
UCLA
UCLA Electronic Theses and Dissertations

Title
Building Sustainability: Dual Language Programs at the Middle School Level

Permalink
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/83p2c9q2

Author
Perez, Elena

Publication Date
2020
 
Peer reviewed|Thesis/dissertation

eScholarship.org Powered by the California Digital Library
University of California

https://escholarship.org/uc/item/83p2c9q2
https://escholarship.org
http://www.cdlib.org/


 

 

 

UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA  

Los Angeles 

 

 

 

Building Sustainability:  

Dual Language Programs at the Middle School Level 

 

 

 

A dissertation submitted in partial satisfaction of the  

requirements for the degree Doctor of Education 

 

by 

 

Elena Pérez 

 

 

 

2020 

 



 

  



 

 ii 

ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 

 

Building Sustainability:  

Dual Language Programs at the Middle School Level 

 

 

by 

 

Elena Pérez 

Doctor of Education 

University of California, Los Angeles, 2020 

Professor Marjorie Orellana, Co-Chair 

Professor Diane Durkin, Co-Chair 

 

 

This study examined the ways in which a middle school with a Spanish/English and a 

Mandarin/English Dual Language (DL) program has sustained these programs despite the 

obstacles identified by research. DL programs aim to achieve the goals of additive bilingualism, 

biliteracy, and sociocultural competence, while meeting grade-level academic expectations. I 

examined navigation of obstacles and identification of essential supporting structures. I 

conducted interviews of school leaders and teachers in order to learn best practices for 
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sustainability. In this study sustainability is defined as the ability to achieve the aforementioned 

goals amid ongoing change while ensuring equity for marginalized students. These practices 

include program design, curriculum and instruction, recruitment and retention, and professional 

development. Additionally, observations and documents provided further data on how these 

practices unfolded and confirmed interview data collected. This case study highlights the 

challenges inherent in a DL program while also illustrating the way administrators and teachers 

overcome threats and maintain a successful program. Key findings reveal known and unknown 

challenges and solutions to the sustainability of DL middle schools. The three categories are 

equity, finances, and recruitment and retention. This study will enable other schools considering 

or implementing a DL middle school to understand the processes of, the obstacles and the 

solutions to anticipated problems.  
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

The Project 

This project is a qualitative study of a middle school that has sustained a Spanish/English 

and Mandarin/English dual language (DL) program despite the obstacles identified by research 

(Cruz, 2001; de Jong & Bearse, 2014; Lindholm-Leary, 2012; Lindholm-Leary, 2005). DL 

programs aim to achieve the goals of additive bilingualism, biliteracy, and sociocultural 

competence, while meeting grade-level academic expectations (Howard et al., 2018). I examined 

navigation of obstacles and identification of essential supporting structures. I conducted 

interviews with school leaders, teachers, and other decision makers to study best practices for 

sustainability. In this study, sustainability is defined as the ability to achieve the aforementioned 

goals amid ongoing change. These practices include program design, curriculum and instruction, 

assessment and accountability, and professional development. Additionally, observations and 

documents provided further data on how these practices unfolded and confirmed interview data 

collected. This study will enable other schools considering or implementing a DL middle school 

to understand the processes of, the obstacles and the solutions to anticipated problems.  

Research Context and Statement of the Problem 

DL programs have proven to be an invaluable model for increasing English Language 

Learner (ELL) achievement. Five million students in U.S. primary and secondary education are 

classified as ELLs (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2016). Of those children, Spanish 

is the home language of 3.8 million. The ELL population continues to grow nationwide, 

especially in California, where the graduation rate of ELLs is 65 percent compared to the overall 

state average of 81 percent (California Department of Education, 2016). Three decades of 

research have examined the significant challenges of ELLs and found that DL programs are most 
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effective in closing the achievement gap because DL learning has a simple, well-defined theory, 

with measurable variables (Collier & Thomas, 2017; Thomas & Collier, 2012).  Furthermore, it 

is politically attractive as DL programs are inclusive, benefiting both ELLs and native English 

speakers (Collier & Thomas, 2017; Cummins, 1983; de Jong & Bearse, 2014; Gandara & 

Orfield, 2009; Homel, Palij, & Aaronson, 1987; Lindholm-Leary, 2012; Thomas & Collier, 

2002). The effectiveness of DL programs is further confirmed by Thomas and Collier’s (2012) 

five-year longitudinal research on two-way DL schools across seven districts in North Carolina. 

