
Culture, Education, and Future                                                                                                                

 Volume 4, Number 1, 2026, 107-129                                                                                                                          

DOI: 10.70116/29802741136 ISSN: 2980-2741 

Article 
     

 

© 2026 by Symphony. This is an open access article under the CC BY 4.0 license. 

‘I hate being an ENL student’: A critical ethnography of double 
marginalization in deficit-oriented English language education 

Sepideh Yasrebi 1  

1 University of New Mexico, College of Education and Human Sciences, Department of Teacher Education, 

Educational Leadership and Policy, Albuquerque, NM, USA  

 

Abstract 

While critiques of “teaching to the test” in U.S. public education are common, 

less attention has been paid to how the Next Generation Learning Standards 

have framed English as a New Language (ENL) literacy for emergent bilinguals. 

Grounded in Culturally Sustaining Pedagogy (CSP) and critical multicultural 

education, this critical ethnographic study explores the prevalence of deficit 

discourses in eighth-grade ENL instruction. Conducted in a New York State 

public middle school, it analyzes curricular and institutional dynamics across 

stand-alone and integrated classrooms through sustained observations and 

analytical memos. Two research questions guide the inquiry: (1) How does the 

eighth-grade ENL curriculum define and enact language instruction? (2) How 

does the school culture govern these pedagogical practices? Four themes 

emerged: (1) limitations of Language Experience Approach; (2) ideological 

framing of the integrated curriculum; (3) structural inequities and resource 

allocation; and (4) institutionalization of difference and discourses of othering. 

Findings reveal how deeply curriculum and institutional discourse constrain 

emergent bilinguals’ multiple repertoires, underscoring the need for curricular 

models that center student voice and lived experience while reconceptualizing 

literacy as a socially mediated, identity-affirming practice that cultivates agency 

and critical consciousness. 

Article History 

Received 19.12.2025 

Accepted 10.06.2026 

 

Keywords 

Emergent bilinguals; 

culturally sustaining 

pedagogy; English as a 

new language; critical 

ethnography; critical 

multicultural education 
 

Introduction 

In K–12 education, the challenges facing immigrant students extend beyond instruction to the 

language used to describe them (García, 2009). Labels (e.g., ELL, LEP, and ENL) reflect 

entrenched ideologies that stigmatize learners and marginalize multilingual development. 

García (2009) has shown that when schools disregard the necessity and potential of 

bilingualism, they maintain systemic inequities. To counter this deficit framing, she proposed 

the term emergent bilinguals, which resists the “monoglossic and monolingual ideology” that 

dominates discourse.2 This designation, she explains, foregrounds students’ developing 

bilingualism and affirms its full potential in heteroglossic educational models (p. 323). 
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Similarly, Gutiérrez and Orellana (2006) and Wassell et al. (2010) argue that deficit discourses 

locate failure in students rather than the inequitable structures that undergird their education. 

This tendency corresponds to the “achievement gap” discourse, which displaces systemic 

inequity onto individual failure. Ladson-Billings (2006), however, reframed the issue as a long-

standing debt—that is, an accumulation of historical injustices that have systematically 

excluded marginalized groups from equitable educational opportunities. This debt is 

especially pronounced in under-resourced urban schools, where emergent bilinguals confront 

poverty, high teacher turnover, and limited academic opportunity (Noguera, 2003; Wassell et 

al., 2010). Addressing this debt demands more than reformist interventions; it requires a 

fundamental rethinking of the frameworks that govern public education. 

This critical ethnographic study was grounded in a mutually constitutive view of theory and 

practice, approaching education and literacy as socially mediated rather than a host of 

decontextualized skills (Street, 1984, 1993, 1995). Drawing on CSP (Paris & Alim, 2017) and 

critical multicultural education (Banks, 2006; hooks, 1994; Ladson-Billings, 2021), it 

investigated how curriculum and institutional discourse shaped the educational experiences 

of 12 eighth-grade emergent bilinguals in stand-alone and integrated classrooms at a suburban 

New York State middle school. This study was guided by two research questions: (1) how does 

the eighth-grade ENL curriculum define and enact language instruction? And (2) how does 

the school culture govern these pedagogical practices? 

In doing so, the study drew on sustained observations and critical memos collected over the 

2021–2022 academic year. It examined the curriculum while tracing the underlying 

institutional forces, discursive and ideological as well as material. This work explored how 

resources were allocated and how emergent bilinguals were represented, attending 

throughout to the norms that governed what was taught and how, together with the 

discourses surrounding instruction. Adopting a perspective grounded in students’ strengths, 

this study contributes to conversations about equity in literacy by centering learners’ lived 

experiences and repertoires while exposing deficit ideologies. Ultimately, the study argues 

that substantive change begins not only with curricular reform but also with rethinking how 

schools recognize emergent bilinguals as epistemic participants in the knowledge-making 

process. 

Literature Review 

Research has demonstrated that schools marginalize immigrant students by suppressing their 

home languages and cultural identities (Campano et al., 2013a; Nieto, 2009). Campano et 

al. (2013a) argued that curricula for immigrant students tended to reflect assimilationist 

ideologies that overlook their epistemic agency; Rosa’s (2016) raciolinguistic framework 

explained how “normative whiteness” cast students as deficient regardless of fluency. Nor 

have reformist efforts been free of these deficit assumptions. Orosco and Klingner’s (2010) case 

study of an RTI model in an urban school revealed how deficit thinking persisted despite 

reformist intent. They identified four contributing factors—namely, misaligned instruction 

and assessment, negative school culture, limited teacher preparation, and resource scarcity—

all of which disproportionately affected Latino ELLs. García and Ortiz (2008) extended this 

critique, arguing that RTI frameworks must consider the sociopolitical, cultural, and linguistic 

contexts that mediate learning in and beyond the classroom. 
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Flores and Lewis (2022) rejected EL/non-EL binaries for perpetuating deficit discourses, 

arguing that terms like “long-term EL” pathologized students. Similarly, Flores et al. (2015) 

critiqued such reductive categories for erasing transnational identities and reinscribing 

monolingualism and epistemic racism. Noguerón-Liu (2020) underscored the epistemic power 

of translanguaging and biliteracy, showing how centering L1 practices can strengthen 

instruction and family engagement. Translanguaging, as García and Kleifgen (2020) have 

defined it, encompasses “the full and complex repertoires of practices and semiotic resources” 

individuals deploy across contexts (p. 314), challenging monolingual frameworks and 

affirming bilingual literacy as fluid and socially situated. Similarly, Alvarez and Alvarez’s 

(2016) three-year ethnography of the Valle del Bluegrass Library illustrated translanguaging 

in practice, positioning the library as a bilingual, community-centered site of linguistic and 

cultural equity as well as sustained mentorship. 

