have a lot of that 

[Mexican/Mexican-Americans] here.”  However, Mrs. Wilson did express some general 
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assumptions she had made about Alejandra based on her previous district and 

demographic diversity. 

Peer interactions in the mainstream classroom. 

Over the course of observations, Alejandra was observed participating in 143 

verbal and nonverbal interactions in her mainstream classroom (Fieldnote, March 2, 23, 

& 30, 2015; April 6, 13, 20, & 27, 2015; May 4, 11, & 18, 2015).  Many of these 

interactions took place between Alejandra and Kinsey, who Alejandra identified as her 

best friend in the sociogram interview (May 12, 2015).  However, a majority of the peer 

interactions involved Alejandra and her group mates and/or nearby desk neighbors (see 

diagram 6.1 & 6.2).  Mrs. Wilson described Alejandra as a “very social child” who did 

not appear intimidated by the prospect of talking with her classmates from the very first 

day she entered the classroom (Impromptu conversation, March 31, 2015).  This assertion 

was supported by observational evidence of Alejandra frequently initiating and joining 

social interactions with her peers (Fieldnote, March 2, 23, & 30, 2015; April 6, 13, 20, & 

27, 2015; May 4, 11, & 18, 2015). 
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Diagram 6.1. First Observed Seating Arrangement and Interactional Patterns for 
Alejandra 

 

Note. The number under each of the pseudonyms represents the total number of verbal 
and/or nonverbal interactions observed taking place between Alejandra and peer or 
teacher.  Sociogram totals represent interactions observed over the first 2 weeks of 
observations with this seating arrangement. 
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Diagram 6.2. Second Observed Seating Arrangement and Interactional Patterns for 
Alejandra 

 

Note. The number under each of the pseudonyms represents the total number of verbal 
and/or nonverbal interactions observed taking place between Alejandra and peer or 
teacher.  Sociogram totals represent interactions observed over the first 2 weeks of 
observations with this seating arrangement. 
  

 During class time, Alejandra was rarely observed discussing academic content 

with her peers; rather, peer conversations focused more on social interests including: 

toys, school supplies, ongoing friendships and fights, and outside hobbies (Fieldnote, 
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March 2, 23, & 30, 2015; April 6, 13, 20, & 27, 2015; May 4, 11, & 18, 2015). 

Additionally, Alejandra stated that she asked “my teacher, my friends at my table” for 

help with academic work, and that she “help[s] my table like if they get stuck on 

something” (Sociogram interview, May 12, 2015).  Despite her assertion that she asked 

her tablemates for help, Alejandra was never observed requesting assistance from her 

peers (Fieldnote, March 2, 23, & 30, 2015; April 6, 13, 20, & 27, 2015; May 4, 11, & 18, 

2015).  In contrast, she was observed on five separate occasions actually refusing help 

from peers who sat near her, e.g., David and Janey both of whom were monolingual 

English-speakers (Fieldnote, March 2 & 23, 2015; April 13 & 27, 2015).  In a subsequent 

interview, Alejandra explained that she preferred to “work alone” and did not feel she 

needed help from her tablemates, as she was capable of doing the work “on my own”  

(Impromptu conversation, April 6, 2015). Alejandra’s lack of academic interactions was 

at least partially influenced by her own reflexive positioning as someone who preferred to 

work alone.   

On the limited occasions when Alejandra was required to work with peers, her 

peers’ actions and interactional positioning further limited Alejandra’s academic 

interactional access.  While Alejandra typically missed the day’s math lesson when she 

went to the ESL classroom, she was present in the classroom for the two daily math 

activities that required students to work with a partner: (1) daily math skills, a timed math 

facts fluency test; and (2) number tiles, a problem solving activity where students were 

given verbal directions and had to build a pre-determined number (Fieldnote, March 2, 

23, & 30, 2015; April 6, 13, 20, & 27, 2015; May 4, 2015).  The majority, 15 total, of 

Alejandra’s academic-related interactions took place during these two prescriptive 
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partner activities.   During observations, Alejandra’s first assigned math partner was 

David (Fieldnote, March 2, 23, & 30, 2015; April 6, 13, & 20, 2015).  While the two 

were expected to collaborate, per teacher instructions, they rarely interacted and appeared 

to work alongside each other rather than together (Fieldnote, March 2, 23, & 30, 2015; 

April 6, 13, & 20, 2015).  For example, instead of alternating the roles of coach and 

player during the daily math skills practice, Alejandra and David both worked silently on 

their math facts during practice time and did not check each other’s answers (Fieldnote 

March 23, 2015; April 6  & 21, 2015).  On the two occasions when David attempted to 

offer feedback to Alejandra, she either grabbed her paper and turned her back on David 

or appeared to listen to David’s suggestions but did not actually change any of her work 

(March 23, 2015; April 20, 2015). During assigned partner work, David and Alejandra 

would not interact based on what appeared to be mutual choice; however Alejandra’s 

interactions with her second math triad were more limited because of what could be 

described as her peers’ exclusionary actions.  

For the last month of observations, Alejandra was moved from her large table 

group to a pair of desks where she sat with one other student, Janey (Fieldnote, April 27, 

2015; May 4, 11, & 18, 2015).  In this new seating arrangement, Alejandra was assigned 

to work with Janey and Fernando, monolingual English-speakers, during daily math 

practice (Fieldnote, April 27, 2015; May 4, 2015).  Interactions with Janey and Fernando 

were even more limited as the two peers blatantly refused to work with Alejandra.   In 

one illustrative incident, Fernando refused to work with Alejandra because he claimed 

that Alejandra was “mean,” and Janey refused to work with her as well because she 

claimed Alejandra would “cheat” (Fieldnote, May 4, 2015).  Alejandra repeatedly 
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attempted to join the pair and even started telling the two to “stop being so dramatic”; 

however, Janey and Fernando started to build a physical barrier of folders to rebuff 

Alejandra’s attempts.  Eventually, Alejandra requested teacher intervention from Mrs. 

Wilson, but her request went unacknowledged (Fieldnote, May 4, 2015).  In the end, 

Alejandra stopped talking to Janey and Fernando, and she ultimately sat back in her chair 

looking around the classroom while the rest of the class completed the activity (Fieldnote, 

May 4, 2015).  Regardless of the motivation, Alejandra’s peers’ interactional positioning 

limited her access to academic conversations even during assignments where peer 

collaboration was expected.   Moving forward, her peers’ interactional positioning could 

further limit Alejandra’s roles and rights in similar academic interactions. 

Not all of Alejandra’s interactions were rebuffed or negative; in fact, most of her 

social interactions with her peers were reciprocal (Fieldnote, March 2, 23, & 30, 2015; 

April 6, 13, 20, & 27, 2015; May 4, 11, & 18, 2015).  Alejandra became a member of 

David’s, a monolingual English-speaker, social group and was frequently observed 

playing, teasing, and talking with David and Fernando (Fieldnote, April 27, 2015; May 4, 

11, & 18, 2015).  Eventually, these interactions became so public and frequent that Mrs. 

Wilson intervened by telling Alejandra and Fernando that their constant teasing was 

“inappropriate”, and that the two “had to stay away from each other forever” (Fieldnote, 

May 11, 2015).  While the pair did stop playing for the rest of the day, during the next 

day of observations the bantering behavior continued.  In addition to David’s social 

group, Alejandra was friends with several female students in the classroom and 

maintained a regular note-passing journal with one student, Kinsey, her self-identified 

“best friend” (Impromptu conversation, March 3, 2015; Fieldnote, March 23 & 31, 2015; 
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April 6, 2015).  The two were observed having frequent whispered conversations during 

transitions and even across the classroom during work time about mutual interests and 

activities in the classroom (Fieldnote, March 2, 23 & 31, 2015; April 6, 13 & 20, 2015).   

In summary, Alejandra had frequent access to social conversations, as well as 

several peer groups consisting of monolingual English-speakers, in her mainstream 

classrooms.  In fact, some of the students who excluded or ignored Alejandra during 

assigned academic interactional time, e.g., David, Fernando, and Janey, were observed 

initiating social conversations with Alejandra on other occasions.  This suggested that 

Alejandra’s peers positioned her as a welcome social interlocutor but a limited academic 

interlocutor. 

The ESL Classroom 

 The following section begins by presenting a brief description of Alejandra’s ESL 

experience at her previous school as compared to her ESL experience in Cordova 

Elementary.  Following this comparison, I explore the interactional relationship between 

Alejandra and her ESL teacher, Mrs. Anderson, as well as Mrs. Anderson’s conceptions 

and positioning of Alejandra in the ESL classroom.  Finally, I turn to analyzing the 

interactions that Alejandra had access to or was limited from by her peers and teacher 

during her ESL class time. 

Alejandra and the ESL teacher. 

 Alejandra’s ESL experiences at her former school and Cordova Elementary 

shared some similarities, which reportedly eased her transition into Cordova’s ESL 

program.  However, Mrs. Anderson’s assessment of Alejandra’s English proficiency and 

Alejandra’s own linguistic confidence was variable (Introductory interview, Alejandra, 
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March 2, 2015; Introductory interview, Mrs. Anderson, March 2, 2015).  At her previous 

elementary school, Alejandra reported that she went to her ESL class every day for an 

hour a day where she was in a group with three other English Learners (Introductory 

interview, March 2, 2015).  At Cordova, Alejandra went to her ESL classroom four times 

a week for 40 minutes a day with Anja and Cesar.  Moreover, Alejandra entered Cordova 

at a time of year when test preparation and testing for the yearly high stakes assessment 

was taking place; therefore, the ESL class met intermittently or not at all for several 

weeks based on the ESL teacher’s and mainstream classroom’s testing schedule 

(Fieldnote, March 2, 23, & 30, 2015; April 6, 13, 20, & 27, 2015; May 4, 11, & 18, 2015; 

Impromptu conversation, Mrs. Anderson, March 25, 2015).  

Overall, Alejandra reported that she enjoyed the ESL teacher and classroom at her 

previous school, and that the learning activities were similar to those at Cordova.  In her 

words:  

We would do creative stuff, same thing here [Cordova].  Like we would do stuff, 

and we will like read stories, we would like sing songs, she [previous ESL 

teacher] goes one round together with us and then one round without us, so we 

can learn more. 

(Introductory interview, March 2, 2015)  

Here Alejandra’s most vivid ESL classroom memories were of doing what she termed 

creative activities, e.g., reading stories and singing songs with the teacher.  Alejandra 

reported that her former ESL class, and school in general, were not difficult because “I 

already spoke English at home” (Introductory interview, March 2, 2015).  The 

similarities between her former ESL class and Cordova’s ESL classroom, coupled with 
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her experience with English at home, supported Alejandra’s expressed sense of 

confidence in her English abilities.   

 Despite enjoying her time in her ESL classroom, Alejandra echoed Cesar’s 

feelings about not wanting to miss time in her mainstream classroom (Introductory 

interview, March 2, 2015; Impromptu conversation, March 3, 2015).  Specifically, she 

focused on her missed mathematics instruction, the content area she reported as the most 

challenging at Cordova.  She stated: 

I like being in class [mainstream classroom] because I get to learn math.  Cause, 

I’m mostly bad at math. 

(Impromptu conversation, March 3, 2015) 

For Alejandra, the time spent learning English in Mrs. Anderson’s classroom was 

reportedly less valuable than the time missed in her mainstream classroom.  Alejandra 

reported that she found going to Mrs. Anderson’s classroom “sometimes hard (because) I 

miss stuff, math, when I’m in her class” (Impromptu conversation, March 3, 2015).  As 

Alejandra reported mathematics being her most challenging subject and the one she felt 

the most behind in, (Introductory interview, March 2, 2015; Impromptu conversation, 

April 20, 2015) it was not surprising that she would acutely feel the missed instructional 

time with her mainstream teacher and peers.   

Similar to Mrs. Wilson, Alejandra’s mainstream classroom teacher, Mrs. 

Anderson expressed surprise over Alejandra’s classification as an English Language 

Learner with pre-emergent English proficiency, the lowest assessed level of English 

proficiency given on state testing.  In her words: 
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[Alejandra’s] records [from previous school] said that she was pre-emergent but I 

don’t know if she was just having a rough day when they [previous school] tested 

her because that was just like a year ago and I mean for her to have come as far as 

she is now, I just wonder because she came from another school. 

(Introductory interview, March 2, 2015) 

Here, Mrs. Anderson expressed her surprise over Alejandra’s classification as pre-

emergent by the state’s yearly English proficiency assessment.   It appeared that she felt 

Alejandra had “come so far” and displayed such an advanced level of English proficiency 

in her ESL classroom that she questioned the validity of the assessment.  Moreover, like 

Mrs. Wilson, Mrs. Anderson appeared to question Alejandra’s former school’s practices, 

particularly their administration of the English proficiency assessment.  This comparison 

alluded to previously formed conceptions of Alejandra’s former district, assessments, and 

curriculum on the part of Mrs. Anderson. 