Findings from this study demonstrate that DL programs strongly counteract the negative impact 

of low socioeconomic status on school performance; ELL students with low socioeconomic 

status participating in DL programs score higher than comparison groups not enrolled in DL 

programs.   

Other models such as pull-out and English only instruction have failed to provide these 

students an adequate education, as shown by academic effectiveness measures and national test 

scores (Collier & Thomas, 2017; Gándara & Orfield, 2010; Lindholm-Leary, 2018; Thomas & 

Collier, 2002). In fact, a different longitudinal study by Thomas & Collier (2012) found that ELL 

students who participate in alternative (non-DL) programs demonstrate the lowest outcomes of 

all, as illustrated in Figure 1. In the longitudinal study, conducted between 1996 and 2001, 

students in DL program models reached the 50th percentile in skill levels of both languages (L1 

and L2) in all academic subject areas maintaining that or exceeding it through the end of 

schooling (Thomas & Collier, 2002). These findings have been confirmed by other researchers 

(Howard et al., 2018; Nascimento, 2016). Thomas and Collier’s more recent 32-year, large scale 

longitudinal study demonstrates that DL education is a highly effective model that allows ELLs 

to fully close the achievement gap and even outperform their native English-speaking peers on 
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standardized tests (Collier & Thomas, 2017). Well-implemented dual language programs have 

almost twice the effect size of traditional bilingual/ESL classes for ELLs (Collier & Thomas, 

2017; Thomas & Collier, 2012).   

Figure 1 

Academic Effectiveness of Bilingual Education Models 

 

Note. From “Dual language education for a transformed world,” by W.P. Thomas and V.P. 

Collier, 2012. Copyright 2012 by W.P. Thomas and V.P. Collier. The highest scoring ELL 

students (top line) were in an interactive bilingual program. Used with permission from authors.  

 

While Thomas & Collier (2012) has studied language achievement through 12th grade, 

the majority of comprehensive research on DL program, involving the structural challenges and 

qualitative successes, has focused exclusively on the elementary level (K. Lindholm-Leary, 

personal communication, October 8, 2018; Thomas & Collier, 2012). Researchers have also 
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found that DL is not consistently carried into middle schools (Arias & Fee, 2018; de Jong, 2016; 

de Jong & Bearse, 2014). This study will add to the limited body of research on middle school 

DL programs, documenting the successes and challenges of two existing programs at one middle 

school. 

Background of the Problem 

DL education has shown to be most effective when continued beyond elementary years 

(Collier & Thomas, 2017; Thomas & Collier, 2012). In a case study by Alfaro, Duran, Hunt, and 

Aragón (2014) students who continued DL education beyond the elementary school years were 

among the highest performing in the school district studied, exceeding state level goals. As 

Lindholm-Leary confirms, extending DL education beyond elementary education develops much 

stronger bilingualism and biliteracy, and it is bilingualism that is directly associated with higher 

academic achievement and linguistic cognition, as well as socio-emotional outcomes (K. 

Lindholm-Leary, personal communication, October 8, 2018). In fact, Thomas and Collier’s 

research (2012) emphasizes a non-negotiable K-12 commitment to DL education. The work of 

Cummins (2005), a leading expert on language acquisition theory, recognizes the cognitive and 

linguistic benefits of mastering the primary language by receiving formal instruction in both L1 

and L2 for a minimum of 5-7 years (2005).  Most recently, Cummins (2018) asserted the 

necessity for continuing DL education through high school years. Furthermore, in a study on 

Latino ELLs in secondary school, teachers indicated that bilingual education in the students’ 

native language as well as in English makes education relevant for ELL students and ensures 

continued linguistic success (García, Woodley, Flores, & Chu, 2013). As a particularly striking 

success story, Steele et al. (2017), carried out a study of seven cohorts that included elementary, 

middle, and high school students. The findings show students matched or outperformed their 
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peers on state accountability tests administered in fifth and eighth grades, with statistically 

significant measures of higher performance in reading. 

Despite this research supporting the benefits of DL programs in elementary through 

secondary education, school districts have largely been unable to continue DL programs beyond 

elementary school (Center for Applied Linguistics, 2017). Challenges include finding qualified 

DL teachers, a lack of materials in both languages, and a lack of fidelity to the DL program 

model (Cruz, 2001; Howard et al., 2018; Lindholm-Leary, 2012; M. Bommarito, personal 

communication, May 5, 2018). Additionally a lack of professional development of DL teachers, 

poor development of curricular and instruction material, and space limitations in middle schools 

serve as barriers to continued DL education (Tedick, Christian, & Fortune, 2011). Moreover, as 

children turn into teenagers, parents are less involved in student decision-making, and may be 

less able to support two languages academically at home (Bailey & Osipova, 2016).   