Building on CSP, Wissman (2021) showed how reading instruction can center students’ lived 

experiences, identifying four strategies to challenge reductive definitions of literacy: 

incorporating diverse texts, anchoring inquiry in students’ cultural worlds, inviting 

multilingual storytelling, and bridging home and school literacies (pp. 563-65). Ghiso (2016) 

offered another CSP model through a first-grade photography-writing curriculum at a local 

laundromat. Documenting and interpreting this shared community space through bilingual 

and multimodal literacies, young Latinx students enacted “literacies of interdependence,” 

practices rooted in the bilingual households, cultural hybridity, and shared familial 

responsibilities that organized their daily lives. This growing body of research supports 

McCarty et al.’s (2011) call to reconceptualize language policy as a “situated sociocultural 

process.” Schools often function as ideological apparatuses that erase sociolinguistic 

heterogeneity and normalize dominant language practices. This “invisibilization of 

sociolinguistic heterogeneity” (p. 335), they argued, repressed alternative linguistic forms 

through symbolic violence, silencing both students and teachers. Drawing on Hymes (1974), 

McCarty et al. further contended that voice was not merely a pedagogical right but “a 

fundamental expression of human freedom” (p. 343), essential to any just model of 

multicultural education. These studies underscore the need to rethink curriculum and policy 

through critical frameworks that resist deficit models and affirm multiple repertoires of 

emergent bilinguals. The theoretical perspectives that follow takes this literature as its point 

of departure so as to offer a multifaceted conceptual foundation for this study. 

Theoretical Framework 

Literacy as Social Practice 

This study was premised on scholarship that understands literacy practices as sociocultural 

processes shot through with contextual factors and social interaction (Gutiérrez & Orellana, 

2006; Hymes, 1974), central to the construction of identity, citizenship, and nationality (Street, 

1995). For far from a “an abstract system of normative forms,” language is “a concrete 

heteroglot conception of the world,” in which “[e]ach word tastes of the context and contexts 

in which it has lived its socially charged life” (Bakhtin, 1981, p. 293). In schools, however, 

literacy is often taught through what Street (1995) termed the “autonomous model”: that is, a 

framework that presents language as technical and apolitical, privileging writing over speech, 

and assigning students fixed social roles. This model mystifies the political economy of literacy 

and reinforces hegemonic norms. Even well-meaning pedagogies often reflect racialized and 
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ideological assumptions that shore up institutional power while concealing its operations 

(Street, 1993). Though recentering literacy as a social practice is a necessary starting point, it 

remains insufficient without pedagogies that challenge the normative and exclusionary 

ideologies embedded in curriculum and instruction. These counter-hegemonic practices, what 

Campano and Simon (2010) call “resistant pedagogies,” forge consequential ties with students, 

communities, and social movements. The next section examines the ways in which literacy is 

mediated by power relations and hegemonic discourses. 

Language and Power 

This study understands the social relations conditioning emergent bilinguals’ education in two 

ways: directly, through equity, access, and resource distribution; and indirectly, through 

discursive expressions of power in curriculum and institutional culture. As Blommaert (2005) 

noted, “language is an ingredient of power,” both shaped by and mediating inequality 

through regimes of power that differentiate, include, and exclude (p. 2). Tracing how language 

is taught and regulated reveals how particular values are normalized while others are 

repressed. Central to this study’s framework is Blommaert’s (2005) conception of discursive 

heterogeneity as unevenly distributed across speakers. Even among speakers of the same 

language, access to and activation of specific repertoires is regulated by social conditions. 

Language thus becomes a terrain of struggle mediated by power differentials: “apart from 

what people do to language, there is a lot that language does to people” (p. 13). Blommaert 

(2005) further emphasized the semiotics of power, observing that speakers often operate “from 

different semiotic worlds, within different economies of signs and general conditions of 

sayability and hearability,” each oriented toward divergent normative frameworks (p. 156). 

Access to these economies is conditioned by social hierarchies, insofar as some signs 

disseminate freely, while others remain “placed,” restricted to limited contexts. These uneven 

conditions “impose all sorts of constraints on what people can do with language” (pp. 156–

57). What is at stake, then, is a political economy of intelligibility that authorizes certain 

discourses and delegitimizes others. Drawing on Blommaert (2005), this study examined the 

extent to which migration and displacement reconfigured emergent bilinguals’ repertoires 

and opened up epistemological rifts across their semiotic worlds. Access to these linguistic 

resources, and the capacity to actualize them, was taken as both pedagogical and political, 

mediated by classroom practices, institutional norms, and structural power. Language thus 

became a site of struggle over equity and voice, which the frameworks below take up in turn. 

Critical Multicultural Education 

Critical multicultural education interrogates how educational systems are structured by 

intersecting forces of race, gender, colonialism, and capitalism. It denounces white supremacy 

and its patriarchal and economic foundations that underpin hegemonic curricular norms 

(hooks, 1994; Ladson-Billings, 2021). Banks (2006) reframes multicultural education as a civic 

and ethical project, aimed at improving “race relations” and cultivating epistemologies and 

dispositions democratic participation requires (p. 145). Yet schooling often undermines such 

cross-cultural engagement. This study therefore examines pedagogies that suppress the 

linguistic agency of emergent bilinguals and challenges the monocultural character of 

dominant curricula. The section that follows carries this critique into Culturally Sustaining 

Pedagogy, tracing how CSP reorients critical multicultural education toward heteroglossic 

student voices that “mainstream” instruction so often excludes. 
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Culturally Sustaining Pedagogy (CSP) 

Curricular frameworks in U.S. schools often marginalize students whose cultural and 

linguistic repertoires diverge from dominant norms (Gillborn, 2010). Critics of these 

oppressive structures have called for pedagogies that foreground critical consciousness and 

inclusion of marginalized students (Campano et al., 2013a, 2013b). CSP extends this lineage by 

grounding itself in cultural pluralism and educational justice (Paris & Alim, 2017). It 

reimagines “schooling as a site for sustaining the cultural ways of being of communities of 

color rather than eradicating them,” centering “the dynamic practices and identities of 

students of color” within a “critical, additive, and expansive vision of schooling” (Paris & 

Alim, 2017, p. 2). By shifting “the object of critique from our children to oppressive systems” 

(p. 3), CSP exposes the colonial role of schools and seeks to “disrupt the pervasive anti-

Indigeneity, anti-Blackness, and related anti-Brownness” as well as the model minority myth 

(p. 2). By “de-centering whiteness,” it reframes access and equity around sustaining 

heterogeneity rather than fetishizing homogenizing tendencies that position students of color 

as peripheral and deficient (p. 3). This study mobilized CSP to examine how curricular and 

discursive practices mediated emergent bilinguals’ schooling. 