Analyses of observational data from Cordova’s mainstream and ESL classrooms 

showed that Alejandra’s ESL time focused primarily on reading and writing exercises 

that were separate from her mainstream classroom assignments (Fieldnote, March 25, 

2015; April 1, 27 & 29, 2015; May 6 & 13, 2015).  When asked whom Alejandra went to 

for help with schoolwork she did not identify Mrs. Anderson as a primary support 

(Sociogram interview, May 12, 2015).  In fact, Alejandra said that she did not ever go to 

Mrs. Anderson for help with her schoolwork beyond what Mrs. Anderson had the group 

complete in her ESL classroom (Sociogram interview, May 12, 2015).  Additionally, 

Alejandra stated that she did not need to practice her English speaking skills with Mrs. 

Anderson because she did not need the extra help with speaking (Introductory interview, 
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March 2, 2015).  Mrs. Anderson echoed this assertion when she stated that she did not 

use the ESL class time to specifically focus on speaking and listening because she felt the 

students “were doing that already” (Impromptu conversation, April 1, 2015).  Moreover, 

given the relatively advanced speaking proficiency of her fourth grade group, Mrs. 

Anderson felt they would benefit more from the additional reading and writing practice 

(Impromptu conversation, April 1, 2015).  

After having worked with Alejandra for half a year, Mrs. Anderson reportedly felt 

that Alejandra was strongest in her verbal communication (Impromptu conversation, 

April 21, 2015).  In fact, Mrs. Anderson predicted that Alejandra would test out of the 

ESL program that year and would, in fact, be the only one of her fourth grade English 

Learners to exit the program.  However, when test results were released, Mrs. Anderson 

shared that Alejandra was her only fourth grade English Learner who did not test as 

English proficient (Impromptu conversation, May 11 & 20, 2015). Alejandra was 

assessed as having an overall English proficiency of emergent, the second most basic 

proficiency level given on the state assessment.  Specifically, her assessed lowest 

proficiency was in listening (emergent), while in reading and writing she assessed as 

having an intermediate proficiency.  In speaking Alejandra was assessed as being 

proficient, which supported Mrs. Anderson and Mrs. Wilson’s statements regarding 

Alejandra’s advanced English speaking proficiency.  

 In addition to linguistic challenges, Mrs. Anderson did highlight a confidence-

related positioning move that she had noticed Alejandra using during ESL class time 

(Introductory interview, March 2, 2015).  Reportedly, Alejandra made statements similar 

to, “I’m stupid” or “I’m not good in this class” when she struggled with a linguistic skill 
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or concept (Introductory interview, March 2, 2015). Mrs. Anderson noted this reflexive 

positioning in Alejandra and other ESL students and chose to handle it in a similar way 

with all of her students.  In her words: 

I’ve had a couple of kids that have done that, “Oh I’m stupid,” and [I say] “No 

you’re not, it’s okay… if everyone else was stuck in your country, how do you 

think they would feel, probably the same way you’re feeling right now.”  You 

know we talk through that a little bit… and they finally agree with me that they’re 

not [stupid]. 

(Introductory interview, March 2, 2015) 

Here Mrs. Anderson stated that she intervened in these moments of self-doubt and 

attempted to interrupt this negative reflexive positioning by telling students that they are 

not stupid.  However, she focused on language challenges as tied to students’ nation of 

origin, a tactic that may not have been as helpful with Alejandra since she was born in 

and had never lived outside of the United States.  Despite this mistaken analogy, Mrs. 

Anderson did feel that she was ultimately successful in interrupting her students’ negative 

reflexive positioning. 

 Overall, Alejandra appeared to enjoy Mrs. Anderson’s classroom and had similar 

ESL experiences in her former school.  For Alejandra, these classes were “fun” because 

they were “creative”, but they also interrupted her mainstream instruction, specifically 

during math.  Moreover, the intermittent class meeting times due to state testing and the 

lack of connection to mainstream classroom lessons may have contributed to a less than 

linguistically productive learning environment for Alejandra.  Finally, Mrs. Anderson 

focused on oral language skills as an overall indicator of Alejandra’s English proficiency 
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to the point of doubting her previous school’s assessment of Alejandra’s proficiency 

level.  This predictor proved unfounded for Alejandra, as she did not actually test out of 

the ESL program as Mrs. Anderson predicted.   

Interactions in the ESL classroom. 

During ESL class time, Alejandra was observed contributing 63 verbal or 

nonverbal interactions; however, the nature of Alejandra’s interactions varied (Fieldnote, 

Fieldnote, March 25, 2015; April 1, 27 & 29, 2015; May 6 & 13, 2015).  Specifically, 

Alejandra rarely initiated a conversation of her own and most, 39 total, of her 

contributions to the group built upon a topic already introduced by another student or the 

teacher (Fieldnote, March 25, 2015; April 1, 27 & 29, 2015; May 6 & 13, 2015).  For 

example, there were frequent instances of Cesar and Mrs. Anderson talking about food 

and Alejandra would add comments about foods that she liked or disliked (Fieldnote, 

March 25, 2015; April 27, 2015; May 6, 2015).  Alejandra followed a similar 

conversational pattern during academic discussions as well.  If Mrs. Anderson asked a 

question to the entire group, Alejandra was not observed volunteering an answer first, 

unlike the other members of the group (Fieldnote, March 25, 2015; April 1, 27 & 29, 

2015; May 6 & 13, 2015).  Rather, Alejandra waited and listened to what the other 

students had to say and would typically write down her answers based on what was said.  

In fact, the only time Alejandra took the lead in answering questions was when Mrs. 

Anderson questioned Alejandra directly, e.g., during a vocabulary game (Fieldnote, May 

13, 2015). 

 There were instances, ten in total, during lessons when Alejandra asked for 

clarification on a topic, but these questions were left unanswered (Fieldnote, March 25, 
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2015; April 1, 27 & 29, 2015; May 6 & 13, 2015).  For example, during a lesson on 

idioms, students had to describe what a given idiom meant in their own words, but 

Alejandra expressed her confusion over the sentence “the mountain is high above the 

city.” However, Alejandra did not receive extra linguistic support from Mrs. Anderson or 

her peers, as seen in the following excerpt: 

Mrs. Anderson: Okay, second sentence, the mountain is high above the city’ 

[reading from worksheet] 

Alejandra: I don’t know what that means. 

Anja: The mountain is here [uses hand to illustrate] and the city is here [uses 

other hand below the first]. 

[Both Cesar and Anja start writing on their paper while Alejandra sits and looks 

at the teacher.] 

Alejandra: I can’t think of anything to write. 

Mrs. Anderson: Well you need to write something like everybody else. 

[Alejandra continued to sit and eventually wrote ‘the city is above the mountain’.] 

(Fieldnote, April 27, 2015) 

Here, Alejandra both verbally (i.e., ‘I don’t know what that means’) and nonverbally (i.e., 

sitting and looking at the teacher instead of writing) expressed her confusion about the 

meaning of the idiom, but she was not given further support.  Instead, Mrs. Anderson 

merely told Alejandra that she had to “write something” because everyone else had.  Mrs. 

Anderson’s reply implied that the answer should be clear as evidenced by her peers’ 

successful completion of the same questions.  This, in effect, publically positioned 
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Alejandra as somehow less competent in this context.  In the end, Alejandra ended up 

writing an answer that clearly showed she still did not understand the idiom.   

 Alejandra’s peers also were observed ignoring her requests for support during 

ESL time on six separate occasions (Fieldnote, March 25, 2015; April 1, 27 & 29, 2015; 

May 6 & 13, 2015).  The majority of these requests involved Alejandra asking the group 

in general, and Cesar in particular, for help with Spanish words (Fieldnote, March 25, 

2015; May 6 & 13, 2015).  In one incident, Cesar was sharing a story about playing 

soccer on his Wii, and Alejandra asked three times how to say ‘sports’ in Spanish but her 

question went unanswered (Fieldnote, May 6, 2015).  Eventually, Alejandra seemed to 

give up when Mrs. Anderson guided the topic of conversation back to the worksheet  

(Fieldnote, May 6, 2015).  This lack of peer attention to Alejandra’s requests for help 

could be due to her peers merely not knowing the answer or could suggest a larger 

positioning of Alejandra by the group as someone whose questions could be discounted.  

In the latter case, this peer positioning may have been reinforced by Mrs. Anderson’s 

own positioning of Alejandra’s requests for help that also went unanswered. 

 This is not to say that Alejandra was completely ignored during her ESL group.  

On the contrary, there were several extended interactions between herself, Mrs. 

Anderson, Cesar, and/or Anja; however, all of these conversations centered on topics that 

were more informal or social (Fieldnote, March 25, 2015; April 1, 27 & 29, 2015; May 6 

& 13, 2015).  Specifically, there were 12 observed interactions where Alejandra 

contributed ideas and information from her own home and community experiences (e.g., 

going shopping with her mother) (Fieldnote, March 25, 2015), or when Cesar and 

Alejandra shared events that were happening in their mainstream classroom (e.g., an 
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ongoing argument between peers) (Fieldnote, May 6, 2015).  Analyses indicated that 

Alejandra had a place in the ESL group, but her role seemed to be more related to 

socializing than academics. 

 As mentioned in Cesar’s chapter, there were also observed positioning moves 

happening between Alejandra and Cesar (Fieldnote, March 25, 2015; April 27 & 29, 

2015; May 6 & 13, 2015).  The two would frequently tease each other in class about who 

was slower or faster in completing work, supposed spelling abilities or lack thereof, and 

in Cesar’s case Alejandra’s Spanish proficiency (Fieldnote, March 25, 2015; April 27 & 

29, 2015; May 6 & 13, 2015).   While Alejandra reciprocated Cesar’s taunting in kind, 

there were more instances of Cesar teasing Alejandra than vice versa.  In the following, 

Alejandra asked for help spelling a word and Cesar responded by deriding Alejandra’s 

request: 

Alejandra: [to teacher] How do you spell generous? 

Cesar: Oh my gosh, you don’t know how to spell that? 

(Fieldnote, May 6, 2015) 

In this case, Mrs. Anderson did not intervene and left Alejandra to sound out the word 

“generous” on her own.  For her part, Alejandra did not respond to Cesar’s comment, and 

the two returned to completing their worksheets without further interaction.  In effect, 

Cesar’s taunting was silently sanctioned by Mrs. Anderson’s lack of intervention in the 

event, which eventually resulted in Alejandra having to attempt to answer her own 

question. 

As Mrs. Anderson noted, Alejandra was observed on three occasions negatively 

positioning herself in regards to the linguistic content of a lesson and her linguistic 
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abilities despite having reflexively positioned herself during interviews as “an English 

person” (Fieldnote, April 1 & 29, 2015; May 6 2015; Introductory interview, March 2, 

2015).  In the following excerpt, the group was learning about the difference between 

regular and proper nouns (Fieldnote, May 6, 2015).  During the lesson, Alejandra 

struggled to understand the difference between the two and how to identify correct 

examples of both a proper and common noun.   

Mrs. Anderson: What is a noun? 

Cesar: Person, place, thing, idea, name 

Mrs. Anderson: A proper noun names a specific noun, give me an example. 

Alejandra: I have an idea. 

Karol: Person like George Washington. 

Mrs. Anderson: Good that’s a place. 

Alejandra: High Line Mall 

Mrs. Anderson: That would be a proper noun because it’s a specific place like 

Cesar would be a proper noun. 

Alejandra: Alejandra 

Mrs. Anderson: Not boy or girl? 

Alejandra: I am so stupid here 

Mrs. Anderson: Stop it. 

(Fieldnote, May 6, 2015) 

In this excerpt, even though Alejandra correctly identified two proper nouns, High Line 

Mall and Alejandra, she still became discouraged.  She appeared to be confused by Mrs. 

Anderson asking if boy or girl would be a proper noun and then stated, “I am so stupid 
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here” (Fieldnote, May 6, 2015).  The interaction continued when Mrs. Anderson asked 

Cesar to explain the difference between a regular noun and proper noun to Alejandra, 

which resulted in more negative reflexive positioning on Alejandra’s part, as well as 

interactional positioning by Cesar. 

Cesar: So boy or girl that would be a noun but if you say Alejandra or Cesar- 

Mrs. Anderson: That’s a proper noun. 

Alejandra: Oh I get it. 

Mrs. Anderson: Explain it to me. 

Alejandra: A proper noun is a person, place, thing or idea. 

Mrs. Anderson: That’s a noun, give me an example of a proper noun 

[Alejandra pauses for approximately 15 seconds and Cesar starts to laugh but 

Mrs. Anderson tells him to stop]. 

Mrs. Anderson: Give me an example of a proper noun. 

Alejandra: I’m just bad at this. 

Mrs. Anderson: No you’re not, you’re just not focused.  Cesar, explain it again. 

