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Topic 7: Address the Challenges for Hispanic Students, where Ethnicity, Language and
Residency Status Complicate the Education process

Questions to be answered:

What are the issues facing Long Island's growing, diverse Hispanic population and how do they
impact the education of students?

Hispanics represent the fastest growing population in the United States and this demographic
trend is having a significant effect on the population of our schools. As is discussed elsewhere in
the conference materials, Hispanic students face many of the same educational challenges as
African American students. Many Hispanic students also face an additional set of educational
challenges because of limited English proficiency. The discussion below notes some of the more
significant demographic trends, references the educational issues discussed elsewhere, and then
briefly overviews some of the major educational issues facing Hispanic students.

Demographic overview

An increasing number of U.S. residents are recent immigrants and a large portion of these
immigrants are Hispanic. According to the U.S. Census Bureau, over 14 million immigrants
entered the United States during the 1990’s, the largest influx for any decade in the country’s
history. By 1997 20% of school-age children in the U.S. (10.5 million students in total) had at
least one immigrant parent, triple the percentage in 1970, and one-fourth of these students were
foreign born. This upward trend will continue into the future and by 2015 it is predicted that
30% of the nation’s school age population will be children of immigrants.

Not surprisingly, the percentage of the school population with limited English proficiency (LEP)
has also been rising quickly. Between 1990 and 2000, the LEP population grew from 14 million
to over 21 million students. Demographic data indicate that a disproportionately large
percentage of the LEP population comes from low-income families.

Issues Hispanic students share with other students of color

As discussed elsewhere, Hispanic students share many of the same educational challenges faced
by other students of color, particularly African American students. Nationally, Hispanic students
are the most racially segregated of all students and they are also segregated on Long Island.

With this racial segregation comes economic segregation and on Long Island the poverty rate in
the typical Hispanic student’s school is twice that in the typical White student’s school. Hispanic
students confront the same educational disadvantages of other students in poor schools such as
lower teacher quality. As discussed elsewhere, they are also likely to be subjected to
discriminatory treatment in critical areas such as special education, tracking/ability grouping, and
discipline.

Like their African American peers, Hispanic students are also more likely than other students to
perform poorly on the high stakes tests required by the state and federal government. They are



more likely to drop out of school in New York than receive a high school diploma. Only 32% of
Hispanic students in New York graduate from high school, the smallest number of any major
racial/ethnic group in the state, and an even smaller percentage of foreign-born Hispanic students
graduate from high school.

Issues Particular to Hispanic Students
Educational Issues Related to Language

A recent report from The Urban Institute overviews a number of the major educational
challenges faced by LEP students.' First, the report notes that there is a shortage of staff
capacity in most schools to provide instruction to LEP students. This shortage applies both to a
shortage of teachers specifically trained to teach LEP students, and a shortage of subject-specific
teachers (e.g. math, science) who are able to communicate effectively with LEP students.

The second major challenge identified by this report goes to the manner in which schools,
particularly middle schools and high schools, are organized. The organization of schools into
subject-specific departments makes it difficult to integrate language and content learning for LEP
students and impedes the ability of LEP teachers and content-specific teachers to develop a
coordinated plan for educating these students. This structure also diminishes the level of
responsibility that subject-specific teachers take for the educational development of LEP
students, leaving that to LEP teachers and staff. The organization of the day into a series of
relatively short periods was also found to preclude the benefits that LEP students are known to
receive from sustained, interactive learning.

Third, the report found that the standards movement in the U.S., which has underserved many
students in a number of ways, has been particularly problematic for LEP students. The
movement has failed to result in the development of standards specifically targeted towards the
needs and challenges of LEP students, and in doing so has not provided incentives for schools
and teachers to take serious responsibility for the educational development of LEP students.
Moreover, it has subjected these students to a number of unfair and unrealistic progress
measures.

The final major challenge identified in this report (which is related to those discussed above) is a
general lack of knowledge and consensus among educators about how to properly educate LEP
students by properly integrating language instruction with subject-matter instruction. The report
notes a lack of commonly accepted theories and strategies on the best methods and curricula for
LEP students. Particular areas where knowledge is insufficient include how to teach content to
LEP students, and appropriate measures for evaluating learning progress and instructional
quality. This has left individual teachers and schools to fend for themselves in developing
appropriate content and instructional methods and has too often resulted in teachers providing
overly basic lessons that do not prepare LEP students to meet the standards necessary to graduate
from high school.
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Political Climate

A potential long-term threat that has arisen in California and other southwestern states, and could
appear in New York at some time in the future, relates to anti-immigrant bias. There have been
several legislative attempts to deny non-citizens access to public benefits in the U.S. In addition,
California faced a referendum that, if passed, would have excluded schools from providing
bilingual instruction to their students. While the political climate of New York in general, and of
Long Island in particular, is different than that of California, there is evidence of anti-immigrant
sentiment and even violence towards immigrants on Long Island. Should this sentiment gain
political strength, it is quite possible that many Hispanic students will find their education
threatened by efforts to restrict allowable forms of instruction and/or efforts to restrict their
access to public benefits.

Strategies for meeting the needs of Hispanic students

In addition to the strategies for meeting the needs of students of color discussed in other areas of
the conference materials, there are several potential solutions that go to the issues noted above.
One is to ensure that efforts to enhance teacher quality include efforts to ensure that subject-
specific teachers receive training on how to educate ESL students and are held accountable for
their responsibility to do so. Another strategy for meeting the needs of LEP students,
particularly those who immigrate to the U.S. as adolescents, is to provide additional hours of
language instruction so that they can develop the language skills and school experience
necessary to graduate in the relatively short period of time available to them. A glaring long-
term need is the development of a richer body of knowledge on how to educate LEP students and
how to adequately measure the quality of instruction that they receive and the rate of progress
that they achieve. Related to the former, many advocates have called for the greater
implementation of dual language education (DLE) programs in which all students, including
LEP students, are taught in both English and a foreign language. Proponents of such an
approach point to its potential for preparing all students for the increasingly global job market
and its potential for getting schools to view LEP students as an educational asset rather than an
educational liability.

Issues for Discussion:

. What are the educational needs of Long Island’s Hispanic students?

. To what extent are these needs being met? Do Long Island’s schools have an adequate
number of qualified teachers for these students?

. What strategies are being employed in Long Island’s schools to meet the language and
content needs of LEP students? To what extent are the different strategies successful or
unsuccessful?

. To what extent does anti-immigrant sentiment exist on Long Island? To what extent does

it threaten the educational needs of Hispanic students?
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