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Language Minority Student Interview
Background Description and Reasons for Choosing her:

The person I chose to Interview is a friend of mine who is a Junior at USC.  She is a Hispanic, bilingual student who I chose because I knew she would be comfortable and open talking to me about her past experiences in bilingual education.  I also knew that I would be more comfortable interviewing her, since it can be a sensitive subject.  I also wanted to interview someone around her age range who is now a successful student, rather than a younger current bilingual student, so that she could really analyze her past experiences and reflect back on them.
Interview:
What was your bilingual education experience?


My friend was born in Mexico, and attended school there until her family immigrated to San Diego.  She immediately began second grade at a school that consisted mostly of Hispanic and African American students.  Because all the bilingual classes were full, she was put into an English-Only classroom. After about a month in this class a new bilingual education class opened up, and she was placed in this class with about 20 other students.  She remained in this relatively small bilingual class for about a year, and then successfully passed her tests allowing her to be placed in the regular English classrooms.


I was very excited and interested when she told me her story.  She is the perfect candidate for this assignment since she immigrated here after learning some Spanish, and then experienced both the English-only classroom and the bilingual classroom.  I was then very interested in finding out more about how she felt about the two classes and how she was able to be academically successful so quickly.

How did you feel about the English-Only classroom?

I asked her how she felt about the English only classroom and I was very surprised at her response.  She said that she was extremely glad that she was put into this class.  She was very successful and found that because she was forced to speak English she was quickly learning the language.  She would speak English with the teacher even though he sometimes spoke to her in Spanish.  She felt that because of this class she got an ear and tongue for a language that made her able to pronounce English better.  Overall she feels grateful and lucky to have been put in this class.
I was thrilled at this response from her.  As a contradiction from what we have been learning in class, it was fascinating to hear an opposing opinion.  I was surprised at how she said that she quickly learned the language and allowed her to pick up pronunciation; I attribute much of this because of her high intelligence level, motivation, and ability to learn.
How did you feel about the Bilingual classroom?

When she was put in the bilingual education class a month later she felt that it was moving a little too slow.  She did like how the teacher was very tough and would speak mostly in English and force them to speak in English.  The class would typically begin in Spanish and then be conducted mostly in English there after.  She also felt lucky to be put in this class because it was smaller than most the other classes and had a brand new teacher who seemed highly motivated and wanted them to learn English as fast as possible.

It seems clear that she had high motivation and desire to learn English, and that she would do whatever she could to learn it as fast and effectively as possible so that she could fit in and mingle with her peers.  I also thought it was interesting that most of the class was conducted in English, and that the main goal of the class was to teach English (not subject matter) so that the students could be put in the regular classroom and “begin to learn”.  This goal of this new teacher was obviously different from the teachers of the other bilingual classes (as you will see in the next question) who focused on creating bilingual students.  I also agree with her that luck had a lot to do with her being placed in that small class with that teacher.  Her experience could have been very different otherwise.

Did you feel the programs were well organized? What were its best and worst characteristics?


With only the main teacher to aid her, she felt that the teacher was very good; and since it was a small class the teacher had time to work with everyone.  In comparison to other classes, her class was exceptionally better.  Most of the bilingual Ed students had to stay in the classes for a very long time.  She felt that because the classes focused on being bilingual rather than just learning English.  I asked her how she felt about this and if she wished she had focused on being bilingual and she gave me a surprising response.  She told me that she believes that since we are in the U.S, and English is the language here, we should learn English and they should speak only English.  She feels that people should learn English first and then go back to learn Spanish.  She then gave the example of her little brother who was in only bilingual education classes that focused on bilingualism.  She said that he took kindergarten through first in Spanish, and then started classes in English.  She said that this caused him to learn very slowly and kept him behind.  It took him a long time to get out of the low level bilingual classes, and she feels he should have focused on English.