(Fieldnote, May 6, 2015) 

In the previous excerpt, Mrs. Anderson validated Cesar’s understanding of the concept by 

asking him to explain it to Alejandra; however, Alejandra still struggled to define the 

difference between a regular and proper noun.  When she was unable to explain the 

difference, Alejandra again stated that she was “bad at this,” referring to the content of 

the lesson (Fieldnote, May 6, 2015).  Mrs. Anderson attempted to negate Alejandra’s 

negative self-statement by contradicting Alejandra, but then potentially reinforced her 

struggles by having Cesar again explain the concept even though he had previously 
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laughed at Alejandra’s confusion.  The lesson went on in this vein for approximately five 

minutes with Mrs. Anderson and Cesar alternating between giving examples and 

explaining the concept.  Eventually, Alejandra was able to successfully do both, but only 

after two more negative reflexive positioning acts regarding her abilities in her ESL 

classroom.  In the end, Alejandra positioned herself as “bad” or “stupid” four times 

during this lesson.  Despite the persistence of Alejandra’s lack of understanding about the 

concept, Mrs. Anderson did not modify her instruction and continued to verbally explain 

and give examples of common and proper nouns (Fieldnote, May 6, 2015).  This 

continuation may have reinforced Alejandra’s reflexive positioning as being generally 

incapable instead of simply not having gained a particularistic understanding of the 

concept of a proper noun. 

 In summary, Alejandra’s questions and requests for linguistic help were often 

ignored in her ESL group, while her social conversations were positively received and 

even built upon by the teacher and other students.  This interactional positioning appeared 

to place Alejandra as more of a social member of the ESL classroom’s linguistic milieu 

than an academic member.  Additionally, Alejandra expressed self-doubt in her abilities 

by reflexively positioning herself as being “stupid here.”  The frequency of these 

observed statements alluded to a larger frustration that Alejandra routinely navigated 

during her ESL lessons. 

Interactions in Informal School Spaces 

 Based on analyses of fieldnotes (March 2, 23, & 30, 2015; April 6, 13, 20, & 27, 

2015; May 4, 11, & 18, 2015), impromptu conversations (May 5 & 11, 2015) and 

Alejandra’s interviews (March 2, 2015; May 12, 2015), Alejandra regularly interacted 
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with different groups of classmates in informal school spaces.  At the beginning of 

observations, Alejandra spent the majority of her non-classroom time with a fellow 

classmate, Kinsey, Alejandra’s self-identified “best friend” (Introductory interview, 

March 2, 2015); however, as observations progressed Alejandra’s social group changed. 

Interactions at recess.  

 At the beginning of observations, Alejandra and Kinsey were observed regularly 

playing on a small play set located on the outskirts of the school playground (Fieldnote, 

March 2, 23, & 30, 2015; April 6, 13, & 20, 2015).  Occasionally, other classmates would 

join the two students, and while Alejandra and Kinsey would not reject the newcomers 

they were also not observed engaging the other students (Fieldnote, March 2, 23, & 30, 

2015; April 6, 13, & 20, 2015).  The two appeared to prefer playing and talking about 

mutual interests, e.g., dolls, toys, clothes, hobbies outside of school, as well as the note 

keeping journal that they regularly passed back and forth (Fieldnote, March 2, 23, & 30, 

2015; April 6, 13, & 20, 2015).  These conversations were relatively short, two to three 

minutes, as the two spent most of their time running around and playing on the play set.   

However, in the lunchroom, Alejandra and Kinsey had more extended conversations 

(Fieldnote, March 2, 23, & 30, 2015; April 6, 13, & 20, 2015). 

Interactions in the cafeteria. 

At the beginning of observations, Alejandra and Kinsey were observed sitting 

together at lunch discussing common interests (Fieldnote, March 2, 23, & 30, 2015; April 

6, 13, & 20, 2015).  These conversations were mutually constructed and participatory, as 

neither girl dominated the conversation for long (Fieldnote, March 2, 23, & 30, 2015; 

April 6, 13, & 20, 2015). While nearby students would occasionally be observed 
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interacting with the two, there were no regular interlocutors in the group besides 

Alejandra and Kinsey.   

However, as observations progressed, Alejandra’s playground and cafeteria 

friends changed (Fieldnote, April 27, 2015; May 4, 11, & 18, 2015).  Alejandra became 

an object of attention for her classmates David and Francisco, and, by extension, their 

group of friends, including Cesar and Julia (Fieldnote, April 27, 2015; May 4, 11, & 18, 

2015). The group started seeking out Alejandra on the playground and in the lunchroom 

to play together, chasing her around the field, and sharing their food with Alejandra 

(Fieldnote, April 27, 2015; May 4, 11, & 18, 2015).  There was much observed 

discussion, both in and out of the classroom, about David and Fernando “liking” 

Alejandra, and this drove many of the group’s interactions with Alejandra being teased 

by David, Fernando, and some of their friends (Fieldnote, April 27, 2015; May 4, 11, & 

18, 2015).  

Interactions in the hallways. 

In the beginning of observations, Alejandra and Kinsey would line up together so 

that they could interact in the hallways (Fieldnote, March 2, 23, & 30, 2015; April 6, 13, 

& 20, 2015).  For example, the two were observed whispering and miming to each other 

in line about mutual interests such as jewelry and baby dolls (Fieldnote, April 6 & 13, 

2015).  However, as Alejandra’s playground and cafeteria interactional group changed 

near the end of observations, so did her hallway interactions (Fieldnote, April 27, 2015; 

May 4, 11, & 18, 2015). 

Near the end of observations, Fernando and David appeared to take care to line up 

near Alejandra or were observed physically moving from their original place in line to a 
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spot that was directly in front of or behind Alejandra (Fieldnote, April 27, 2015; May 4, 

11, & 18, 2015).  In line, the two boys, and Fernando in particular, continually engaged in 

light horseplay, e.g., tickling or poking, and teasing of Alejandra.  For her part, Alejandra 

appeared to willingly participate in this group and would often listen to and laugh at 

David and Fernando or return their tickling and poking (Fieldnote, April 27, 2015; May 

4, 11, & 18, 2015).  Eventually, Alejandra’s social group inside and outside of the 

classroom radically changed, and at the end of the year, she was no longer speaking to 

her original best friend, Kinsey, preferring instead to socialize with David, Francisco, and 

their friends.  Moreover, Alejandra’s interactions within these groups of interlocutors 

were notably different (Fieldnote, March 2, 23, & 30, 2015; April 6, 13, 20, & 27, 2015; 

May 4, 11, & 18, 2015).   While conversations with Kinsey appeared to be mutually 

participatory, conversations with Fernando, David, and their social circle appeared to be 

primarily led by Fernando and David (Fieldnote, March 2, 23, & 30, 2015; April 6, 13, 

20, & 27, 2015; May 4, 11, & 18, 2015). 

Near the end of observations, Mrs. Wilson reported that Alejandra had started 

telling some of her friends that they could not be friends unless they were only her 

friends, thereby excluding other classmates (Impromptu conversation, May 5, 2015).   

Mrs. Wilson felt that these demands hinted at a larger social challenge for Alejandra that 

she also referred to when discussing Cesar’s interactions with peers (Impromptu 

conversation, May 11, 2015).  Again, Mrs. Wilson referred to the “social 

inappropriateness” of some of Alejandra’s actions (e.g., Alejandra’s demands that her 

friendships must be exclusive or what Mrs. Wilson deemed “inappropriate touching” 

between Alejandra and Fernando) and alluded to her belief that the real issue could be 
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attributed to differences in “culture” (Impromptu conversation, May 11, 2015).  Even 

though Alejandra came from a school less than 25 miles away, Mrs. Wilson explained 

that she feel that the culture at her previous school, in her home, and in her community 

somehow sanctioned such exclusionary and “inappropriate” actions by Alejandra.  In 

other words, Mrs. Wilson placed blame on Alejandra’s previous school and her home and 

community experiences for the “inappropriate behaviors” she saw in Alejandra’s 

interactions in informal school spaces.  

Alejandra: A Case of Social Access and Variable Reflexive Positioning 

 Several factors contributed to Alejandra’s variable access to social and academic 

interactions, as well as her academic and linguistic success at Cordova, including: (1) her 

own reflexive positioning; (2) her peers’ and teachers’ interactional positioning; and (3) 

mainstream classroom norms and institutional factors. 

Alejandra’s Reflexive Positioning 

 Alejandra’s home language environment and previous schooling resulted in her 

reflexively positioning herself as “an English person.”  In her mainstream classroom, this 

positioning as “an English person” made her more comfortable when speaking with her 

monolingual English-speaking peers and teachers.  While she was nervous entering 

Cordova, as most students are when starting a new school, she reported that she did not 

feel intimidated by the linguistic milieu and that she enjoyed interacting with her peers 

and teachers socially to learn more about them.  However, her reflexive positioning as 

someone who preferred to “work alone” contributed to fewer observed academic 

interactions with her peers, as she did not approach them for academic assistance or 

regularly engage in academic discussions with her peers. 
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 In the ESL classroom, Alejandra positioned herself as a less active contributor to 

academic discussions when she did not actively contribute her ideas to discussions.  

When Alejandra did contribute to these discussions her contributions were social in 

nature (e.g., when Cesar started talking about playing Wii sports and Alejandra asked 

how to say sports in Spanish) than focused on the content of the lesson.  Additionally, 

Alejandra’s reflexive positioning as being “dumb” in her ESL classroom was particularly 

notable.  This reflexive positioning was sometimes supported by Mrs. Anderson’s 

interactional positioning of her, as was the case during the regular and proper noun lesson 

where Mrs. Anderson encouraged Cesar to repeatedly explain these concepts to 

Alejandra, even as he laughed at her answers.   

Ultimately, Alejandra’s reflexive positioning in her ESL classroom and 

mainstream classroom contributed to her reticence to engage during discussions 

regarding academic content.  Contrastingly, Alejandra expressed preference for 

interacting in English to “learn more about” her peers and teachers made her comfortable 

initiating and contributing to social interactions in and out of the classroom.  In the end, 

Alejandra’s reflexive positioning resulted in decreased academic language development 

opportunities with her peers and teachers, and contributed to her belief that she was 

“dumb” or “bad” in school. 

Peer and Teacher Interactional Positioning of Alejandra 

Overall, Alejandra was an active contributor to social interactions in and out of 

the classroom.  However, the nature of these interactions varied based on the 

interlocutors present and their interactional positioning of Alejandra.   
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 Peers’ interactional positioning. 

 Alejandra was the recipient of teasing by two of her mainstream classroom peers, 

i.e., Fernando and David, which shaped her peer interactions both in the classroom and in 

informal school spaces, particularly in the latter half of observations.  This teasing started 

with David and Fernando, and continued to escalate over the course of observations. 

While Alejandra was frequently at the center of these conversations, she was often not an 

initiator of the interactions.  In these instances, Alejandra’s peers interactionally 

positioned Alejandra as the topic of conversation and the focus of verbal and physical 

teasing, but not as an active interlocutor.  Alejandra’s interactions with select female 

peers were markedly different.  For example, interactions between Alejandra and Kinsey 

appeared to be mutually participatory.  Through this friendship, Alejandra had access to 

social interactions and even took the opportunity to teach Kinsey some words she was 

learning in Spanish, a move that validated Alejandra’s developing knowledge of the 

Spanish language.  However, this friendship did not last through observations. 

 Alejandra was afforded even less access to academic conversations by her peers’ 

interactional positioning and, to some extent, her own reflexive positioning discussed in 

the previous section.  For example, in the mainstream classroom Alejandra was verbally 

and physically excluded from math partner work.  This ultimately positioned Alejandra 

as a peer that was somehow less welcome during academic interactions, and limited 

Alejandra’s access to academic conversations.  Similarly in the ESL classroom, 

Alejandra’s requests for help, both to her teacher and peers, went unanswered during 

observations.  However, her social conversations were often built upon, which again 
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positioned Alejandra as a primarily social interlocutor rather than a viable academic 

interlocutor. 

 Teachers’ interactional positioning. 

 Mrs. Wilson, mainstream classroom teacher, and Mrs. Anderson, ESL teacher, 

both expressed surprise over Alejandra’s original classification as a pre-emergent English 

speaker.  This surprise originated with the teachers’ correlation between Alejandra’s 

speaking fluency and her overall assessed English proficiency, meaning they assumed 

since Alejandra was so well spoken she would have been assessed as having an overall 

advanced English proficiency.  Despite these assumptions, Alejandra was the only case 

study participant to not test out of the ESL program at the end of the year.  There could 

be several contributory factors for this assessment result, including: (1) possible validity 

issues with the state assessment; (2) the teachers’ misinformed interpretations of 

Alejandra’s English proficiency based on their limited time working with Alejandra; or 

(3) the teachers’ positive positioning of Alejandra’s English proficiency may have 

negatively impacted the amount of extra time and support they gave Alejandra. 