Methodology 

Site Context 

This inquiry drew on data from a yearlong ethnography conducted during the 2021–2022 

academic year at a New York State public middle school. At the time of the study, Natherlin 

Middle School enrolled 959 students.3 Publicly available data indicated that 72% of students 

identified as White, with the remaining population identified as Asian/Pacific Islander (8%), 

Hispanic or Latino (9%), multiracial/biracial (6%), and African American (5%). The gender 

distribution was approximately even (49% female, 51% male), and 27% of students were 

classified as economically disadvantaged. Emergent bilinguals comprised 10% of the 

population, closely aligning with the national average (NYSED, 2022; Ruiz Soto et al., 2015). 

Natherlin was selected as a contextually relevant site due to its growing population of 

emergent bilinguals. I established access through the Assistant Superintendent of Instruction, 

who expressed support contingent on IRB approval. 

I observed two eighth-grade teachers over the course of this study: (a) an ENL teacher, and (b) 

an ELA co-teacher. The ELA teacher, Jane, had taught at Natherlin for 18 years; the ENL 

teacher, Amanda, for eight. Both held advanced degrees (BA/MS) and were monolingual 

English speakers. 

The sample was intentionally homogeneous (Miles et al., 2014) to support focused inquiry into 

school curriculum and culture for emergent bilinguals. In addition to the two teacher 

participants, the study included 12 eighth-grade emergent bilinguals (see Table 1), selected 

through criterion sampling (Palys, 2008), emphasizing three attributes: (1) English proficiency 

at the transitioning level or above; (2) ages 11–13; and (3) enrollment in ENL stand-alone 

services. In New York State, students scoring below the Commanding level on the NYSESLAT 

are entitled to ENL services (NYSED, 2016). 

_____________ 
3 All names have been anonymized to protect participants’ identities. 
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Table 1. Demographic information of student participants 

Name Country of 

Origin 

Years in 

Natherlin 

Grade Language 

Proficiency 

Sama Pakistan 4 8 expanding 

Rafe Mexico 2 8 transitioning 

Ana El Salvador 2 8 transitioning 

Tabina Yemen 3 8 transitioning 

Tahira Yemen 3 8 transitioning 

Hussein Iraq 2 8 transitioning 

Zynah Turkey 3 8 expanding 

Sara Pakistan 2 8 transitioning 

Jitsuko Japan 1 8 expanding 

Mahmood Sudan 3 8 expanding 

Nahid El Salvador 2 8 transitioning 

Howin China 2 8 transitioning 

Data Collection 

This study employed a critical ethnographic approach that positioned the researcher as an 

engaged advocate (Foley, 2002). Rather than prioritizing thick description (Geertz, 1973) or 

cultural critique alone (Marcus & Fischer, 1999), critical ethnography leverages the research 

process to support participant empowerment and advance social change (Foley, 2002). This 

stance aligns with the study’s theoretical framework, particularly critical multicultural 

education and CSP. While initially maintaining a passive presence in classrooms, I gradually 

assumed a more participatory role, advocating for and supporting emergent bilingual 

students during instruction. 

Fieldwork comprised approximately 1,000 hours and extended beyond instruction to include 

full-day observations of school culture and discourse around emergent bilinguals. Classroom 

observations averaged 42 minutes and were supplemented by expanded field notes. 

Observational focus included instructional materials, classroom discourse, and peer 

interactions. 

This study relied on five interrelated data sets to construct a multidimensional account of 

students’ experiences. The first focused on curriculum in eighth-grade ENL stand-alone and 

integrated ENL/ELA classes, and included field notes and analytical memos coded in two 

cycles using NVivo 12. To ensure inter-coder reliability, 10% of the data was independently 

coded by a PhD candidate in the same field. The second documented the distribution of 

material and instructional resources. The third tracked the school climate and culture through 
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faculty meetings, professional development sessions, and student committee meetings. The 

fourth consisted of analytical memos from informal conversations with teachers and students 

regarding systemic barriers and expectations. The fifth examined institutional discourse—that 

is, the system of statements through which students were coded, addressed, and delimited. 

Data Analysis 

Data analysis was iterative and recursive, drawing on first- and second-cycle coding methods 

(Miles et al., 2014). Audio was transcribed verbatim, and with interview transcripts, field 

notes, classroom artifacts, and researcher memos, imported into NVivo 12 shortly after 

fieldwork. There, it was coded initially through descriptive and process coding (Bogdan & 

Biklen, 2003) to identify recurring patterns in classroom interactions, instructional practices, 

teacher perceptions, discursive patterns in the school, and students’ experiences. These 

preliminary codes were then compared across data sources and refined through analytical 

memo-writing and concept mapping. 

Throughout, I moved repeatedly between the data and the theoretical lenses informing the 

study, attending both to emerging patterns that supported my interpretations and to the 

disconfirming instances that complicated them. Many observations pointed to forms of 

linguistic marginalization of emergent bilinguals and discourses of othering; yet some 

pedagogical practices reflected teachers’ efforts to support the students within institutional 

constraints. I examined such instances closely to avoid reducing participants’ actions to 

predetermined categories. From this process the larger thematic categories were developed 

and consolidated into the study’s four themes. 

As a critical ethnographer, I also maintained reflexive memos documenting how my 

experiences as a former teacher and researcher informed my inquiry and interpretation. 

Preliminary findings were then shared with the participating teachers as member checking; 

both teachers affirmed that the findings resonated with their experiences and accurately 

reflected the institutional and instructional conditions described. 

Roles and Positionalities 

Although I approached data collection from an outsider stance (Creswell & Miller, 2000), my 

identity as an immigrant, multilingual woman of color complicated this positioning. I often 

shifted between insider and outsider roles, especially when my background was invoked to 

elicit students’ responses. During one class discussion, for instance, students hesitated to share 

their immigration experiences until the teacher invited me to recount my own. Generative as 

they were, such moments made me acutely aware of how my presence shifted classroom 

dynamics. 

Initially, I sought to minimize my influence, but the strategy proved methodologically limiting 

(Lather, 1998). Students frequently initiated interactions (e.g., asking about my religion, 

ethnicity, and education), which sometimes punctuated instruction. These exchanges could be 

discomfiting, but I came to read them as affective responses to the very themes the class 

explored: immigration, identity, and displacement. Such moments, however uneasy, remain 

integral to the relational work of culturally sustaining pedagogy. 
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Findings 

To contextualize the observations, New York State regulations (CR Part 154) mandate specific 

instructional time for ENL students based on proficiency level: entering and emerging 

students receive 90 minutes of stand-alone and 180 minutes of integrated ENL/ELA weekly; 

transitioning students receive 180 minutes, split evenly between the two; expanding students 

receive 180 minutes of integrated instruction only (NYSED, 2016). I observed a stand-alone 

section for transitioning students taught by Amanda, and an integrated class co-taught by 

Amanda and Jane. 

Theme One: Limitations of Language Experience Approach (LEA) 

Amanda’s stand-alone class relied heavily on LEA, as required by the district’s curriculum. 

