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“The problem does not reside in students or their language, but rather in classroom practices
that have been shaped by misguided educational policies” (García & Kleifgen, 2010, p. 122). In
the recently released book, Educating Emergent Bilinguals: Policies, Programs, and Practices
for English Language Learners, Ofelia García and Jo Ann Kleifgen express the need for signif- 10
icant change in public schools in the United States. Policies mandating that children speak only
English in our schools are completely “misguided,” for many children do not benefit from this
type of English-only instruction. Schools can help English language learners achieve academic
success through providing them with opportunities in classrooms to speak and use both their
home languages and English. This book was written to inform policy makers, educators, parents, 15
and U.S. citizens about the educational issues and problems related to English language learners
in schools that our country currently faces.

In this book, García and Kleifgen claim that the population of English language learners
is growing faster than that of English-speaking students. While only 9% of school-age chil-
dren (from the ages of 5–17) were categorized as English language learners in 1979, that 20
number rose to 21% in 2008 (National Center for Education Statistics, 2010b). This num-
ber continues to grow as more immigrants from non-English-speaking countries move to the
United States. Many of the students in this subpopulation attend high-poverty schools (schools
where more than 75% of the students are eligible for free or reduced-price lunch). During
the 2007–08 school year, the percentage of English language learners who attended high- 25
poverty schools was five times greater than those who attended low-poverty schools (National
Center for Education Statistics, 2010a). The majority of students in these high-poverty schools
were Hispanic (46%), compared to 34% African American, 14% Anglo, 4% Asian/Pacific
Islander, and 2% American Indian/Alaska Native. With the rapidly growing number of English
language learners in the United States, it is imperative that educators become more knowl- 30
edgeable about what they can do to meet the academic and English proficiency needs of these
children.



2 BOOK REVIEW

For the purpose of demonstrating how English language learners are currently being served
in American schools, García and Kleifgen present a comprehensive overview of the different
types of educational programs that exist. In turn, they include an informative table that clearly 35
organizes descriptive information about each type of educational program (Table 3.1, pp. 26–27).
Even more importantly, the authors explain why many schools currently implement English-only
programs, as well as why a large majority of Americans have an English-only mentality. They
claim that many Americans are easily influenced by the messages sent by media and policy
makers that suggest that English language learners will not learn English as quickly if they are 40
allowed to speak their home languages in school. García and Kleifgen attempt to negate this
belief through including statistical data that shows that both immigrants and their children are
learning to speak English at a very rapid rate. In turn, they point out the cognitive, academic,
and social benefits of bilingual education when they state, “. . . judicious use of different lan-
guage practices in the classroom results in high achievement levels in both content and academic 45
English, sometimes exceeding national norms, provided that teachers and students are given ade-
quate time to develop academic English” (p. 121). The authors provide a very strong argument
for why bilingual education should be implemented in all schools and for all students.

In addition to educational programs, García and Kleifgen also present a comprehensive review
of both historical and current policy related to educating children who are English language learn- 50
ers. Through providing information about federal policies such as The Bilingual Education Act
(Title VII of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act, 1968) and the Language Instruction
for Limited English Proficient and Immigrant Students (Title III of the No Child Left Behind
Act [NCLB], 2001) and state policies such as California’s Proposition 227 (1998) and Arizona’s
Proposition 203 (2000), the authors illustrate how both federal and state policies have transitioned 55
from a bilingual education approach to an English-only approach for instruction for English lan-
guage learners. The authors note that NCLB’s definition of “limited English proficient” (LEP)
implies “. . . a significant shift in political culture and ideology, from an earlier era that provided
language minority students and their families greater access to educational resources and more
equal educational opportunities to become truly bilingual, to an era that is focused solely on 60
closing the achievement gap through testing and English immersion” (p. 35).

Although García and Kleifgen acknowledge that other terms are often used by states, districts,
and schools (e.g., LEP, ELL, CLD), they choose to use the term emergent bilinguals to refer to
English language learners in the United States. They explain,

When officials and educators ignore the bilingualism that these students can and must develop 65
through schooling in the United States, they perpetuate inequities in the education of these chil-
dren. That is, they discount the home languages and cultural understandings of these children and
assume that their educational needs are the same as the monolingual child. (p. 2)

García and Kleifgen propose that Americans begin to use the term emergent bilinguals to refer
to English language learners, for this concept “. . . recognizes the value of the students’ home 70
languages as resources for learning and as markers of their identity as individuals who have
creative ways of knowing, being, and communicating” (p. 119).

Nonetheless, true bilingualism will occur only if Americans begin to see English language
learners’ ability to communicate in more than one language as a resource in the classroom.
García and Kleifgen advocate for emergent bilinguals by suggesting that schools must preserve 75
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and protect their ability to become bilingual through providing them with ample opportunities
to utilize both languages in conversational and academic contexts. In turn, they suggest that
many English language learners who enter American schools lose the ability to speak their first
language fluently due to the pressures placed on them to speak English. Lucy Tse (2001) also
makes this point in her book, “Why Don’t They Learn English?”: Separating Fact From Fallacy 80
in the U.S. Language Debate. She describes the negative impact that educational policy and
current school practices can have on English language learners. She states,

The language restrictionism advocated by policy makers and members of the public is, in fact,
unnecessary. On the contrary, the primary language ‘problem’ among most immigrants is not a
lack of English-language learning, but rather . . . the rapid loss of the immigrant languages across 85
communities. (p. 29)

García and Kleifgen argue that more English language learners could be meeting achievement
standards in schools if their linguistic abilities were being recognized as strengths in the class-
room. Through presenting an extensive view of the literature related to historical and current
events, policy, and research, the authors paint a realistic picture of the obstacles and equity issues 90
that many school-aged emergent bilinguals continue to face in classrooms, schools, and society.