In addition to this positioning of Alejandra’s language proficiency, Mrs. Wilson 

and, to some extent, Mrs. Anderson positioned Alejandra’s culture, class, race, and 

academic preparedness.  Mrs. Wilson and Mrs. Anderson both pointed to Alejandra’s 

previous school, and its ascribed lack of rigorousness, as one possible reason for why 

Alejandra did not reclassify as English proficient at the end of her fourth grade year.  

Mrs. Wilson also discussed larger assumptions regarding Alejandra’s race, culture, class, 

and home environment that may have influenced her interactional positioning of 

Alejandra’s social and academic interactions.  For example, in response to Alejandra’s 
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mother’s fears about race-based teasing, Mrs. Wilson ascribed a color-blind ideology to 

Cordova’s students.  This ideology not only minimalized Alejandra’s and her mother’s 

experiences, it also obscured real challenges that Alejandra may have faced when 

interacting with her primarily White peers.  Moreover, Mrs. Wilson expressed a deficit 

perspective while discussing students who were transferring from Alejandra’s former 

school district.  Specifically, she referred to now having to “raise” students because more 

students were entering Cordova from a “lower district” with less involved parents.  These 

ideologies contributed to Mrs. Wilson’s positioning of Alejandra’s interactions as 

“culturally inappropriate” and her academic preparedness as “behind” other students.   

In the ESL classroom, Mrs. Anderson’s assumptions about Alejandra’s diversity 

shaped the types of support and interventions she provided when Alejandra made 

negative self-statements, i.e., “I’m stupid here [ESL classroom].”  Specifically, Mrs. 

Anderson made a homogenizing assumption of Alejandra’s country of origin when she 

told Alejandra that the reason she struggled was because she was from a different 

country, despite the fact that Alejandra was born and raised in the United States.  This 

statement, and statements made by Mrs. Wilson, indicated that the teachers were drawing 

larger assumptions based on what they assumed was Alejandra’s background, instead of 

actually basing their statements on real knowledge of Alejandra’s unique diversity 

categories and experiences.  In other words, the two teachers made assumptions about 

Alejandra before fully understanding her background and experiences. 

In summary, both Alejandra’s peers and teachers afforded Alejandra more 

speaking rights during social interactions than academic interactions. Specifically, 

Alejandra’s peers and teachers’ interactional positioning moves resulted in Alejandra 
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being a welcome source of social interaction, while negating her role in academic 

interactions.   Additionally, larger assumptions about Alejandra’s diversity and previous 

district shaped Mrs. Wilson’s, and to a lesser extent Mrs. Anderson’s, positioning of 

Alejandra’s interactions, language proficiency, and academic preparedness. 

Mainstream Classroom Norms and Institutional Factors 

As was discussed in Cesar’s chapter, Mrs. Wilson’s classroom relied primarily on 

teacher-led instruction with few observed modifications.  While Mrs. Wilson did value 

student interaction, the lack of structure or guidance for student interactions resulted in 

varying levels of academic conversation.  For Alejandra, her expressed preference of 

working alone and the interactional positioning of her peers resulted in very few 

academic interactions.  However, the interactional freedom in the classroom resulted in 

Alejandra having frequent social interactions with her peers and making friends with 

many of her monolingual English-speaking peers both in and out of the classroom. 

Moreover, as previously discussed, Mrs. Wilson stated that she felt she did not 

need to provide modifications for the English Learners she worked with once “I know 

that they fully understand what I am speaking about.”  In the case of Alejandra, Mrs. 

Wilson clearly felt that Alejandra understood her; therefore, she may not have attended as 

closely to providing modifications that could have encouraged Alejandra’s linguistic and 

academic growth.  Moreover, as with the other two case study participants, modifications 

were offered based on Alejandra’s own self-advocacy in the classroom.   In other words, 

in order to receive extra explanation from Mrs. Wilson, Alejandra had to ask.  This 

placed the onus of understanding on Alejandra and while she did ask and receive help 
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from Mrs. Wilson (e.g., a spelling words worksheet), there were times when she was 

rebuffed (e.g., the multiplication homework sheet).   

While the focus of this section was the mainstream classroom, there were notable 

factors in the ESL classroom that paralleled Mrs. Wilson’s assessment and pedagogical 

actions in the mainstream classroom.  For example, the focus was on reading and writing, 

because Mrs. Anderson felt that her fourth grade students were already working on their 

speaking and listening skills through everyday conversations.  For Alejandra, Mrs. 

Anderson pointed to what she believed were Alejandra’s advanced English verbal skills 

as another reason why she did not need to focus her instruction on listening and speaking.  

Since Alejandra’s lowest assessed proficiency was in listening based on the end of year 

testing, Mrs. Anderson’s and Mrs. Wilson’s assumption may have erroneously guided 

their classroom instruction and linguistic focus with Alejandra.  In other words, informal 

assessments regarding Alejandra’s strong speaking proficiency may have resulted in less 

focus on language development in the mainstream and ESL classroom, which, in turn, 

resulted in less linguistic progress for Alejandra. 
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CHAPTER 7: CROSS CASE SUMMARY AND DISCUSSION 

Introduction 

 This chapter explores the larger quintain, or phenomena, under-study, i.e., the 

experiences and positioning of emergent bilinguals in a low-incidence school where they 

comprise less than 2% of the total student population.  There are various ways to 

conceptualize a cross case analysis, for example thematic analysis, functional analysis, or 

case-survey analysis (Dixon-Woods, Agarwal, Jones, Young, & Sutton, 2005; Ramsay & 

Silverman, 2002; Yin, 1981).  However, in alignment with my methodology, I have 

chosen to employ Robert Stake’s (2006; 2013) conceptualization of cross case analysis 

focused on context.  Stake argued that phenomena operate differently in various contexts; 

therefore, in order to understand the larger quintain one must “illuminate” these contexts.  

However, Stake (2006; 2013) argued that contexts are not solely defined by geography, 

rather contexts can also be conceptualized as historical, cultural, political, economic, or 

social. 

Given the site under study, I have elaborated Stake’s notion of context to focus on 

the following question: What contextual features hold power in the shaping of the 

experiences of the emergent bilinguals in this low-incidence school?  Specifically, I 

focused my contextual cross case analysis on the receiving context, interactional context, 

ideological context, and institutional context of Cordova elementary and the peers and 

teachers with whom the emergent bilinguals interacted.  Through my cross case analysis, 

I hope to address specific questions about the contextual features impinging upon the 

positioning of emergent bilinguals in this instructive school site.  Those questions are to 

wit: (1) To what extent does the school’s receiving context influence the emergent 
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bilinguals’ reflexive self-positioning; (2) To what extent do peers’ conversational 

contexts hold power to position emergent bilinguals; (3) To what extent does the context 

of teachers’ personal ideologies and pedagogical beliefs influence their interactional 

positioning of the emergent bilinguals; and (4) To what extent does the institutional 

context, as well as the teacher participants negotiation of said institutional contexts, 

position the emergent bilinguals?  These specific contexts were identified as impinging 

forces upon the larger experiences of emergent bilinguals in the school under study 

through my especial focus on the positioning of emergent bilinguals in various school 

locales.  In other words, analyses of these positioning acts helped to illuminate the 

contextual features that shaped the experiences of the emergent bilinguals.   

In the following, I begin by analyzing how the unique receiving context of 

Cordova Elementary shaped the emergent bilingual participants’ reflexive positioning.  

Following this, I explore how peers’ interactional positioning of emergent bilingual 

participants shaped their conversational context.  Then, I turn to how teachers’ 

ideological contexts shaped their positioning of the emergent bilinguals with whom they 

worked.  Finally, I explore how the institutional context, as shaped by state policies and 

administrative expectations, and teachers’ negotiation of said institutional context shaped 

the larger conversational environment of the mainstream classroom and the language 

modifications that were provided. 

Cordova’s Receiving Context and Emergent Bilinguals’ Reflexive Positioning 

 Extant scholarship regarding the outcomes of linguistically diverse immigrants in 

American schools has highlighted the powerful influence that the receiving community 

has on the experiences of linguistically diverse students.  This phenomenon has been 
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termed the  “mode of incorporation” (Portes and Rumbaut, 2001) or “context of 

reception” (Jimenez, 2010; Roxas, 2012).  For this cross case analysis, I focus on the 

receiving context of Cordova Elementary and how the receiving context shaped the 

positioning of emergent bilingual participants.  The receiving context of schools can be 

shaped by many factors, e.g., national and state policy, the demographic makeup of 

teachers and students, resources available, and pedagogical practices.  For the three 

emergent bilinguals in this study, the unique demographic, linguistic, and policy context 

of Cordova contributed to the emergent bilingual participants’ variable reflexive 

positioning during interactions.  In the following, I first analyze the larger school context 

of Cordova, paying special attention to the demographic makeup of students and teachers 

as well as state policy mandates.  Following this, I analyze how the larger school context 

interacted with the three emergent bilinguals ongoing reflexive positioning.   

 School context. 

 Cordova’s receiving context was unique in that the emergent bilingual population 

was relatively small; therefore, the education of identified English Learners fell under the 

state mandate of Individual Language Learner Plans (ILLP).   These plans outlined how 

the emergent bilinguals would meet the state-mandated 4 hours of daily English 

instruction.  At Cordova, identified English Learners received most of their linguistic 

instruction in their mainstream classrooms with some support from an ESL pull out class.  

Moreover, the emergent bilinguals in this study spent the majority of their school time in 

the company of their native English-speaking peers and teachers.  This unique context, 

both in and out of the classroom, resulted in a primarily English- mediated language 

context for these students. 
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 In addition to state language policy mandates, the larger school context that the 

emergent bilinguals entered was partially established by the potential interlocutors 

present, or people who could take part in conversations.  The emergent bilinguals entered 

a schooling context that was uniquely shaped by these interlocutors’ diversity markers, in 

that their access to potential speakers of other languages and people from other cultures 

or worldviews was afforded or limited by the interlocutors present.  At Cordova, the 

majority of the students were White (53%) with the second largest identified 

demographic group being Latino/a (35%).  Additionally, of the 847 students present at 

the school site during the study, only 17 students, or 2%, were classified as English 

Language Learners by the state’s yearly language assessment.  Moreover, certified 

teachers and staff were primarily White, 89%, and monolingual English speakers, 97%.  

These demographic factors created a schooling context that was populated with a 

majority White, monolingual English speaking potential interlocutors. 

 Given the larger demographic makeup of interlocutors at Cordova Elementary and 

the ILLP mandates, the emergent bilingual participants in this study spent most of their 

school time in a receiving context that was linguistically, and potentially culturally, 

divergent from their own home context.  This larger school context shaped the potential 

conversations they could or did have, which, in turn, contributed to their reflexive 

positioning in this unique school and language context.  However, the emergent 

bilinguals exhibited variable reflexive positioning in this environment because of the 

linguistic, cultural, and experiential singularity that they brought with them into 

Cordova’s receiving context. 
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 Emergent bilinguals’ reflexive positioning in Cordova’s receiving context.  

In chapters 4, 5, and 6, all three participants reported feeling “scared” or 

“nervous” when they first entered Cordova Elementary.  However, over time Anja, Cesar, 

and Alejandra reported very different feelings regarding the linguistic and schooling 

context of Cordova Elementary generally, as well as variable interactional comfort levels 

with their primarily White, monolingual English-speaking peers and teachers.  Based on 

my analyses of collected observational and interview data, I suggest that part of this 

reflexive positioning regarding English mediated interactions may be attributed to the 

three emergent bilinguals’ varied linguistic, cultural, and experiential history, as well as 

the established language context which they entered when they enrolled in Cordova 

Elementary. 

 Out of the three case study participants, Anja attended Cordova Elementary for 

the longest amount of time, 4 years at the time of this study.  However, her experience in 

Cordova’s language context was different from Cesar or Alejandra as she was the only 

Russian speaker in this study, as well as the first Russian speaker to enter Cordova 

Elementary.  Additionally, Anja had no previous formal schooling experiences in Russia, 

and reportedly came to the United States with no previous English exposure.  Based on 

analyses of her interviews and observations in her classroom, her lack of previous 

English exposure and lack of access to peers or teachers with knowledge of the Russian 

language and culture contributed to her current reflexive positioning as not being 

comfortable in her English-dominant school environment. Specifically, during 

observations Anja reported “right now I don’t really talk to anyone” and that she still did 

“not feel good with these people.”   
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In contrast, Cesar and Alejandra appeared to acclimate to their new school and 

English-dominant context relatively quickly.  At the time of this study, Cesar reported 

that now he “never gets nervous speaking in English.”  Based on an analysis of Cesar’s 

interview data, Cesar’s transition into Cordova Elementary was eased by his previous 

experience learning “a little bit” of English in his school in Mexico, and his early 

partnering with a Spanish bilingual peer who taught him “how to speak more English.”  