Though loosely scripted, the ENL program permitted teachers some latitude in adapting 

materials. Amanda prioritized integrating language modalities that focused on collaboratively 

composed texts grounded in students’ daily experiences. 

Implementing LEA: A Halloween-Themed Lesson 

This lesson from Amanda’s stand-alone class illustrates how she implemented LEA with 

transitioning students. Before class, she decorated the room with pumpkins and Halloween-

themed items to establish a festive atmosphere. 

Amanda began by asking whether students were familiar with Halloween. Tabina responded, 

“I don’t celebrate Halloween, but I like getting candies and seeing other kids in funny clothes.” 

Amanda replied, “So, you like their costumes, right? I know different cultures have different 

celebrations, but my best childhood memories are from Halloween.” She then introduced the 

word costume and led pronunciation drills while projecting childhood photos of herself in 

costume, which evoked enthusiastic reactions. Next, she created a semantic map featuring 

vocabulary such as spooky, pumpkin, costume, and witch, modeling each term in an example 

sentences. A think-pair-share activity followed, in which students composed Halloween 

sentences. Amanda encouraged participation: “If you’ve never celebrated Halloween, that’s 

OK. You can talk about other kids trick-or-treating” (field notes, 10/28/2022). 

Amanda compiled students’ contributions on the board to construct a shared text. “I try to 

keep as much student language as possible on the board. It helps them see their own words, 

which boosts their confidence.” When students remained silent during her call for questions, 

she pivoted to pair work to check comprehension. She then read the text aloud, naming the 

student who contributed each line and emphasizing key vocabulary. The class followed with 

a choral reading, during which Amanda corrected pronunciation. To support fluency and 

intonation, she broke the text into short, color-coded phrases and led students in repetition. 

Closing the lesson, she affirmed their effort: “See? You’ve become writers! Now let’s pick a 

title for it.” After a brief discussion, she proposed “Our First Halloween Experience at 

Natherlin.” Students completed the session with partner reading while Amanda circulated 

and answered questions (field notes, 10/28/2022). 

Amanda’s writing instruction regularly incorporated graphic organizers and sentence starters, 

which she described as essential for students struggling with grammar and diction: “These 

supports help them feel more confident about writing” (field notes, 10/28/2022). Instruction 
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began each day with a five-minute quick write.4 Feedback consisted of informal verbal check-

ins; I observed no targeted guidance on content or form. These brief assignments appeared to 

constitute the primary mode of writing instruction for transitioning students in that class. 

LEA in Practice: A Discussion 

Several aspects of Amanda’s teaching merit recognition. She prepared consistently and built 

rapport, drawing on participatory strategies to support engagement. Her modeling was 

deliberate and her clarification patient; she monitored comprehension as she taught. Weekly 

after-school hours reflected a pedagogy of care aligned with her instructional goals.5 

Yet from a critical multicultural perspective, the framing of LEA activities revealed significant 

limitations. While its experiential emphasis enabled shared meaning-making, the curriculum 

rarely reflected students’ cultural or linguistic diversity (Ascenzi-Moreno, 2018; Orosco & 

Klingner, 2010), affording few opportunities to activate their bicultural repertoires. The 

Halloween lesson is telling. Framed around a mainstream U.S holiday, it offered (as noted 

above) non-celebrating students only a secondhand point of entry, inviting them to describe 

other children’s trick-or-treating rather than any practice of their own (field notes, 04/28/2022). 

The framing betrays a deficit assumption that casts students as outsiders rather than cultural 

agents.6 As Ascenzi-Moreno (2018) argues, bilingualism belongs to students’ identities and 

warrants recognition in the classroom (p. 355). Here, instead, students’ cultural knowledge 

remained largely invisible. 

Paris (2012) explains that CSP arises in response to educational models that aim to “creat[e] a 

monocultural and monolingual society based on White, middle-class norms” (p. 95). Far from 

symbolic inclusion, CSP demands a reorientation that centers students’ full repertoires “while 

simultaneously offering access to dominant cultural competence” (p. 95). That imperative 

does not preclude English instruction or engaging U.S. cultural material; it asks only that such 

material be met with reciprocity. A more equitable model would have invited the students to 

explore their own traditions on equal footing.7 

Lastly, although Amanda welcomed personal anecdotes, writing itself remained heavily 

scaffolded with sentence frames. Useful as these are for emerging writers, they often curtailed 

imaginative expression and made writing a procedural exercise. From a CSP standpoint, such 

scaffolding can limit narrative voice and authorial agency. 

Theme Two: Ideological Framing of the Integrated Curriculum 

This section examines the eighth-grade curriculum in the integrated classroom co-taught by 

Jane and Amanda, where emergent bilinguals made up more than half the 22-student cohort. 

_____________ 
4 Amanda assigned a series of short, low-stakes quick-writes to build genre familiarity: (1) descriptive with 

sentence starters; (2) persuasive, supported by stems like “because…” and “This makes me…”; (3) creative, with 

frames including “I feel…” and “My last wish is…”; (4) compare/contrast, scaffolded with “but” and “while”; 

and (5) expository, supported by phrases like “When I grow up, I want to become a…” and “The reason is… .” 
5 For example, she worked with the school and a student’s family to secure prescription glasses, demonstrating 

her commitment to student advocacy. 
6 See Theme Four. 
7 This critique scarcely opposes lessons on U.S. cultural traditions such as Halloween. It nevertheless challenges 

their unidirectional framing, where a dialogic encounter was possible instead. 
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Teaching Novels 

Instructional materials included both short texts and full-length novels.8 The following 

episode illustrates how reading comprehension was framed through the unit on Touching 

Spirit Bear. 

To introduce the novel, the teachers devoted an entire class period to what they introduced as 

its central theme: empathy. Students watched a YouTube video titled The Science of Empathy 

(SoulPancake, 2017), in which a man in a lab coat, presumably cast as a scientist, defined 

empathy as “feeling with” rather than “feeling for.” He claimed that empathy improves 

relationships and illustrated the point with “The Ultimatum Game”: one player is given $20 

and must offer a portion to another, but if the offer is rejected, neither keeps anything. “If they 

like your offer,” he concluded, “you both walk away with something.” 

After the video, Amanda asked how much students would give. Most said they would offer 

more to friends than strangers, which opened a brief discussion of fairness. One student 

recounted how her brother had taken her $20 to buy snacks for himself, her voice catching as 

though she might cry—a moment that, perhaps uncomfortably, drew laughter from the class. 

The teachers offered reassurance and moved into a role-playing card game with scripted social 

scenarios (field notes, 06/10/2022). 

The next day’s “Book Talk” started with Jane reading the novel’s title, author, and back-cover 

blurb, then offering a short summary of the plot. 