I found this very anti-bilingual education response quite interesting.  She seemed to be practically reading out of a text book reasons why bilingual education is bad.  Her goal was clearly to be “American” and fit in, and to her this seems to mean learning English.  Psychologically English was what she needed to succeed and was therefore was the only important thing that she needed to learn as quickly as possible.  Her argument about “going back to learn Spanish” was also interesting because she was actually learning Spanish at the same time at home (as you will see in a later question).  She is therefore using her brother as the basis of her argument saying that because he was learning both languages he could not really be successful in either.  She didn’t seem to take into account possible differences in his learning level and ability, or quality of teachers he had.  Overall she seemed to value the academic and social success that she believed came with English, over the, what appears to be, hindering benefits of bilingualism. 


How was your progress assessed?

While she had a hard time remembering, she said that she simply took the same test as all the students, and then depending on those test results she was put in the English classroom.  A recommendation was also required from her teacher.


I found it interesting that she didn’t take a specific language test.  It was also interesting that she needed a teacher recommendation, which would mean that the class would have to be small enough for the teacher to spend enough time with each student to accurately assess and recommend them.
How did you feel as a language learner? How do you feel others felt about you?


At such a mixed and diverse school she never felt like an outsider, at least not when she was learning the language.  She once again emphasized how great the English-only class was because it allowed her to make friendships that lasted through elementary school, and helped her to mingle.  Also, she lived in a predominantly African American neighborhood, and her peers in her home area were extremely welcoming and nice and didn’t judge her.  She also says that this was beneficial to her because nobody knew Spanish, and it forced her to speak English.  Overall she felt very comfortable and accepted, and her teachers and peers welcomed her.

I once again feel that such an immensely positive experience like hers is unusual.  She clearly learned English very quickly, and was accepted and liked by others.  She seemed to have a good support system in place by her peers that helped her to feel comfortable and confident in learning and using the language.

Describe your parental involvement and the feelings/roles of your parents.

To this day her mother does not speak any English, and her father rarely speaks English at home.  This helped her to utilize and continue learning Spanish since it was the language spoken at home.  This allowed her to become fluent in both languages, and she still can speak both languages since she has to speak Spanish in order to communicate with her mother.  Because her father spoke English at work, he was able to help her with homework sometimes.  But overall she did not practice speaking any English at home.  


It now became clear to me why she didn’t worry about learning Spanish or becoming bilingual.  She had to speak Spanish at home in order to even be able to communicate with her mother, so she had her family to continue to teach her Spanish.  She knew that learning Spanish would not be an issue, so she put all of her effort into learning English, the language she felt was most important. 
What are your overall thoughts? Would you go back and change anything?


Overall she feels very lucky that she was put in the classes she ended up in.  She is very happy with the way that it worked out.

Overall I was surprised at how positive her experience was.  Despite being thrown into an English only classroom she seemed to thrive and quickly learn the language and make friends.  I feel that a lot of this has to do with her intellectual and social capabilities and that because she is just naturally smart she was able to quickly succeed while many students would struggle.
Summary Statement:


I feel that the program implemented was initially unorganized and overcrowded.  She was thrown into the English-only class simply because there was no other space for her anywhere else; it just happened that she was very successful and learned English quickly.  I find it interesting that the bilingual class focused on learning English rather than building knowledge in Spanish and supporting bilingualism.  This may have been because it was a new teacher, or because the format and purpose of the bilingual classes changed by the time her brother enrolled in them.  

Clearly social, cultural, political influences affected the mindset of her, both then and now.  She believed that in order to succeed, fit in, and be American she would have to learn English.  While the fact that her mother speaks English allowed her to become bilingual and prevented negative feelings towards the home culture, bilingualism was and seems to still be sort of an afterthought for her; it is nice that she is bilingual, but nothing that she really had the desire to obtain; it just happened that she ended up that way.  Yet despite her seeming not to care about her bilingualism, I do see that she values her culture and language; the majority of her friends are also bilingual Hispanic students, and she is involved with the Latino business society.  Based on my friendship with her, it seems that she still feels most at home with her native culture and language, yet still feels that in America English is spoken and because of that she is happy that she made learning English her number one priority,
