Advisory Committee on English Learners - Minutes
13 December 2023, 7 PM Room 202 Syphax Education Center

Present: Amy Graham (Chair), Jared Peet, Sam Klein — Office of English Leaners (OEL)
Absent: Anne Zebra, Luisa Concepcion (APS Teacher), Patty Gallardo.
Opening: The meeting began promptly at 7 PM.

Agenda Items
During the December meeting, we discussed two reports from Fairfax County Public Schools. A
summary of the study questions and answers is attached.

Key points of the discussion included the following:

Improving school climate

e The reports did not clearly specify the mechanisms by which the pilot schools hoped to
improve the climate for English learners. We agreed the adding a bilingual counselor,
assigning newcomer students to a cohort and enrolling them in a Strategies for Success
class might have been changes intended to create an inclusive, supportive and respectful
climate.

e The reports did state that after the pilot study, other high schools changed their English
language classes but did not adopt any changes to improve climate.

e Before FCPS changed its program, English learners reported Aigher levels of socio-
emotional behaviors than students who were not English learners. These behaviors
included belonging, engagement in learning, academic self-efficacy, and emotional
engagement or positive feelings about school. Sam believes that students in APS would
report similar high levels due to the strong positive relationships the students have with
English learner teachers.

e The findings on socio-emotional behaviors suggested to Amy that English learners in
FCPS did not feel isolated or ignored in sheltered classes. This matters because one
rationale for changing the program of studies has been to make students feel like they are
part of the broader school community. However, Jared argued that these behaviors
change from 9'" to 12" grade as students gain English proficiency. In his experience,
students in high school appreciate the support they receive in sheltered classrooms at low
levels of English but want to broaden their horizons both socially and academically at
higher levels of English proficiency.

Pathways to Graduation

e Jared described his interest in the sample schedules contained in the report for students at
different levels of English. He noted that a sample pathway for EL 1°s and 2’s had only
3 classes with a literacy focus — English 9, English Language Development, and
Government. Jared and Amy agreed that this was not enough literacy to make rapid
progress in English needed to graduate in four years.

e We discussed and ultimately disagreed about the importance of graduating without
attaining proficiency in English. Amy noted that while people with a high school degree
fare better in life than those without, there is increasing evidence of a growing divide



between people with a college degree and those without. Failure to achieve English
proficiency makes it much harder to go to college and be successful. She noted that even
schools doing an exceptional job graduating English learners in 4 years were not doing as
well at preparing them for college. (These schools were identified and discussed in the
November meeting.) Jared and Sam noted that they had students who went to college
and were successful without becoming proficient in English in high school. The question
is whether these students are the exception or the rule. Jared also noted that many
students juggling work and school want to finish their high school degree as soon as
possible. Amy agreed that if the choice is finish in 4 years or drop out to focus on work,
we want students to graduate!

Teaching Models

One unknown factor in the new program of studies is to what extent a coteaching model
will be used in content classes with English learners. One model currently in use at
Yorktown high school is a Physics class cotaught by a science teacher and an ESL
specialist. Sam felt that his class was very successful and a good model for the other
schools. He believes a similar class exists at Washington Liberty or has existed at some
time in the past.

OEL supports a coteaching model and WIDA recently published a bulletin strongly
supporting this approach but principals can instead use a content teacher with an ESL
certification. In VA, the only requirement for a licensed teacher to get an ESL
certification is to pass