Teaching Poetry 

In addition to novels, the curriculum included haikus, acrostics, rhyming poems, name poems, 

Shakespearean sonnets, and so forth. Poetry instruction spanned over a month and followed 

a four-step sequence: (a) in-class read-aloud; (b) discussion of form and content; (c) review of 

a graphic organizer; and (d) student composition using that scaffold. A representative lesson 

centered on Julia Álvarez’s “I, Too, Sing América,” culminating in student-authored poems.9 

Amanda distributed the poem while Jane read it aloud. Afterward, Jane asked, “What do you 

think this poem is about? I wonder if it’s about love.” The exchange that followed unfolded as 

below: 

Jane: What stood out to you? 

Jacob: Maybe the poet is an immigrant? 

Jane: That’s an interesting take. What gave you that impression? 

Jacob: Some parts don’t make sense, and she switches to Spanish. I don’t think she speaks 

English well. 

Jane: Hmm. Do you think the switch might be intentional? 

_____________ 
8 The short stories included Aldo Leopold’s “Escudilla,” Carol Farley’s “Lose Now, Pay Later,” Langston 

Hughes’s “Thank You, M’am,” Rona Maynard’s “The Fan Club,” and Shirley Jackson’s “The Lottery.” The 

novels taught over the course of the year included Ben Mikaelsen’s Touching Spirit Bear, Jack London’s The Call 

of the Wild, and Lois Lowry’s The Giver (1993). 
9 Selected poems included Leslie Marmon Silko’s “The Time We Climbed Snake Mountain,” Shakespeare’s 

“Sonnet 19” and “Sonnet 97,” and Bobbi Katz’s “October Saturday.” 
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Jacob: Maybe… but a lot of immigrants do that when they don’t know the words. 

Jane: True—but even when someone’s still learning, they deserve respect, right? Can 

anyone else relate to this poem? 

Mansoor: I can. Like Álvarez, I’m still learning English. Sometimes the words don’t come 

to you, so you switch. 

Jane: Yes, exactly—that’s something many of you know. Anyone else? 

Djulia: It reminds me of my own story. I speak English better now, but it’s still hard. 

Even with another language … you can still fit in. 

Jane: Beautifully said. I really like that: “you can still fit in.” (Field notes, 05/15/2022) 

After the discussion, Amanda distributed a handout with sentence starters and composition 

guidelines. Students were then asked to write their own “I, Too, Sing América” poems as the 

unit’s culminating assignment. Two student responses follow, beginning with a poem by Ha-

joon, a bilingual Korean student: 

I, too, sing America 

I am from Korea 

And it’s the reason 

The reason that I am not good at English 

And the reason why I can’t say my thoughts 

But the moment I give up 

I will never have the chance 

The moment I give up 

I will never express my thoughts 

Tomorrow, I will start a new life 

I am going to not worry, making mistakes 

I will say what I want to say 

I will be strong 

Besides, they will be surprised how I changed 

When I stay strong 

And they will listen to what I say 

I, too am America. 

The second poem was written by Alina, a Romanian-Russian bilingual student: 

I, too, sing America 

I am a native speaker of 3 languages 

Who is closely attached and involved with each 

In life it brings several advantages 
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To be so knowledgeable in speech 

But of all the languages I know 

I choose English over all 

Privet, Peace, and hello 

Three ways to greet my fellow citizens 

But I choose to speak American 

Tomorrow, come what may 

The questions and the criticism-fire away 

But no matter the obstacles and opinions 

I too sing America 

I’ll praise the colors of the flag 

Red, white and blue 

An item without a price tag 

One that represents the country belonging to me and you 

Besides, they will always have their hate to express 

But we can’t give them their success 

No matter what they think I am and I represent 

I, too am America. (Field notes, 05/17/2022) 

Framing Literacy, Framing Students: Curricular Ideologies and the Erasure of Difference 

The Market Logic of Empathy. Unlike typical lead-ins, (i.e., author bios or plot reviews), this 

lesson aimed to generate affective engagement around empathy. Yet its framing rested on 

several unexamined assumptions: (a) it reduced complex human relationships to 

pseudoscientific behavioral terms; (b) “The Ultimatum Game” staged empathy as 

transactional, privileging market-based outcomes over social or ethical reasoning; and (c) it 

valorized empathy in monetary terms. The result was nothing less than the commodification 

of a moral relation that might otherwise resist the quantitative logic of the market. Was the 

irony lost when—in a lesson about empathy—the class erupted in laughter as a student, nearly 

in tears, shared a personal story? I never asked. 

The Novel as Curriculum and Ideology as Pedagogy. In discussing novels, the teachers often 

drew parallels between protagonists and students, an approach that, while potentially 

generative, frequently privileged individual agency over social context. When teaching 

Touching Spirit Bear, for example, Jane downplayed Cole’s trauma, his parental neglect and 

abuse, in favor of a moralizing stance: “It was Cole who decided to steal from the store; it was 

his choice to become violent at school” (field notes, 04/21/2022). This emphasis left little room 

to read Cole’s aggression as a response to systemic or familial conditions. Similarly, the novel’s 

representation of Tlingit culture went unexamined, reduced to a static backdrop for the 

protagonist’s individual redemption. 
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Instruction focused on teacher-led read-alouds that supported fluency but reinforced a 

teacher-centered model. The teachers dominated discussion, often preempting student 

interpretations and enacting what Apple (2018) calls “control over meaning.” Emphasizing 

Cole’s personal culpability, they flattened complex sociocultural conditions into the notion of 

individual failure and foreclosed alternative interpretations grounded in the text. This 

exemplifies the curriculum’s erasure of “conflict as a social concern” (Apple, 2018, p. 98) and 

echoes Spring’s (2019) critique of meritocratic ideology in schooling. A more critically attuned 

pedagogy would engage the social mediations of agency, widening students’ interpretive 

range toward the social forces that condition behavior while keeping moral responsibility in 

view. 

Misreading “I, Too, Sing América.” The lesson on Álvarez held rich opportunities to explore 

the transnational poetics of migration and identity. Traversing the cultural and linguistic 

landscapes of South, Central, and North America, the poem resists what Álvarez (n.d) has 

called the “old assimilationist, mainstreaming model.” Reflecting on her own bicultural 

displacement, she recalls being “caught between worlds, value systems, languages, 

customs”—a liminal position familiar to many immigrants who must negotiate the pull 

between cultural preservations and assimilation. 

Yet the complexities of bicultural identity and linguistic negotiation remained absent from 

discussion. The speaker was instead cast as an immigrant who does not know English well, a 

reading that overlooked any question of heritage-language fluency and engaged little with the 

poem’s multilingual aesthetics. Such interpretations risk perpetuating deficit views of 

multilingualism and erasing the heteroglossic practices the poem performs. I recall Jacob’s 

remark and the teacher’s reply, “they deserve respect, right?” They do. But so does the poem’s 

multilingual poetics, and so do the transnational literacies and histories it invokes. 