Alejandra entered Cordova Elementary most recently and was the only case study 

participant who lived at least part of her time in an English-dominant home, and had been 

born and attended school in the United States.  Alejandra’s home experiences and 

previous schooling experiences contributed to her reflexive positioning as an “English 

person” who was learning Spanish at her father’s house.  In interviews, she stated that 

Spanish “was kind of very weird” and that she preferred interacting with her monolingual 

English-speaking peers and teachers in English because she wanted to “learn more about 

them.”   

Analyses of the larger language context of Cordova showed that both Alejandra 

and Cesar had access to Spanish speaking peers (e.g., Edward for Cesar, and Cesar for 

Alejandra).  Additionally, the ESL teacher was observed discussing Latino culture and 

the Spanish language (e.g., using Spanish greetings or discussing Cinco de Mayo).  In 

contrast, Anja did not have access to a similar language context in that none of her peers 

or teachers spoke Russian.  Moreover, her peers and teachers were not observed making 

spontaneous connections to her home culture during observations.   These differences in 

the school’s receiving contexts contributed to the emergent bilinguals’ reflexive 

positioning evidenced by Alejandra and Cesar’s notable initiative and participation in 
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conversations during observations, while Anja limited her interactions to primarily non-

verbal contributions or short one-word answers.   

Davies and Harré (1999) argued that individuals are continuously “re-

constituting” themselves and their identities based on their interactions with interlocutors 

in specific contexts.  Within the unique receiving context of Cordova Elementary, the 

emergent bilingual participants had limited access to first language interlocutors because 

of the relatively small number of linguistically diverse students and teachers.  However, 

Alejandra and Cesar’s previous exposure to English, along with access to Spanish 

speaking peers and teachers, bolstered their linguistic confidence and access to social 

conversations.  In contrast, Anja had no previous exposure to English and was the only 

Russian speaker when she first entered Cordova, and, at the time of this study, the only 

Russian speaker in third, fourth, or fifth grade at Cordova.  This receiving context shaped 

her developing linguistic history and schooling identity to the point that she still felt 

unsure about her English language abilities, as well as uncomfortable interacting with her 

monolingual English-speaking peers and teachers despite having attended Cordova 

Elementary for at least two years more than Cesar or Alejandra. 

Conversational Context and Peers’ Interactional Positioning of Emergent Bilinguals 

 While the three case study participants showed variable reflexive positioning, 

they also experienced variable peer positioning in and out of the classroom.  In other 

words, in the context of individual and group conversations with peers the emergent 

bilingual participants were afforded or constrained access and interactional rights by their 

peers’ verbal and nonverbal actions.  Specifically, peers’ observed interactional 
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positioning of the emergent bilinguals resulted in the emergent bilinguals having more 

access to social conversations than academic conversations. 

As shown in Chapter 4, the majority of Anja’s interactions with her peers were 

nonverbal, while her verbal interactions tended to be limited short answers.  In contrast, 

Cesar and Alejandra were observed interacting with regular groups of peers that they 

interacted with in their classrooms and in informal school spaces.  As shown in Chapter 

5, Cesar was frequently observed initiating social conversations with classroom peers, 

and these conversational relationships continued in informal school spaces. In Chapter 6, 

Alejandra was repeatedly observed initiating and participating in social interactions with 

her self-identified “best friend” Kinsey, but a change in her friendship group near the end 

of the year resulted in Alejandra being less vocal during social interactions both in and 

out of the classroom.  Despite this change in social positioning, Alejandra maintained 

frequent social interactions and social relationships with her peers throughout 

observations. 

Based on this data analysis, Alejandra and Cesar had frequent access to social 

interactions with their monolingual English-speaking peers; however, their access to 

academic conversations in the mainstream classroom was markedly different.  During 

multiple teacher-assigned academic interactions, Cesar was observed being ignored or 

verbally and physically excluded from the conversational context with his teacher-

assigned partners.  As shown in Chapter 5, Cesar was observed attempting to contribute 

his ideas to mathematical discussions but his contributions were rejected or ignored until 

he would physically withdraw from these interactions and stopped attempting to engage 

with his peers.  Additionally, peers similarly positioned Alejandra during academic 
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interactions.  In one such observed conversation, Alejandra’s peers accused her of being 

“mean” and “cheating,” until, as with Cesar, she physically and verbally withdrew from 

the interaction.   

While Anja was observed as being less participatory during social conversations 

with her peers, there were still notable peer positioning moves during academic 

interactions.  For example, Anja was observed being physically and verbally commanded 

by her peers.  This observed pattern of interaction may be partially attributable to Anja’s 

own reflexive positioning as she would typically defer to her partners’ interactional leads; 

however, peer actions also interactionally positioned Anja as an unwelcome academic 

interlocutor (e.g., when her partners repeatedly told Anja what to write instead of 

listening to her contributions).  Across the cases, all three emergent bilingual case study 

participants were effectively allowed limited access to and interactional rights within 

academic interactions because of this interactional positioning by their peers in the 

conversational context of the mainstream classroom. 

 Davies and Harré (1999) argued that individuals interactionally position 

interlocutors based on “normative constraints” regarding language, language use, and 

speakers.  Further, how an individual is interactionally positioned during interactions can 

impact the affordances and constraints one is allowed in specific contexts (Lineham & 

McCarthy, 2000).  Based on this framework, I suggest that the three emergent bilinguals 

in this study were interactionally positioned by their peers as somehow less welcome 

academic interlocutors in the conversational context of the mainstream classroom.  This 

interactional positioning resulted in the emergent bilinguals’ being afforded fewer 
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interactional rights during academic conversations, which may have resulted in less 

academic language development opportunities.  

Ideological Context of Teachers and the Positioning of Emergent Bilinguals 

 In chapters 4, 5, and 6, the mainstream and ESL teacher participants in this study 

interactionally positioned the emergent bilingual participants with whom they worked in 

varied ways.  Analyses of these positioning statements indicated that teachers were often 

drawing upon larger ideological contexts when making these interactional positioning 

statements.  By ideological contexts, I refer to the system of beliefs or ideas that these 

teachers uniquely attributed to individuals and/or groups.  For example, some teachers 

expressed personally held ideologies regarding race, culture, socioeconomic class, and 

language that they drew upon when positioning the emergent bilingual participants.  

Moreover, teachers’ professional beliefs regarding language and language learning 

contributed to how the teachers assessed the emergent bilinguals’ language proficiency.  

Teachers drew upon these ideological contexts when they were explaining their 

conceptions and positioning of the emergent bilinguals in their classrooms in varied 

ways.  I argue that the three teachers in this study employed individualistic, categoristic, 

or hybrid ideologies when positioning the emergent bilingual participants in this study.  

In the following, I will explore these three ideological paradigms for each of the teacher 

participants.  

Mrs. Gershner expressed an individualistic ideology, in that she focused on the 

actions of the individual, i.e., Anja, as the primary source of her positioning statements.  

For example, during interviews Mrs. Gershner explained Anja’s relative lack of 

interactions by stating the Anja had a naturally “quiet” or “shy” personality.  When asked 



 221

specifically if she believed there might be cultural or linguistic considerations that 

contributed to Anja’s lack of interactions, Mrs. Gershner negated such positioning by 

again reiterating that Anja’s challenge was her natural shyness.  Along these lines, Mrs. 

Gershner positioned Anja’s frequent requests for linguistic and academic clarifications as 

“a crutch” that Anja relied on because she underestimated her own English proficiency.  

When Mrs. Gershner discussed Anja’s interactions in the classroom, she tended to focus 

on individualistic factors that shaped her interactions; i.e., personality or lack of 

confidence, rather than larger categorical factors.   

In contrast, Mrs. Wilson employed a categoristic ideology that focused on larger 

social diversity categories as the primary impetus for her interactional positioning of 

individual students.  Specifically, Mrs. Wilson discussed some of Alejandra’s and, to an 

extent, Cesar’s ascribed challenges in terms of larger diversity categories, such as race, 

culture, socioeconomic class, previous schooling experiences, language, and family 

structures.  Mrs. Wilson deemed both Cesar and Alejandra’s social interactions with 

peers as “socially inappropriate” because of what she deemed an inability to fully express 

themselves in English and culturally incongruent means of handling conflict.  Moreover, 

Mrs. Wilson positioned Alejandra as “behind” and questioned how much her family 

“cared” based on the school district that Alejandra had previously attended, as well as 

differences in social class.  During interviews Mrs. Wilson drew upon these categoristic 

ideologies to explain Cesar and Alejandra’s actions, including peer interactions, academic 

achievement, and language proficiency, rather than focusing on individualistic traits for 

each student.  
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Finally, Mrs. Anderson employed a hybrid ideology in that she drew upon 

individualistic ideologies to explain her positioning of some students, i.e., Anja and to 

some extent Cesar, and categoristic ideologies when positioning other students, i.e., 

Alejandra and Cesar.  Similar to Mrs. Gershner, Mrs. Anderson ascribed what she saw as 

Alejandra’s being “behind” to her previous district and its supposed lack of academic 

rigor.  Additionally, she identified some of Cesar and Alejandra’s academic and social 

interactions as “socially inappropriate”, and reiterated the ideology that language and/or 

culture could be a mediating factor in these interactions.  In other words, when 

positioning Cesar and Alejandra’s social and academic interactions, Mrs. Anderson drew 

upon a categoristic ideology.  In contrast, when discussing Anja Mrs. Anderson attributed 

her less frequent interactions to Anja’s natural “shyness” or “quietness”, in alignment 

with an individualistic ideology.   

It is notable that both of Anja’s teachers focused on individual factors that shaped 

her interactions, or lack thereof, while both of Alejandra and Cesar’s teachers focused on 

larger diversity categories as shaping forces in their interactions.  This divergent 

positioning and contextual ideologies may have a variety of contributing factors, 

including phenotype.  Specifically, Alejandra and Cesar were both brown-haired, brown-

eyed Latino/a, while Anja was a blond-haired, blue-eyed Russian.  Only Mrs. Wilson 

mentioned race during interviews, specifically she attributed a “color-blind” ideology to 

students and teachers at Cordova Elementary that presumed a “race neutral context” 

(Crenshaw, 1997, 1997; Bonilla-Silva, 2001; Lewis, 2001).  However, scholars have 

argued that while race is not often overtly discussed in second language research, 
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phenotype can play a role in the “racialization” of linguistically diverse students and their 

social positioning in schools (Ibrahim, 1999; Kubota & Lin, 2009). 

The field of language ideologies explores how implicit beliefs about languages 

and speakers of various languages shape the social norms that influence language 

behaviors and individual’s perceptions of language choice, speakers, and learning 

(Scheiffelin, Woolard, & Kroskrity, 1998; Woolard & Scheiffelin, 1994).  Moreover, 

language ideologies can be employed to rationalize inequitable social systems and 

relationships in a variety of contexts including schools (Bourdieu, 1977; 2008; Irvine, 

1989; Woolard & Scheiffelin, 1994).  The ideological context of the teachers under study 

contributed to their variable interactional positioning of the emergent bilinguals in this 

study.  For example, while Cesar and Anja’s families were credited with being 

supportive, Alejandra’s family was questioned based on their district of origin as well as 

class. Further, while Anja was positioned as “quiet” but ultimately “well-behaved”, Cesar 

and Alejandra’s social and academic interactions were brought into question based on 

“cultural” norms and linguistic proficiency.  The complicated and variable positioning of 

the emergent bilinguals in this study highlighted the complex interplay between personal 

ideologies and professional beliefs that teachers may draw upon when working with 

linguistically diverse students.   

In sum, the ideological context, regarding personality, culture, race, language use, 

familial support, previous schooling experiences, and socioeconomic status, that teachers’ 

draw upon when working with emergent bilinguals has the potential to influence their 

positioning of these students in their classrooms.  Moreover, in this study interactional 

positioning influenced the teachers’ interpretations of emergent bilingual participants’ 
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actions in a variety of ways, including attributing social conflicts to larger cultural 

incongruences or assuming ongoing requests for linguistic support in the classroom were 

a “crutch” rather than a request made out of necessity.  Ultimately, this is not meant as a 

blanket criticism of teachers, particularly mainstream classroom teachers, rather, it is 

meant to highlight the importance of the ideological context when considering how 

emergent bilinguals are positioned and even assessed by their teachers. 

Institutional Context and the Positioning of Emergent Bilinguals 

 The institutional context at Cordova Elementary was shaped by administrative 

and district level expectations, as well as individual teacher’s interpretations of said 

expectations.  I focused this cross-case analysis on the mainstream classroom, as this was 

the location where the emergent bilinguals received most of their academic and linguistic 

instruction during observations.  In the following, I analyze the larger institutional 

context as influenced by state and administrative expectations.  Then, I explore how this 

institutional context shaped the conversational environment of the mainstream classroom, 

as well as how mainstream teachers used language modifications within this 

environment.  

