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Welcome everybody!

• Building the Base ELA, Secondary: Mary Schmida

• Building the Base, Elementary: Elsa Billings

• Beginning ESL, Secondary: Lee Hartman

• Building the Base, Spanish: Pía Castilleja

• Leadership in the education of English Learners: Leslie 
Hamburger and Aída Walqui



Three main reasons for our 
gathering together

1. To deepen our expertise as it applies to offering English 
Learners –and all other students- quality opportunities 
to learn

2. To build a community of professionals as we meet and 
interact with colleagues who share the same 
commitment and vision for the role of public education

3. To enjoy each other’s company and the beautiful city of 
San Francisco



Getting to the title of this presentation
Questioning venerable assumptions, 

rethinking our practices

• We live in disruptive, consequential  times in which our 
expertise, commitment, vigilance, and action is more 
important than it ever has been.

• While there are some issues that will take time to 
change, there is a lot we can change almost 
immediately. 



The opening of Tale of Two Cities 
captures the essence of the 

moment we are living…



“It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, it 
was the age of wisdom, it was the age of 
foolishness, it was the epoch of belief, it was the 
epoch of incredulity, it was the season of light, it 
was the season of darkness, it was the spring of 
hope, it was the winter of despair, we had 
everything before us, we had nothing before us…”



This manufactured post-truth era

Is having a devastating impact on:

• Our students and their families

• The fabric of our society 

• Our status and reputation in the world







Student debt



Student debt



We hear time and time again that 
the unemployment rate is low

The indicator does not capture:

• Part time jobs with low pay and no benefits

• People who gave up looking for work

• And in the near future workers who enjoyed good pay 
and benefits will be losing their jobs to robotization







And all of that comes at a cost

• Massive loss of good paying jobs with benefits

• Fewer and fewer have exponentially more with no 
social consciousness

• The manufactured blaming game

Several proposals have been made for a Universal 
Basic Income, UBI  







Internationally, neighbors 
and allies are shocked 
by the interference and 
bullying…
And then the fake 
reporting of what 
happened 







What does this have to do with our 
role as educators? 

Disinformation and manipulation are only possible if:

• We are not critical thinkers and readers

• We are not effective communicators and debaters

• We choose to be bystanders rather than upstanders

We can be upstanders in multiple ways… so can our 
students if we prepare them well



For example, when students read, they 
should not just focus on what the text 
says buy they should ask themselves 
who initiated the message, what they 
know about the person or group,

They then can decide how to interpret 
understandings and engage in actions 
in accordance to their beliefs and 
goals… 





The Janus decision

Plaintiff Mark Janus, center, sits with Illinois Gov. Bruce Rauner, left, and Liberty Justice 
Center founder and chairman John Tillman inside the U.S. Supreme Court as the 
decision in Janus v. AFSCME is delivered. The Illinois-based Liberty Justice Center has 
been representing Janus in his years-long challenge to union fees.



And the Department of 
Education?

• The secretary requested 30% less for this year’s 
budget

• Increasing privatization of schools and support for 
charters 











The role of education



Let us now turn to what we 
can do immediately



What kind of citizens?
Three possible roles for 

educators and their 
students

Personally responsible citizens
(act responsibly in the 

community)  

Participatory citizens
(active member of community 

organizations and/or 
improvement efforts)

Social-justice oriented citizens
(critically assess social, 

economic, political structures 
and propose strategies for 

improving them)

Westheimer, 2016



The labels we use to 
designate our students do not 
only trap them in a category 
but make it increasingly more 
difficult to offer them quality 
opportunities to learn. They 
also act as self-fulfilling 
prophecies …

The way we talk with and 
about our students…



Manufacturing the term 
“Long term English Learners” 

(Kibler & Valdés, 2016)

The denomination rests on three false assumptions:

• There is a normative period for acquiring/developing 
English

• Assessment measures in place are accurate 
representations of English proficiency

• Multilingual language systems can be compared to 
monolinguals’ and performance similar to monolinguals’ 
on L1 tests is a valid measure of English language 
acquisition (Bley-Vroman, 1983)



As a result, English as a Second 
Language courses are “curricularized” 

(Valdés 2015)

Design and implementation of language learning programs 
is approached as if they were ordinary curricular subjects

• Selection
• Sequencing (not a neutral distinction) 
• High stakes assessment
• Testing leads to categorization
• And then, impacts next teaching 

The result? self-fulfilling prophecies



The hardening of the categories

• Long term English Learners

• Struggling readers

• Underachiever / underperformer

• ELLs



When bad things happen 
to good intentions

We love labels, but we seldom question whether we are 
using them judiciously or for the right purposes  

Reclassification (Umansky & Thompson

The Seal of Biliteracy (Davin & Heineke, 2017)

Push in / Pull out

Translanguaging…





Lesson 1: Desegregation of 
schools in the American South

Genres: Expository, narrative, 
documentary

Lesson 3: Children and social 
injustice around the world

Rabbit Proof Fence

Genres: Historical narrative, 
informational, argumentative

The power 
of youth in 
addressing 

injustice

Lesson 2: Children and social 
injustice in schools

The Scholarship Jacket

Genres: Narrative, informational, 
Compare and Contrast 
Argumentative texts



Complex, deep, enticing work challenges 
the notion of students bureaucratically called 

Long Term English Learners 