I say “histories” because I wonder how differently the class might have responded had they 

paused over the poem’s opening line: “I know it’s been said before.” Who said it before? 

Álvarez writes in the wake of Walt Whitman’s “I Hear America Singing” (1860/1996), though 

she sings past it, since the “varied carols” Whitman hears binds “America” a national and a 

gendered order of labor in which men sing their trades (e.g., “the carpenter,” “the mason”) 

while women appear as “the mother,” “the young wife”, and “the girl sewing or washing” 

(p. 174). Álvarez’s preoccupations thus sit closer to Langston Hughes’s “I, Too” (1926), whose 

disenfranchised speaker decries the nation’s racial apartheid and whom she revoices in her 

own register. Yet the lesson explored none of this; it bypassed any mention of African 

American or Native American struggle, or of other histories of racialization in the United 

States. Nor did it engage the intertextual kinship between Hughes’s speaker and Álvarez’s, or 

read the poem as the multilingual vision of collective being it offers. The speaker’s code-

switching was instead reduced to linguistic deficiency, glossed as “She switches to Spanish. I 

don’t think she speaks English well.” 

The students’ poems carried traces of this deficit framing. None included their L1, except 

Alina, who inserted a single Russian word, “Privet,” only to declare, “But of all the languages 

I know / I choose English over all.” Her self-conscious choice to “speak American” and to 

“praise the colors of the flag” reads as a normative interpellation into nationalist ideologies, 

where legibility hinges on patriotic performance and linguistic conformity. Ha-joon’s poem 

registers a kindred tension between hesitation and resolve: “I will say what I want to say / I 

will be strong.” What these poems dramatize is not so much a mechanical iteration of Álvarez, 
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but rather a working through of their shared predicament. They stage the affective labor of 

emergent voices, of speech acts, as they negotiate institutionalized regimes of intelligibility: 

raciolinguistic hierarchies, normative paradigms of civic legibility, and the epistemic 

governance of minoritized subjectivities. 

That the poem’s most subversive gesture, the distinction between America and América, went 

unremarked illustrates this curricular erasure all the more. Álvarez’s accented América asserts 

a bicultural identity that resists assimilation and recenters Latinx presence within U.S. national 

narratives. By embedding América inside America, the poem affirms the epistemic legitimacy 

of non-dominant voices. Its omission from class discussion reflects a larger pattern: that is, the 

failure to engage students’ linguistic hybridity as a critical resource, which exemplifies 

precisely the kind of pedagogical neglect that CSP seeks to redress. 

Pedagogies of Compliance and Surveillance. Whole-class brainstorming constituted a central 

component of the teachers’ instruction. Typically they introduced a prompt, posed guiding 

questions, and modeled essay structure using student responses. One such prompt—How can 

you become a good American?—generated answers like “obeying the law,” “respecting the 

police,” “not doing anything illegal,” and “respecting the troops” (field notes, 04/26/2022). 

Only “mainstream” students participated, while emergent bilinguals remained silent. The 

prompt was neither adjusted nor contextualized to invite their perspectives. 

Both content and delivery here raise critical concerns. Framed as a matter of becoming, the 

prompt implicitly positioned students, especially emergent bilinguals, as not yet “American” 

or “good,” amplifying their outsider status. The moral qualifier good invoked a normative civic 

imaginary tethered to middle-class assimilationism and a politics of representation already 

bound up with reverence for state authority. Framed this way, the prompt flattened the 

historically contested character of American identity, effacing its racialized, gendered, and 

socioeconomic mediations. It also risked flagging legal status in ways that could intensify 

students’ vulnerability to surveillance or exclusion. Civic engagement, to be sure, can be a 

powerful curricular aim, yet here it functioned as disciplinary, normalizing citizenship as 

conformity. The silence of emergent bilinguals registered not so much disengagement as a 

refusal, or an inability, to enter a discursive frame that had already presupposed their 

peripherality. At stake was not merely the prompt but the ideological investments it encoded, 

which, as critical literacy scholars argue, demand interrogation of whose knowledge counts, 

who authorizes it, and under what conditions it becomes intelligible within dominant 

epistemologies (Street, 1995). 

Theme Three: Structural Inequities and Resource Allocation 

The uneven distribution of space and resources at Natherlin profoundly conditioned emergent 

bilinguals’ schooling, in material and discursive ways alike. 

Marginal Space and Institutional Status 

Early in my fieldwork, I observed that emergent bilinguals were routinely placed in shared, 

non-renovated spaces, while technology teachers occupied all newly upgraded classrooms. 

ENL teachers lacked dedicated rooms, throwing into relief a spatial inequity that mirrored 

their institutional marginalization. Amanda voiced ongoing frustration: she and her colleague 
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shared a small room and were denied access to it during prep and lunch. “I have to wander 

the building to find a space to plan,” she explained, adding, “In this school, there are ‘teachers,’ 

and then there’s us, the ‘support staff’” (field notes, 05/27/2022). These spatial arrangements 

were not incidental; they rather symptomatized a discursive hierarchy that positioned ENL 

teachers and students as ancillary and peripheral, their needs negotiable, their spaces fungible. 

The result: instructional continuity was compromised, professional legitimacy diminished, 

and student recognition diminished. 

Displaced and Disrupted: Testing Conditions for Emergent Bilinguals 

A key locus of institutional inequity at Natherlin involved the testing conditions for emergent 

bilinguals. Amanda repeatedly voiced concerns about the lack of designated spaces for 

administering NYSITELL, a state-mandated placement exam required within ten days of a 

new entrant’s enrollment (NYSED, 2016). With a full teaching load and no guaranteed room, 

Amanda was expected to test students during prep periods. “I had to walk from one end of 

the building to the other,” Amanda recounted, “but each room was in use.” When she did find 

a space, it was typically available for only 42 minutes, far short of the three hours the exam 

required. “I had to move the students around while they were testing,” she added, describing 

a process that compromised both procedural validity and instructional integrity (field notes, 

04/30/2022). 

These logistical failures extended beyond the NYSITELL. During statewide exams, I observed 

similar disruptions. Although state policy mandates extended time and alternate locations for 

emergent bilinguals, Natherlin routinely scheduled testing in active classrooms, forcing 

multiple relocations. Rafe recalled: “They moved us four times because no rooms were free. 

Last year, during the science test, we ended up in a room with no furniture. It was really 

humiliating. That’s why I hate being an ENL student” (field notes, 05/25/2022). Nore were 

these recurring disruptions mere administrative oversights; rather, they reflected a structural 

tendency in which bureaucratic rigidity, spatial marginalization, and systemic neglect 

converge to fragment learning and devalue the education of emergent bilinguals. 