 Institutional context and the mainstream classroom. 

The mainstream classrooms presented in chapter 4, 5, and 6 relied primarily on 

whole class instructional strategies during observations.  Mrs. Gershner reported that her 

administration expected teachers to utilize a direct instruction model for their lessons 

called “Essential Elements of Instruction.”   Within this model the expectation was that 

“the kids are watching and you are instructing.” While Mrs. Wilson did not report having 

to following the Essential Elements of Instruction format, all of the observations of her 



 225

classroom were of teacher-led whole group lessons similar to the Essential Elements of 

Instruction format. Additionally, Mrs. Wilson and Mrs. Gershner were observed using a 

call and response “recitation script” (Gallego & Cole, 2001) during whole group 

instruction, where they would call out questions and students answered on an individual 

basis.   

Along with specific instructional strategies, Mrs. Gershner reported that 

Cordova’s administration emphasized classroom management in the form of a quiet, 

orderly, and “controlled” classroom environment.  In contrast, Mrs. Gershner reported 

that at the district’s New Teacher Induction a significant amount of time was devoted to 

strategies designed to encourage student interaction.  However, Mrs. Gershner went on to 

explain that her administration negated this focus by stating, “Yes that's good but...we 

really want to make sure that your classroom management is strong and you know, that 

everything is under control.”  The administrative expectations of classroom control and 

whole class instruction resulted in mainstream classrooms where student interaction was, 

if not discouraged, at least expected to happen within tightly controlled teacher 

dominated moments.  This positioned students in the mainstream classroom as passive 

receivers of knowledge.  Moreover, this positioning had the potential to be particularly 

detrimental to the emergent bilinguals’ linguistic and academic development.  The 

teachers in this study negotiated this institutional context in varying ways that impacted 

emergent bilinguals’ access to interactions and positioning in the classroom. 

Conversational environment of the mainstream classroom. 

During interviews, Mrs. Gershner’s reported that her teaching philosophy was 

partially rooted in the value of discussion and student interaction; however, competing 
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administrative expectations for classroom control actually limited her implementation of 

student discussion during lessons.  In other words, while Mrs. Gershner acknowledged 

the potential benefits of student interaction for her linguistically diverse students, she felt 

unable to actually implement this philosophy in her practice.  The reported administrative 

pressure resulted in an observed classroom norm of primarily teacher dominated whole 

group instruction, as well as teacher dominated small group and individual interactions.   

Similar to Mrs. Gershner, Mrs. Wilson reported that she believed student 

interaction was important for students’ developing understandings.  However, unlike 

Mrs. Gershner, Mrs. Wilson did not report the same tension regarding the need for 

classroom control.  Analyses of classroom observations suggested that students in Mrs. 

Wilson’s classroom were given more interactional opportunities during independent work 

time.  However, further analysis suggested that between students this interactional 

freedom primarily resulted in social interactions with very few observed academic 

interactions.  While the emergent bilinguals in Mrs. Wilson’s classroom had more 

interactional freedom, they did not necessarily have more academic interactions, which 

could have benefitted their linguistic and academic development.  The teachers’ 

implementation of the institutional context created very different conversational 

environments for Cesar, Anja, and Alejandra.  Further, how the institutional context was 

negotiated by each teacher shaped the type of interactions that these students had, i.e., 

academic or social, and the frequency of such interactions, i.e., interactional freedom or 

interactional control.   
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Language modifications within the institutional context. 

As previously stated, according to Arizona’s restrictive English-only language 

policy every classified English Language Learner receiving instruction in a low-incidence 

school is required to have an Individualized Language Learner Plan (ILLP).  This 

document outlined language goals for each student, who is responsible for helping 

students meet these goals, and any modifications that can and should be used in the 

mainstream classroom to help linguistically diverse students access academic content 

while continuing to improve their language proficiency, e.g., pre-teaching reading 

assignments or scaffolding academic language.  This policy expectation is then given to 

the schools to be implemented within their institutional context with individual emergent 

bilinguals.   Despite this policy and institutional context, linguistic modifications for the 

emergent bilingual participants in this study were not observed, except when explicitly 

requested by students.   

Both Mrs. Gershner and Mrs. Wilson discussed the use of modifications during 

interviews; however, in practice these modifications were not observed.  During 

interviews, Mrs. Gershner discussed the importance of focusing on vocabulary and 

language development opportunities with all of her students and specifically with her 

emergent bilinguals.  She attributed this language focus to her experience in early 

childhood education where she learned “the vocabulary that you use and the vocabulary 

that students are exposed to is really important.” However, during observations of 

classroom lessons, Mrs. Gershner did not actually discuss vocabulary or language used in 

the lesson except when students asked questions, e.g., when Anja asked for help with the 

landscaping project.   
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As with Mrs. Gershner, the only observed linguistic modifications that Mrs. 

Wilson made for Alejandra and Cesar were in response to the request of the students, 

e.g., when Alejandra asked for help with a spelling assignment.  Mrs. Wilson stated 

during interviews that her primary language modification for emergent bilinguals was the 

incorporation of visuals, a strategy she reportedly learned from her SEI coursework.  

However, she complicated this view by stating that she felt visuals were only necessary 

until students could “fully understand what I am speaking about.”  The metric she used to 

assess students’ linguistic understanding remained unclear during interviews and 

observations, but her descriptions of Cesar and Alejandra as verbally “strong” suggested 

that she felt they could understand her primarily verbal instruction without further 

modification.  This was further supported by classroom observations where no visuals or 

language modifications were explicitly incorporated into her lessons.  

These cross case findings suggest that during planning and instruction both 

mainstream classroom teachers may not have explicitly attended to the emergent 

bilinguals’ linguistic needs despite institutional and policy expectations. Rather the 

mainstream teacher participants tended to wait until the emergent bilinguals themselves 

asked for clarifications.  Ultimately, this created an additional language demand for the 

emergent bilingual participants in the mainstream classroom’s conversational 

environment.  Specifically, the emergent bilinguals had to not only monitor their 

comprehension of the English instruction, but also advocate for themselves by asking for 

clarification from the teachers.  While the ESL classroom was not the focus of this cross 

case analysis, it should be noted that analyses of observations and interviews suggested a 
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similar instructional pattern of teacher-led instruction, few language modifications, and 

the need for student advocacy. 

In sum, monolingual English ideologies permeated the mainstream classrooms I 

observed, in that English was the sole language of instruction and there was intermittent 

emphasis on students’ language development through student interactions or language 

modifications during the primarily teacher-led instruction.  Rather, the case study 

participants were forced to advocate for themselves by approaching the teacher during 

independent work time, for example by saying “I don’t get this” (Anja).  Unfortunately, 

these moments of linguistic support were also often teacher-led and left little room for the 

emergent bilinguals to actually discuss the tasks or language.  The classroom norm of 

students “watching” and teachers “instructing” permeated all levels of instruction and 

primarily positioned the emergent bilingual participants as passive receivers of 

unmodified knowledge and language.    Ultimately, this institutional context and 

positioning of language and language learners in the mainstream classroom pointed to 

larger concerns regarding the (in)equitable academic access of emergent bilinguals in 

schools today.  

Summary 

 Taken together, the three individualistic cases of these emergent bilinguals 

provide evidence that the positioning and experiences of emergent bilinguals in this low 

incidence school were influenced by a variety of contexts, including the school’s 

receiving context, the conversational context among peers, teachers’ ideological context, 

and the institutional context as negotiated by classroom teachers.    These separate but 

relatable contexts contributed to the emergent bilinguals own reflexive positioning within 
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this unique school space, as well as peers and teachers interactional positioning of the 

emergent bilinguals.  Moreover, the larger institutional context, as negotiated by the 

teachers, uniquely positioned the emergent bilinguals within the conversational 

environment of the mainstream classroom. 

The receiving context of Cordova Elementary and the emergent bilinguals’ own 

language histories played a notable role in the participants’ reflexive positioning at the 

time of this study.  Anja’s previous lack of English exposure, schooling experiences, and 

receiving context as the only Russian speaker at Cordova influenced her own reflexive 

positioning as still being uncomfortable or “scared” to interact with her peers and 

teachers.  In contrast, Cesar and Alejandra reported a notably different linguistic history 

with previous experience learning English, as well as experiencing a different receiving 

context where they had access to peers and teachers with similar linguistic and cultural 

knowledge.  In the end, this receiving context and previous experience resulted in more 

interactional comfort and initiative with peers and teachers for Alejandra and Cesar. 

 Anja, Alejandra, and Cesar’s mainstream and ESL teachers variably positioned 

the emergent bilinguals based on their own ideological stances, i.e., individualistic, 

categoristic or hybrid.  This positioning of the emergent bilinguals contributed to variable 

interpretations of the emergent bilingual participants’ interactions, or lack thereof in 

Anja’s case, and language proficiency.  While the three teachers rarely explicitly 

connected the emergent bilinguals’ diversity categories with their interpretations of their 

interactions and language use, analyses of collected interviews and observations 

suggested that teachers drew upon larger ideologies regarding social categories and 

experiences during their discussions about Alejandra and Cesar.  In contrast, teachers 
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tended to rely upon individualistic traits when discussing Anja and her interactions. 

 Emergent bilingual participants’ were afforded variable access to social and 

academic interactions in and out of the classroom, particularly by the interactional 

positioning of their peers.  In the conversational environment, all three emergent 

bilinguals were limited in their access to academic interactions by their peers’ overt and 

covert interactional positioning moves.  At times this positioning was subtle, e.g., 

ignoring an emergent bilinguals’ contribution to the discussion, while at other times this 

positioning was blatant, e.g., physically building a wall of folders to block an emergent 

bilingual from contributing to the group.  Additionally, the institutional context regarding 

instructional models and classroom control, as well as teachers’ pedagogical beliefs 

regarding effective language modifications and student interactions created mainstream 

classrooms that primarily utilized teacher-led academic instruction with little time for 

peer to peer academic interactions.  Furthermore, within this instructional model, the 

emergent bilingual participants had to advocate for their own linguistic modifications 

from their mainstream teachers. 

 In summary, the convergence of the school’s receiving context, the conversational 

context among peers, teachers’ ideological contexts, and the institutional context resulted 

in variable academic and social positioning of the case study participants.  Rather than 

seeking to simplify these diverse narratives into singular findings, this multiple case 

study analysis sought to complexify the larger quintain of a school with a relatively small 

population of emergent bilinguals through the individual lived experiences of three 

emergent bilinguals.  These findings challenge current political and societal ideologies 
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regarding the homogeneity of emergent bilinguals in schools, and have important 

implications for policy, teacher practice, and teacher preparation. 
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CHAPTER 8: CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 

Robert Stake (2006; 2013) contended that one of the main goals of multiple case 

study analysis is to elucidate how a system operates in various contexts.  I have built 

upon Stake’s conceptualization of context by exploring how the receiving context, 

conversational context, ideological context, and institutional context of a low-incidence 

school shapes the positioning and access of emergent bilinguals.   

Before outlining the conclusions and implications of this study, I would like to 

address potential limitations.  Case studies are designed to focus on the individual 

experience rather than form generalizations for the larger population.  Therefore, findings 

from this study must remain situated within the individual lived experiences of these 

three emergent bilinguals in this particularistic low incidence school context. 

Specifically, the relatively small participant pool and unique context of Cordova 

Elementary in a middle class, suburban neighborhood contributed to the distinct 

schooling experiences of the emergent bilinguals in this study.  However, even though 

the goal of case study analysis is not generalizability, there are some considerations that 

can be highlighted for teacher research and practice.  

In the following I briefly review this study’s findings bifurcated by research 

question.  Following this summary, I explore implications of these findings for teacher 

research and practice.   

Summary of Findings for Research Question One 

The first research question this study was designed to explore was as follows: 

How are identified English Learners positioned in various formal and informal school 

learning contexts (e.g., mainstream and ESL classrooms, playground, cafeteria, and 
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hallways)?  Specifically, I explored how peers and teachers interactionally positioned 

emergent bilinguals, as well as how the emergent bilingual participants reflexively 

positioned themselves.  Based on analyses of collected data for my three emergent 

bilingual participants, I argued that various contexts shaped the interactions and 

positioning of these linguistically diverse students in formal and informal school settings, 

including: (1) Cordova’s receiving context, (2) peers’ conversational contexts, (3) 

teachers’ ideological contexts, and (4) the institutional context. 

 The three emergent bilinguals in this study expressed variable reflexive 

positioning regarding their English proficiency, as well as their comfort interacting with 

the primarily monolingual English-speaking interlocutors present in Cordova Elementary.  

Both Cesar and Alejandra positioned themselves as being comfortable and even enjoying 

interacting with their peers and teachers.  In contrast, Anja reported less interactional ease 

with her peers and teachers despite having been enrolled in Cordova Elementary for the 

longest amount of time.  This variable reflexive positioning was notable given that both 

Cesar and Alejandra identified as Mexican or Mexican American, spoke Spanish and 

English, and had access to bilingual interlocutors who spoke Spanish and English as well.  