One primary obstacle that English language learners face is standardized testing in schools.
Many public schools in the United States are in crisis, for they are not meeting the stu-
dent achievement goals mandated by policies such as the No Child Left Behind Act (2001).
Standardized test results suggest that the subpopulation comprised of English language learners 95
are most at risk of being left behind. García and Kleifgen argue that English language learn-
ers do not have a fair chance to succeed in schools due to the fact that they are forced to take
standardized assessments written in a language that they cannot yet read or comprehend profi-
ciently. This opinion is further supported when the authors comment, “Testing is a gate keeping
device that often prevents emergent bilingual students from gaining access to further education 100
and eventually an excellent quality of life” (p. 124). They comment that testing is often used to
employ “educational and employment benefits” and that it can be “dangerous and discrimina-
tory” (p. 105). They further explain that testing English language learners on content knowledge
through administering a test that uses academic English is invalid for it does not measure their
content proficiency, but instead measures their language proficiency. In turn, they point out that 105
most high-stakes tests lack reliability for English language learners due to the fact that they were
piloted based on a norm sample of monolingual, English-speaking students. Consequentially,
low standardized test scores may result in retention or in being misplaced in special education or
remedial programs. García and Kleifgen comment, “These tests for monolingual students reflect
neither the cultural practices nor the language practices with which emergent bilingual students 110
are familiar” (p. 106).

In addition, García and Kleifgen maintain that many English language learners are not receiv-
ing equitable educational opportunities or quality instruction. A large percentage of English
language learners attend schools located in impoverished, urban school districts that face issues
such as overcrowding, teacher retention, poorly qualified teachers, unsafe facilities, and out- 115
dated or nonexistent materials. More often than not, these schools do not encourage emergent
bilinguals to utilize their multilingual skills in the classroom, but implement policies that only
allow them to speak English in the classroom. In turn, English language learners may also miss
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significant amounts of classroom instruction while they attend pull-out ESL programs. Moreover,
many high-poverty schools implement what Fang, Fu, and Lamme (2004) refer to as “rote-like 120
instruction” that is taught by teachers who use a scripted program that is school or county man-
dated. This type of instruction does not promote critical thinking or motivate students to become
independent learners. Instead of realizing that multilingual children tend to have more mental
flexibility, greater metalinguistic awareness, and acute critical thinking skills, many schools mis-
diagnose these children as having special needs or language problems. García and Kleifgen assert 125
that emergent bilinguals are overrepresented in special education programs, underrepresented in
gifted education programs, often tracked or ability grouped into remedial classrooms, and are
more likely to drop out of high school than any other student population.

In the last chapter of this book, García and Kleifgen offer practical suggestions for ways
that teachers can build stronger relationships with emergent bilinguals and their families. Their 130
recommendations expound on a concept known as “funds of knowledge” (Moll, Amanti, Neff,
& González, 1992), or the knowledge that students and their families have and use to help them
to function in society. This knowledge stems from their family histories, experiences, cultural
and linguistic practices, and other daily practices. García and Kleifgen suggest that teachers
should do as much as they can to find out about their students’ “funds of knowledge” so that 135
they can use this knowledge as a resource within the context of the classroom. Teachers can help
both students and their families to feel like they are a valued part of the learning community
through integrating their knowledge, skills, experiences, and linguistic capabilities into daily
classroom activities. The authors contend, “Skilled teachers can provide space in the classroom
that empowers students to affirm their linguistic and cultural funds of knowledge even as they 140
add to their repertoire of knowledge and communicative practices in an additional language”
(p. 121). However, in order for students to feel empowered, teachers must allow them to speak
and use their home languages within their classroom environment.

Also in this book, García and Kleifgen suggest that a “translanguaging” pedagogy would
greatly benefit many emergent bilinguals, for they could use their linguistic capabilities in their 145
home language to help them learn to read, write, and speak in the new language that they are
trying to learn. They note that Cen Williams (as cited in Baker, 2001) first introduced the con-
cept of “translanguaging.” García and Kleifgen explain, “When bilingual students translanguage,
they creatively use linguistic features and language modes to make meaning that are socially cat-
egorized as belonging to one or another language” (p. 121). In turn, they conclude that providing 150
opportunities for linguistically diverse children to “translanguage” in their classroom will lead to
“. . . optimal meaning-making, identify formation, and eventual academic achievement” (p. 121).

García and Kleifgen conclude their book by making recommendations for advocates, policy
makers, educators, and researchers that include ideas for embracing the multilinguistic and cul-
tural diversity of emergent bilinguals. Through their portrayal of English language learners in 155
schools, the authors help the reader to more vividly understand the inequities that exist in today’s
schools for students who are culturally and linguistically diverse. Federal policy makers have
been stating for years that in order for America’s educational program to be globally compet-
itive, we must find a way to close the achievement gap. As García and Kleifgen demonstrate,
we will not be able to close this achievement gap until we begin to provide all of our children 160
with equitable educational opportunities that include not only quality instruction, but also the
integration of their “funds of knowledge” (Moll et al., 1992) and linguistic capabilities into the
classroom. Readers of this book will walk away with a more critical view of American schools
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and educational policy, a more educated view about emergent bilinguals and bilingual education,
and a more compassionate heart that understands why we must change the way that we treat 165
English language learners in our society. This book was written for any person who is interested
in learning more about language policy and how it impacts English language learners in schools.
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