Limited Access to L1 Instructional Materials 

Opportunities for emergent bilinguals to engage their L1 at Natherlin were virtually 

nonexistent. Curricular materials in students’ L1s were absent, and no effort was made to 

develop inclusive programming or to build school-family relationships. This erasure violates 

a core tenet of CSP: that immigrant families’ “funds of knowledge” are integral to linguistically 

affirming literacy practices (González et al., 2005). Even minimal legal obligations went unmet, 

inasmuch as state regulations require the provision of bilingual dictionaries upon a student’s 

arrival; Amanda reported, “this never happens at Natherlin” (field notes, 04/10/2022). 

These exclusions echoed larger patterns of inequity throughout the study: spatial 

marginalization, testing disruptions, uneven distribution of resources, and a general climate 

of institutional neglect. Collectively, they compromised the school’s obligation to provide an 

equitable and affirming learning environment. At Natherlin, emergent bilinguals were 

consistently positioned at the periphery of its spatial and discursive orders. I describe this as 

a form of double marginalization, driven by administrative failure and by the sedimented 

layers of educational stratification. 
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I can perhaps illustrate the mechanism at work here more clearly through Bourdieu’s (1973) 

analysis of cultural reproduction: “The educational system reproduces all the more perfectly 

the structure of the distribution of cultural capital among classes (and sections of a class) in 

that the culture which it transmits is closer to the dominant culture and that the mode of 

inculcation to which it has recourse is less removed from the mode of inculcation practised by 

the family” (p. 80). Mastery of what the school teaches, then, presupposes the the cultural 

capital needed to appropriate it, and the uneven distribution of that capital among social 

classes predates any child’s arrival in the classroom. Nor can social class be disengaged from 

its racial and gendered mediations. Teaching can nevertheless interrupt this ideological 

apparatus only when it equitably allocates those instruments during instruction. Where it 

instead proceeds by tacit familiarization, presuming a prior intimacy with the dominant 

culture and a fluency already secured at home, it reifies class privilege under the guise of 

meritocracy. Bourdieu sharpens the paradox: “By doing away with giving explicitly to 

everyone what it implicitly demands of everyone, the educational system demands of 

everyone alike that they have what it does not give” (p. 80). What it presupposes is, above all, 

“linguistic and cultural competence” (p. 80). 

Natherlin enacted precisely this logic. By withholding L1 materials, neglecting the legally 

required bilingual dictionaries, and declining to build relationships with immigrant families, 

the school treated competence in English as a resource students should already possess, not as 

something its own curriculum was obligated to supply. Emergent bilinguals were thus held 

to a standard the institution refused to help them meet, their unequal share of linguistic capital 

read, yet again, as deficiency. This extends to immigrant schooling the class dynamics 

Bourdieu traced in more emphatic terms: at Natherlin the competence presumed was not only 

cultural but racialized, the dominant language treated as the “natural” possession of some and 

the want of others. 

Theme Four: Institutionalization of Difference and Discourses of Othering 

This section examines how the school culture functioned as a site of discursive othering. 

From Learners to Liabilities: Rhetoric of Otherness 

During fieldwork, I learned that only one eighth-grade ELA teacher had agreed to co-teach 

with ENL; the others had declined. According to the district’s ENL supervisor, placement 

depended on “permission from the teachers.” Those who refused often cited concerns that 

new entrants would “lower test scores” (field notes, 04/12/2022). Such resistance signals a 

systemic tendency for standardized testing to govern pedagogical decisions, wherein 

emergent bilinguals appear less as learners than as statistical risks, liabilities whose presence 

threatened performance metrics. As Campano et al. (2013a) insist, “students are not statistics 

whose academic purpose is to fill out bubbles on accountability measures” (p. 119). Yet at 

Natherlin, accountability discourse regularly reified emergent bilinguals as problems, 

stigmatized and othered by the very systems purported to support them. 

Naming and Labeling: the Discursive Production of Otherness 

During fieldwork, I observed a recurring pattern: teachers assigned “American” names to 

emergent bilinguals upon arrival, often inducing visible discomfort. When Mihály, recently 



CULTURE, EDUCATION, AND FUTURE    123 

arrived from Hungary, introduced himself, Amanda asked, “What would you like your 

teachers to call you? Michael? It’s close to Mihály, isn’t it?” Receiving no response, she added, 

“I will make sure to email your teachers and let them know of your new name” (field notes, 

03/11/2022). His silence was taken as consent. Few signifiers bind so intimately to identity, and 

few prove so readily overwritten by institutional authority, as a name. 

As Souto-Manning (2007) cautions, “(Re)naming practices . . . constitute and represent the very 

precarious social and institutional relationships taking place in schools involving immigrant 

children” (p. 404). Mihály’s silence, amplified by limited English, exposed the pragmatic 

asymmetry of the exchange: no real choice was offered. As Hymes (1974) notes, “There is a 

fundamental difference between what is not said because there is no occasion to say it, and 

what is not said because one has not and does not find a way to say it” (p. 72). Renaming, in 

this light, is nothing less than symbolic erasure, a subtle form of cultural alienation carried out 

through pedagogical routine. It marks emergent bilinguals as peripheral, revealing how 

institutional discourse disciplines identity and distributes legitimacy unequally. 

Silencing Through Pedagogy: Marginalization as Everyday Practice 

In integrated classes, Jane and Amanda rarely called on emergent bilinguals during 

discussions. When asked why, Jane responded, “I don’t really want to put them on the spot,” 

adding that “parts of the discussion may be difficult for them” (field notes, 01/19/2022). This 

pedagogy of avoidance, symptomatic of a larger institutional ethos, regulated participation in 

ways that unmistakably sidelined emergent bilinguals. 

Zynah’s experience illustrates this pattern. Though vocal and engaged in her stand-alone class, 

she would remain silent in ELA. When Amanda noted the discrepancy, Jane dismissed it: “she 

is new.” Amanda countered that Zynah was a transitioning student that participated actively 

in her class, but Jane remained unmoved, calling Zynah “stubborn” (field notes, 06/25/2022). 

This slippage, from pedagogical responsibility to essentialist judgment, ontologized Zynah’s 

situated silence as a fixed trait (i.e., she is stubborn), transmuting her response to 

marginalization into a presumed flaw of character. 