In contrast, Anja was a Russian speaker in a school with very limited access to other 

Russian speakers.  This suggested that among emergent bilinguals in this low incidence 

school, there existed a range of experiences and reflexive positioning partially influenced 

by home language, culture, and potential interlocutors present. 

 The peers of the emergent bilinguals in this study were observed limiting 

emergent bilinguals’ access to academic interactions while opening interactional space 

for social conversations.  In other words, Cesar, Alejandra, and Anja, to a lesser extent 
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given her reflexive positioning as previously discussed, were interactionally positioned as 

welcome social interlocutors in their mainstream classrooms.  However, during academic 

interactions the emergent bilinguals were verbally and physically excluded from 

contributing to academic conversations.  Over time, this peer interactional positioning 

could limit the opportunities these students had for academic language development 

while preserving their interactional rights during social conversations.  

 The mainstream and ESL teachers in this study interactionally positioned the 

emergent bilinguals in variable ways.  While Anja was positioned as “shy” and “quiet”, 

Cesar and Alejandra were positioned as linguistically “strong” but sometimes “socially 

inappropriate”.  This divergent positioning contributed to teachers’ variable sense-making 

of the emergent bilinguals’ actions and interactions both in and out of the classroom. 

Since I argued that teachers’ interactional positioning and the institutional context were 

related to larger ideologies, I discuss these final two contexts in the following section. 

Summary of Findings for Research Question Two 

The second research question that this study explored was as follows: 

Are identified positioning acts related to language ideologies held by schools, policies, or 

individuals? If so, what ideologies do these positioning acts appear to reflect and in what 

manner are they enacted? 

 Analyses of collected data suggested that teachers drew upon varying ideological 

constructs when positioning the emergent bilingual participants’ interactions.  

Specifically, I argued that the three teachers respectively exhibited an individualistic, 

categoristic, or hybrid ideological construct.  For example, Anja’s classroom teacher, 

Mrs. Gershner, focused on individual personality traits when discussing Anja’s noted 
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lack of interaction, thereby exhibiting an individualistic ideology.  In contrast, Cesar and 

Alejandra’s mainstream classroom teacher, Mrs. Wilson, exhibited a categoristic 

construct by alluding to larger diversity factors (e.g., home culture, previous schooling 

experiences, race, and language) when discussing Alejandra and Cesar’s “socially 

inappropriate” interactions, as well as Alejandra’s ascribed lack of academic and 

linguistic preparedness.  The ESL teacher, Mrs. Anderson, exhibited an individualistic 

ideology when discussing Anja, but pointed to larger diversity categorizations when 

discussing Cesar and Alejandra, thereby drawing upon a hybrid ideological construct. 

These distinct ideological constructs shaped the teachers’ positioning of the emergent 

bilinguals.  In other words, how these teachers approached and categorized each of the 

emergent bilinguals shaped their interpretations of their actions and interactions, as well 

as how the teachers positioned the emergent bilinguals in Cordova’s academic and social 

environment. 

 In addition to personal ideological constructs, the teachers in this study navigated 

an institutional context that was shaped by administrative expectations, as well as state 

and district policies.  Observed lessons in both the mainstream classrooms and ESL 

classroom were delivered using a whole group direct instruction model with no language 

modifications unless requested by a student.  Mrs. Gershner explained that the school’s 

administration expected teachers to use a direct instruction model that left little space for 

student interaction and emphasized a “controlled” classroom.  Within this context, Mrs. 

Gershner felt unable to encourage student interaction despite her professional teaching 

philosophy and district level professional development focused on the import of student 

discussion.  Mrs. Wilson did not report a similar tension, and, during observations, her 
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students were given significantly more interactional freedom particularly during 

independent work time.  However, this interactional freedom resulted in primarily social 

conversations, especially for Alejandra and Cesar, not academic conversations.  

Regardless of individual teacher implementation, the emphasis on whole group direct 

instruction resulted in teacher dominated lessons where students were only given the 

opportunity to interact with the teacher through call and response questioning.  Moreover, 

students did not discuss academic content with their peers except during specific 

mathematics drills.   

 According to state language policy, identified English Language Learners in 

mainstream classrooms should receive modified academic instruction in order to scaffold 

their language and content knowledge development.  However, during observations 

neither of the two mainstream classroom teachers provided linguistic modifications for 

the emergent bilingual participants unless specifically asked by a student.  In interviews, 

both teachers discussed the import and power of modifications, but in practice with these 

emergent bilinguals no modifications were actually observed.  This suggested a 

disconnect between the teachers’ professed and implemented practice, and resulted in the 

emergent bilingual participants having to advocate for themselves and their linguistic 

understanding in a classroom surrounded by monolingual English speakers.  Ultimately, 

Cordova’s receiving context, conversational context, ideological context, and institutional 

context contributed to variable reflexive positioning by the emergent bilingual 

participants, as well as unique interactional positioning by peers and teachers.  
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Implications for Educational Research 

This study explored the cases of three geographically related but categorically 

different emergent bilinguals in a school where identified English Learners comprised 

less than 2% of the total school population.  This unique population dynamic is becoming 

more common as linguistically diverse students and families move into schools where 

they were historically under-represented or even absent (Moll & Ruiz, 2002).  However, 

the experiences of emergent bilinguals in low incidence schools has been noticeably 

under-explored in current scholarship.  Scholarly inquiry in low-incidence schools is 

important because how emergent bilinguals navigate interactions with their 

predominantly English-speaking interlocutors and how interlocutors position emergent 

bilinguals has the potential to limit or afford academic and linguistic access in the 

mainstream classroom.  Therefore, with this study I hoped to add to existing scholarly 

understandings of emergent bilinguals, particularly in low incidence schools. In the 

following, I highlight important scholarly work related to each of my cross case findings 

in order to place my study’s findings within the larger field of scholarly inquiry. 

Anja, Cesar, and Alejandra’s unique linguistic and schooling history coupled with 

the context of reception of Cordova Elementary influenced their reflexive positioning and 

linguistic access. Extant scholarship regarding the outcomes of immigrants in American 

schools has highlighted the powerful influence that the receiving community has on the 

experiences of linguistically diverse students (Jimenez, 2010; Portes and Rumbaut, 2001; 

Roxas & Roy, 2012).   Specifically, governmental policies regarding newcomers and 

societal conceptions of newcomers have been found to impact the education and 

outcomes of immigrant students.  However, despite ongoing political and societal 
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narratives that tend to homogenize students classified as English Learners (Harklau, 

2000; Kubota & Lin, 2009), not all emergent bilinguals are recent immigrants.  For 

example, in this study, Anja was a permanent resident in the United States, Cesar was a 

temporary resident dependent upon his father’s work status, and Alejandra was born in 

the United States.  In response to homogenization, the analytical framework of 

“intersectionality”, originally employed by critical race theorists (e.g., Collins, 1990; 

Crenshaw, 1989, 1993; Hancock, 2007) and feminist theorists (e.g., Anzaldua, 1987; 

Hooks, 1984), has potential to complexify the conceptions of emergent bilinguals’ social 

categories, e.g., immigration history, language, culture, race, ethnicity, or class.  In fact, 

Kubota and Lin (2009) argued that second language scholarship has not adequately 

explored the influence that students’ intersectionality of identity has on their experiences 

in classrooms.  My research shows that an emergent bilinguals’ home language, 

schooling history, and immigration history, or lack thereof, contributes to their reflexive 

positioning and interactional ease during interactions with teachers and peers.  

Additionally, this study highlights the need to continue exploring the influence of an 

emergent bilingual’s identity, and particularly the intersectionality of diverse social 

categories including language spoken and country of origin, on a linguistically diverse 

student’s access to social, academic, and linguistic development opportunities. 

The emergent bilinguals in this study were a population of one or even two in the 

mainstream classroom, and I argued that their unique status shaped their access to 

interactions with their peers, particularly because the majority of their peers were 

monolingual English speakers.  Scholarly work regarding the experiences of identified 

English Learners in the mainstream classroom has found that emergent bilinguals often 
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interact less with their monolingual English-speaking peers because of socio-emotional 

factors, including: increased anxiety (Pappamihiel, 2002) and pedagogical practices like 

grouping by linguistic ability (Iddings, 2005).  Adding to these scholarly findings, I 

argued that monolingual English-speaking students excluded emergent bilinguals from 

academic interactions while actively engaging them in social conversations.  The growing 

population of emergent bilinguals in diverse school settings, even settings where they 

were not historically present, means that this issue will increasingly influence the 

educational experiences of emergent bilinguals in mainstream classrooms where they will 

be surrounded by monolingual English-speakers.  Therefore, more scholarly inquiry into 

this unique school dynamic is needed in order to create more equitable academic and 

linguistic access for these students. 

In addition to peer positioning, teachers’ ideological context positioned the 

emergent bilinguals in this study.  Specifically, I argued that the teachers in this study 

drew upon three ideological constructs when discussing the actions and interactions of 

emergent bilinguals, i.e., individualistic, categoristic, and hybrid constructs.  Extant 

scholarship exploring teachers’ conceptions and beliefs of diverse student groups has 

found that the primarily White, monolingual English speaking teaching force may 

approach their work with diverse students from an insular perspective (e.g., Delpit, 2006; 

Melnick & Zeichner, 1998; Paley, 1979, 2009).  With linguistically and culturally diverse 

students, it has been found that teacher conceptions can contribute to a pervasive success-

failure framework for assessing students’ cultural and linguistic resources (Bartlett, 

2007), as well as an “unjust” influence that teacher-held ideologies can have on their 

pedagogical practice with emergent bilinguals (Razfar, 2003; 2006; Yoon, 2008).  This 
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study expands these scholarly understanding by arguing that how practicing teachers 

position emergent bilinguals, particularly emergent bilinguals who are racially, culturally, 

and linguistically different from themselves, influences their interpretation of these 

students’ interactions.  Additionally, the construct that teachers employ, i.e., 

individualistic, categoristic, or hybrid, can vary from student to student, as well as 

influence their understandings and reactions to emergent bilinguals’ actions.  This finding 

points to a need for further research into how teacher-held ideologies may be inequitably 

influencing the schooling of emergent bilinguals in their ever-evolving schooling 

contexts. 

In addition to individually held ideologies, the teachers in this study had to 

negotiate a larger institutional context shaped by state level policies, district level 

pedagogical expectations, and school administration’s expectations.  These institutional 

norms contributed to mainstream classrooms dominated by whole class, teacher-led 

instruction with few opportunities for peer interaction and even fewer language 

modifications.  Extant scholarship regarding the experiences of emergent bilinguals in 

schools has shown that teachers’ pedagogical beliefs influence their classroom 

instructional strategies (e.g., English & Varghese, 2010; Razfar, 2003; 2006; Yoon, 

2008).  For example, Yoon (2008) found that how mainstream teachers professionally 

positioned themselves (e.g., as content specific teachers or teachers of all students) 

influenced the ways in which the teachers conceptualized their responsibilities when 

working with emergent bilinguals.  Based on this study, I argued that teachers are not the 

only influence on classroom instruction.  Specifically, administrative expectations 

contributed to institutional norms that shaped classroom pedagogical practice.  Moreover, 
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teachers may have to navigate competing expectations from school level administration 

and district level administration.  While classroom teachers’ pedagogical practice with 

emergent bilinguals has been documented in extant scholarship, less is known about how 

administration can shape these strategies.  One notable exception is the Johnson and 

Freeman (2010) study of the role that principals played in the implementation of national 

policy mandates.  However, the complex negotiation of teachers’ pedagogical beliefs and 

administration’s expectations needs to be further explored in order to understand better 

the factors impinging upon the educational experiences of emergent bilinguals.  

Ultimately, I argued that emergent bilinguals’ unique intersectionality, interactions with 

monolingual English-speaking peers, teachers’ ideologies, and institutional norms shaped 

emergent bilinguals’ linguistic and academic access in the mainstream classroom. 

Implications for Teacher Practice 

Given that the current teaching force remains predominantly White and English-

speaking, much scholarly attention has been given to teachers’ practice with diverse 

student groups (e.g., Paley 1979; 2009; Pappamihiel, 2002; Youngs & Youngs, 2001).  

The setting of this study was unique, both in extant literature and teacher practice, in that 

the emergent bilingual participants were a population of one or two in their mainstream 

classrooms.  The teachers in this study were tasked with attending to these emergent 

bilinguals’ academic and linguistic development within a classroom population of 

monolingual English speaking students.  Moreover, these teachers had limited 

professional development related to teaching linguistically and culturally diverse 

students, as well as limited previous professional experience working with emergent 

bilinguals.   As the population of emergent bilinguals continues to flourish, this 
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classroom situation will likely become more common.  Therefore, practicing mainstream 

teachers must be prepared to work with emergent bilinguals in the larger context of their 

English dominant classrooms.   