Not My Students: Division of Labor and Institutional Distance 

Discursive hierarchies stood out in the daily language of classroom coordination. On multiple 

occasions, Jane referred to emergent bilinguals as Amanda’s students.10 When Amanda once 

asked about a deadline, Jane responded, “Tuesday by 9:00 a.m. Are you going to grade your 
_____________ 

10 The attentive reader may notice a certain asymmetry in the portrayal of Amanda and Jane throughout the 

study. Amanda’s intentions and forms of care, as well as her limitations, receive more concrete elaboration, 

whereas Jane appears more often in moments of tension and instructional difficulty. This unevennesses is not 

meant to individualize responsibility, nor to position one teacher as more capable than the other. It follows in 

part from the conditions of fieldwork: I spent considerably more time alongside Amanda, which afforded a 

closer view of her pedagogy and, with it, of how little substantive co-planning or collaboration she and Jane 

engaged in. Amanda was, for the most part, left to her own devices. That Jane may come across as less 

sympathetic is thus better understood as a symptom of the same structural conditions this study maps out, 

among them the scarcity of shared planning time, the limited preparation teachers received for working with 

emergent bilinguals, and the entrenched institutional tendency to treat the students as the charge of ENL 

specialists alone. The asymmetry in representation is, in this light, the byproduct of asymmetrical power 

dynamics and unevenly distributed resources. Nor should it be understood as a judgment of either teacher but 

as an artifact of the organizational arrangment and professional boundaries that had specified what each teacher 

could do, and what I was positioned to observe. 
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students?” (field notes, 04/18/2022). The possessive modifier, your, cordoned emergent 

bilinguals off as Amanda’s exclusive pedagogical concern and reinforced a distance that was 

as institutional as it was interpersonal. This distance was no mere figure of speech; as I have 

shown, it was grounded in interactions and practices that reproduced it on a daily basis. These 

demarcations reflected and reproduced, in other words, an unequal division of labor that in 

turn generated this affective and pedagogical detachment. 

From Policy to Prejudice: Ideological Fault Lines in Faculty Discourse 

Discursive othering at Natherlin extended beyond the classroom, permeating faculty and 

administrative culture. During one staff meeting, two teachers racialized ENL students as they 

were discussing COVID-19 protocols. “I can’t stand these masks,” one remarked. “And I don’t 

blame my students for not wearing them right.” The other replied, “Amanda’s students all 

wear their masks properly.” The first concluded, “I guess we know why: probably not 

vaccinated” (field notes, 05/02/2022). That a public health measure could be turned into a 

vehicle for xenophobic projection reveals how immigrant students were read as embodied 

threats, civilizational others whose very compliance was construed as pathology. 

Nor do these speech acts merely reflect prejudice; they perform it (Austin, 1975). Their 

locutionary content concerns masks and vaccination, but their illocutionary force constitutes 

an act of bordering: to say “Amanda’s students” and then “probably not vaccinated” is to mark 

these students as standing outside the civic and biological body of the school. The 

perlocutionary effect (p. 101) then grafts a racializing stance onto a shared professional 

consensus. Such speech acts derived their salience from the institutional setting, which, as I 

have shown, conferred discursive authority unevenly. When institutional discourse 

interpellates individuals as subjects (Althusser, 1971/2014), it does so through maintaining 

hierarchies of legitimacy, underlying a politics of representation that perpetually reads 

emergent bilinguals as other. 

To sharpen the stakes, I turn again to Bourdieu (1973): “by converting social hierarchies into 

academic hierarchies, the educational system fulfils a function of legitimation which is more 

and more necessary to the perpetuation of the ‘social order’” (p. 84). At Natherlin, the 

racialization of emergent bilinguals traced a similar trajectory, presenting stigmatizing 

practices produced by social and institutional arrangements as though they inhered within the 

students. Absent a culturally sustaining pedagogy to denounce or disrupt it, this discourse of 

othering reinforced the double marginalization of emergent bilinguals traced throughout this 

study. 

Discussion and Conclusion 

Through a critical ethnographic lens, this study traced the complex terrain of eighth-grade 

curriculum and pedagogy, holding in view both its pedagogical strengths and its structural 

limitations. Notable pedagogical practices included engaging lessons, consistent scaffolding, 

strong rapport, and supportive classroom climate. Collectively, they evinced a commitment to 

student learning and care. Yet these strengths coexisted with curricular limitations that 

curtailed responsiveness to students’ full repertoires. ENL instruction, for instance, was 

required to follow a scripted curriculum and lacked adequate shared planning time with the 
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ELA co-teacher, resulting in pedagogical discontinuities. From a CSP standpoint, such 

conditions reproduced assimilationist tendencies, evident in text selection, pedagogical 

framings, and the erasure of students’ L1s. Corollary: instruction often defaulted to teacher-

centered delivery that limited student agency. 

No less limiting were the intersecting forces of discursive othering and material 

marginalization. Emergent bilinguals carried deficit labels and exclusionary readings, and 

they encountered structural barriers to space and resources. These forces operated in tandem 

to produce what this study describes as double marginalization: a school culture that positioned 

students at the periphery both discursively and materially. These conditions shaped subject 

formation and narrowed educational possibilities, raising doubts about the school’s professed 

commitment to equity. Although teachers worked conscientiously within institutional 

constraints, the conditions governing ENL education reflected structural inequities that were 

neither incidental nor anomalous. They symptomatized entrenched systemic patterns that 

mediated the literacies of emergent bilinguals. This study thus underscores the need for 

sustained curricular inquiry grounded in equity. It identifies ideological blind spots in 

pedagogical models that reproduce deficit perspectives. Redress demands a critical 

reimagining of curriculum that recognizes emergent bilinguals as epistemic agents rather than 

afterthoughts. Such a reorientation entails decolonizing the curriculum: centering texts that 

reflect students’ lived experiences, cultivating decolonial subjectivity (Ibarra & Bailón, 2025), 

and repositioning pedagogy as dialogic. As this study demonstrates, CSP provides a 

framework for disrupting hegemonic patterns and reconstituting the curriculum around 

justice and linguistic diversity. It asks, too, that educators develop an empathetic, relational 

epistemology of students’ cultural and personal histories. 

The findings call for a critical reframing of dominant paradigms in ENL education. Whereas 

prevailing approaches reify “achievement gaps” through assimilationist tendencies, this study 

advances a framework that positions emergent bilinguals as full participants in their 

education. Grounded in CSP, it urges a more expansive stance that affirms the complexity of 

students’ repertoires, particularly those shaped by Global South epistemologies. Beyond the 

classroom, this work also underscores the imperative for university-based research to remain 

accountable to the evolving conditions of public education. While K–12 classrooms grow 

increasingly diverse, higher education has lagged behind. This project offers an alternative: a 

research model grounded in empirical inquiry and responsive to local sociocultural contexts. 

Most critically, perhaps, the study affirms that research must unfold in dialogue with those it 

seeks to represent. Some of the most revealing insights emerged not through formal data 

collection but from listening to the students. A research agenda committed to equity must 

make room for such marginalized perspectives. Sometimes the most radical act is to listen. 

This study therefore calls for the recentering of emergent bilinguals not only in pedagogy but 

also in the production of scholarly knowledge. 

This study’s limitations include the small sample size, scheduling constraints, and disruptions 

stemming from the COVID-19 pandemic. Its focus on a single school site also narrows 

generalizability. Nonetheless, the findings raise pressing questions for future research: How 

might curricular inquiry confront structural inequities while advancing emergent bilinguals’ 

educational agency? And how might educators challenge the deficit paradigms that continue 

to govern educational discourse and practice? 
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