Based on my finding that the ideological context shaped teachers’ interpretation 

of emergent bilinguals’ interactions, classroom teachers must be given the opportunity to 

explore their own ideological constructs regarding linguistically, culturally, and racially 

diverse students.  While this important work is being taken up by teacher education 

scholars like Christine Sleeter (2001) and Kenneth Zeichner (2009), I argue that there 

needs to be a similar emphasis in professional development with practicing teachers.  

This exploration could begin with my conceptualization of ideological constructs; i.e., 

categoristic, individualistic, and hybrid constructs.  By acknowledging that all practice is 

influenced by ideological constructs, either consciously or subconsciously, teachers could 

be encouraged to identify the ideologies that they draw upon and then critically examine 

the implications of such ideologies for their practice with emergent bilinguals.  

Regardless of the construct, teachers should be given the opportunity to explore what 

ideologies they draw upon when working with emergent bilinguals in order to create 

more equitable experiences for linguistically diverse students in classrooms.  

Additionally, I identified two school-level factors that were particularly influential 

on the positioning and experiences of emergent bilinguals, i.e., the receiving context and 

institutional context.  These contexts were at least partially shaped by administrative 

expectations, teachers’ pedagogical practices, and potential interlocutors present.  As this 

study has shown, having access to speakers of one’s home language can result in 

interactional confidence and ease, while being the only speaker of a language in a school 
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can be particularly challenging for emergent bilinguals.  Therefore, as teachers and 

administrators create pedagogical plans of action and establish classroom environments 

in low-incidence schools, I argue that they should actively attend to the emergent 

bilinguals in their classrooms even if they are a population of one.  This is not a simple 

proposition given the complex mainstream classroom where teachers must attend to 

monolingual English speakers along with emergent bilinguals, but it is vital to ensure that 

linguistically diverse students have equitable access to instruction.  For example, if 

teachers homogenize their instruction based on the linguistic abilities of their 

monolingual English-speaker students, then emergent bilinguals will not receive 

linguistic modifications that they may need to equitably access academic content.  

Moreover, if teachers’ instruction relies solely on whole class, teacher led strategies, 

there is less interactional space for emergent bilinguals to converse with their peers and 

build their linguistic proficiency.  As this study has shown, these scenarios are not solely 

the result of teachers’ pedagogical choices; rather, administrative expectations regarding 

classroom instruction and management play a role in shaping classroom practices.  

Therefore, both teachers and administrators must examine their pedagogy with emergent 

bilinguals for practices that may inequitably limit emergent bilinguals’ access to 

academic and linguistic development opportunities.  This is particularly important in low 

incidence schools where emergent bilinguals’ needs may be overlooked in a crowd of 

monolingual English speaking students. 

 Finally, in this low incidence school emergent bilinguals predominantly had 

access to English speaking interlocutors, both teachers and peers.  While the peers in this 

study welcomed and built upon social interactions with the emergent bilinguals, there 
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were notable positioning moves that limited the emergent bilinguals’ access to academic 

interactions.  Within the complex classroom milieu, this points to a need for teachers to 

particularly attend to academic interactions between emergent bilinguals and 

monolingual English speakers.  Or, at the very least, attend to the grouping strategies that 

they utilize when partnering emergent bilinguals with monolingual English-speaking 

peers.  Without this teacher attention, and possibly intervention, emergent bilinguals may 

struggle to gain equitable interactional rights during academic conversations in the 

mainstream classroom.  

In summary, I argued that the positioning and access of emergent bilinguals in 

classrooms where they were a population of one or two was not only shaped by teachers’ 

practice but also by peers, administrators, policies, and the emergent bilinguals 

themselves.  As these students engage in interactions with various interlocutors in 

variable contexts, they are creating and recreating their own unique interactional 

positioning and status.  This positioning, in turn, can shape emergent bilinguals’ 

interactional ease and access not only in the moment but also for future interactions.  

Ultimately, it is important to explore the everyday lived experiences of emergent 

bilinguals in low incidence schools because their experiences and interactions contribute 

to these students’ linguistic development, academic access, and schooling identity.   
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APPENDIX A: OBSERVATION PROTOCOL FOR CLASSROOMS AND 

INFORMAL SCHOOL SPACES 

Participant pseudonym:  
Date: 
*Use lines to separate distinct interactions 

Context/Location 

Approximate time 

Participants 

(Indicate whether 

active or observing) 

Brief summary of 

interaction 

Detailed description 

of positioning moves 

(Indicate whether 

verbal or nonverbal) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

     

 

 

End of day reflection 

1. What types of positioning moves were documented in the mainstream classroom? 
 
2. What types of positioning moves were documented in the ESL classroom? 
 
3. What types of positioning moves were documented in informal school spaces? 
 
4. What types of positioning moves were documented in other school locations, if any? 
 
5. Across the classrooms and informal school spaces, what types of positioning moves 
did the peer participants make? 
 
6. Across the classrooms, what types of positioning moves did the teacher participants 
make? 
 
7. Across the classrooms and informal school spaces, what types of positioning moves 
did the English Learner participants make? 
 
8. Note specific interactions that were followed up on with informal conversations.   
For each interview, briefly describe participant meaning making.   
Specifically, for ESL participants, did they mention any changes in self-positioning based 
on interaction.  
 
9. Note any patterns/trends that need to be followed up on or further explored. 
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APPENDIX B: INTRODUCTORY INTERVIEW PROTOCOL WITH ENGLISH 

LEARNER PARTICIPANT 

* Start every recording with date, time, participant pseudonym, and protocol being used. 
1. Briefly re-introduce myself and explain that today I want to get to know each 

other better since I am unfamiliar with the participants. 
2. Tell me a little bit about yourself.   

a. How old are you?   
b. What do you like to do?   
c. Do you have any hobbies, for example playing sports or drawing? 

3. Tell me a little about your family. 
a. Who do you live with? 
b. Do you have any brothers or sisters?  How old are they? 
c. What do you like to do at home? 
d. Do you have to do any chores?  If so, what do you do to help? 
e. What language(s) do you speak at home?  What language(s) do you family 

members speak?  Which language do you use more?  Why? 
f. Who helps you with homework if you get stuck?  How do they help? 
g. Does anyone at home like to read?  If so, what languages do they read in? 
h. Do you ever go visit family or friends in other places?  If so, where and 

how often?  What languages do people speak there? 
i. Do you have any friends that live in your neighborhood?  If so, how often 

do you see them?  What do you do together? 
4. Tell me about your school. 

a.  What’s your teacher like? 
b. What’s your classroom like?  What do you do in your classroom? 
c. Do you also go see another teacher?  If so, tell me about that teacher.  

What do you learn in that classroom? 
d. What language(s) do you speak in school?  Would you like to be able to 

use another language in school, i.e., home language?  If so, why or why 
not? 

e. Who do you talk to in school?  Specifically, probe for whom participant 
talks to in different classrooms and in informal school spaces. 

f. Do you have a best friend or a really close friend? Tell me about them.  
What do you do together?  What do you talk about? 

g. What are you really good at in school?  What do you think you need help 
with in school? 
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APPENDIX C: MAINSTREAM AND ESL TEACHER INTRODUCTORY 

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

* Use the same protocol for both mainstream and ESL classroom teachers but make sure 
to specify the specific classroom. Start every recording with date, time, participant 
pseudonym, and protocol being used. 

1. Briefly re-introduce myself and describe the purpose of the study. 
2. Work history 

a. How long have you been teaching? 
b. What have you taught and for how long?  Where have you taught?   

3. General educational philosophy 
a. What does teaching mean to you? 
b. Describe your teaching philosophy?  What do you think is important to 

teach?  Who are your students?  How do you think you should teach? 
4. Working with students 

a. Can you describe your current classroom and students? 
b. How do you structure your classroom environment generally?   

i. How do you make seating arrangements?   
ii. How do you go about planning a typical lesson?   

iii. What kinds of interaction patterns or speaking opportunities do 
you use in your classroom? 

c. Do you have any special professional development or certifications for 
working with English Learners?  If so, describe them? 

i. ?  Do you have other questions or concerns related to working with 
English Learners you want to know more about? 

d. How much experience do you have working with English Learners?  How 
many have you worked with in the past?  When did you work with them? 

e. Based on your experience and professional knowledge, how do you 
approach working with English Learners in your classroom? 

i. Specifically for this year, how do you work with the English 
Learner participant? 

f. What do you want your English Learner to learn by the end of the year?  
How do you plan on accomplishing this goal? 

g. What challenges have you faced when working with English Learners 
generally?  What challenges have you faced specific to this English 
Learner participant? 

h. Do you offer specific academic support for this student?  If so, what kinds 
of support?  

i. Do you offer specific language support for this student?  If so, what kinds 
of support?  

5. Teacher collaboration 
a. Do you collaborate with the mainstream or ESL teacher?  If so, what is the 

nature of this collaboration?  What do you discuss?  What types of 
professional moves do you make together? 

b. Do you want more support or conversation with the English Learners’ 
mainstream or ESL teacher? If so, what types of support 
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APPENDIX D: ENGLISH LEARNER SOCIOGRAM INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

* Start every recording with date, time, participant pseudonym, and protocol being used. 
1. Explain that today I have photos of their classmates and teacher from the 

yearbook. 
2. Ask student to arrange the photos in order of who they talk to the most and who 

they talk to the least in the classroom? 
a. Probe for student reasoning about the order. Why did you put this person 

first, last, here?  How often do you talk to them?  What do you talk about? 
b. Ask about specific students that I have noticed have taken part in 

positioning acts. Can you talk about some of the conversations you have 
with this person?  What do you talk about?  What is it like working with 
her or him?  Do you feel comfortable talking to her or him about things at 
school or about things outside of school? 

c. Ask for specifics about talking to the teacher.  How often do you talk to 
your teacher?  What do you talk about?  Do you feel comfortable talking 
to the teacher about schoolwork or about things outside of school? 

3. Ask the student to rearrange the photos in order of whom they go to for help? 
a. Probe for specifics on ordering.  Who do you feel most comfortable asking 

for help from?  Why?  Who do you feel least comfortable asking for help 
from?  Why? 

b. Ask about types of help specific people offer?  When you need help with 
your schoolwork, who do you go to?  When you need help with 
understanding what you should do, who do you go to?  When you need 
help talking to another person, who do you go to? 

c. Is there anyone you don’t go to help for?  Why? 
4. Add picture of English Learner participant into photo array.  Ask English Learner 

participant to rearrange the pictures based on who talks to whom, e.g., make 
groups of friends.   

a. Probe for specifics on grouping. Tell me more about these groups, why do 
you think they like to talk to each other?  Are there any people that you 
would like to add to your group of friends but haven’t?   

b. Rearrange these pictures based on who talks to each other the most.  
Within the group including the English Learner ask about who talks the 
most and who talks the least and why. 
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APPENDIX E: PEER SOCIOGRAM INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

* Start every recording with date, time, participant pseudonym, and protocol being used. 
1. Explain that today I have photos of their classmates and teacher from the 

yearbook. 
2. Ask student to arrange the photos in order of who they talk to the most and who 

they talk to the least in the classroom? 
a. Probe for student reasoning about the order. Why did you put this person 

first, last, here?  How often do you talk to them?  What do you talk about? 
b. Ask about specific students that I have noticed have taken part in 

positioning acts. Can you talk about some of the conversations you have 
with this person?  What do you talk about?  What is it like working with 
her or him?  Do you feel comfortable talking to her or him about things at 
school or about things outside of school? 

i. Intentionally ask about the English Learner participant and their 
position within the arrangement. 

c. Ask for specifics about talking to the teacher.  How often do you talk to 
your teacher?  What do you talk about?  Do you feel comfortable talking 
to the teacher about schoolwork or about things outside of school? 

3. Ask the student to rearrange the photos in order of whom they go to for help? 
a. Probe for specifics on ordering.  Who do you feel most comfortable asking 

for help from?  Why?  Who do you feel least comfortable asking for help 
from?  Why? 

i. Intentionally ask about the English Learner participant and their 
position within the arrangement. 

b. Ask about types of help specific people offer?  When you need help with 
your schoolwork, who do you go to?  When you need help with 
understanding what you should do, who do you go to?  When you need 
help talking to another person, who do you go to? 

c. Is there anyone you don’t go to help for?  Why? 
4. Add picture of the peer participant into photo array.  Ask peer participant to 

rearrange the pictures based on who talks to whom, e.g., make groups of friends.   
a. Probe for specifics on grouping. Tell me more about these groups, why do 

you think they like to talk to each other?  Are there any people that you 
would like to add to your group of friends but haven’t?   

b. Rearrange these pictures based on who talks to each other the most.  
Within the group including the English Learner ask about who talks the 
most and who talks the least and why. 
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