Compounding the professional difficulties, linguistic equity (instructional time spent on 

each language) is undermined in middle schools, negatively impacting the students and DL 

educators by limiting students’ language and literacy development (de Jong & Bearse, 2014). 

This finding indicates a conflict between the principles of effective DL education and a middle 

school structure. Lindholm-Leary (2016, as cited in Bearse, de Jong, & Tsai, 2018) suggests that 

maintaining linguistic equity into secondary school improves students’ critical, creative, and 

biliterate skills.  

Available Research Gap 

While a few middle school DL success stories have been documented, (Alfaro, Durán, 

Hunt, & Aragón, 2014; Lindholm-Leary, 2012; Steele et al., 2017) a gap remains in the research 

on how these programs have managed to succeed, despite the barriers. This project uncovered 
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what structures must be in place for a successful middle school DL program. In this context, the 

word “structures” is used to describe the following nine elements: scheduling (e.g. zero period or 

7th period); programmatic model (40:60); curriculum; minutes spent on each language; number 

of qualified teachers; professional development (e.g. trainings allotted); time allotted for review 

of student work and progress; time and resources devoted to fundraising; and leadership and 

organizational oversight. While strong support for DL education comes from the state of 

California, LA County, and organizations like Californians Together, it has not gained traction at 

the middle school level. Major researchers in the field recommend further research at the middle 

school level, specifically the structures of organizational and leadership dimensions (E. de Jong, 

personal communication, September 29, 2018; K. Lindholm-Leary, personal communication, 

October 8, 2018). This need is largely due to the demonstrated success of students who receive 

DL education beyond the elementary school years (Lindholm-Leary & Genesee, 2014; Mancilla-

Martinez & Lesaux, 2011). As part of LAUSD’s efforts to address and include multilingual 

families and students in DL programs, it is important to understand how to sustain these efforts. 

Therefore, answers to my research questions produced a qualitative account of programmatic 

structures of two DL programs at a middle school in order to understand and recommend 

equitable changes. 

Research Questions 

1. How do middle schools sustain a successful dual language program while creating and 

maintaining equity for marginalized students? Specifically I asked: 

a) How do school leaders address programmatic challenges and overcome threats to 

sustainability?  
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b) How do teachers address curricular and instructional challenges and overcome 

threats to sustainability? 

Research Design 

 This research study employed a qualitative research design. This was to gather the varied 

perspectives and practices of a school that has succeeded in its attempt to sustain a DL middle 

school program. According to Creswell (2018), a qualitative approach is appropriate when there 

is a limited amount of research in a particular area. Survey data would fail to deliver the holistic 

account necessary to implement programs in the future, because I was seeking personally 

articulated, open-ended responses. Furthermore, the intended goal of this study was to synthesize 

individual perspectives into common themes, which is another hallmark of qualitative studies 

(Creswell, 2018). Lastly, a qualitative study design allowed me to be open to surprises and new 

ways of thinking about both the successes and the challenges (Creswell, 2018). This case study 

will enable stakeholders and future researchers to apply strategies for sustainability in middle 

school DL programs.  

Site selection. In California, Los Angeles Unified School District (LAUSD) has over 150 

elementary schools with DL programs serving both ELLs and native speakers but only 16 

middle schools that aim to do the same (California Department of Education, 2017). LAUSD is 

the second largest school district in America, serving the largest ELL population nationwide 

(Sugarman, 2018). LAUSD middle school DL programs have not received the same level of 

support as elementary DL education programs (M. Bommarito, personal communication, May 5, 

2018). For this reason and in light of recent policy changes, I sought to study a school that has 

sustained the two DL programs for a minimum of five years despite these challenges.  
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I limited the selection to longstanding DL programs (using the five-year minimum) so 

that the findings were practical and relevant to new schools or struggling schools looking for 

models of implementation. Furthermore, policy and funding around DL has changed over the last 

five years and therefore studying newer programs could produce results about a less stable 

school site. Additional criteria for selection included fidelity to the 40:60 model and Spanish 

being the primary language of ELLs.  I developed this qualification because 40:60 models are 

most effective and the majority of the ELL population in California, particularly in Los Angeles, 

is Spanish-speaking (California Department of Education, 2017). While this qualitative research 

may not be generalizable to the nation, there are only 16 middle schools in LAUSD with dual 

language programs. Therefore, findings from two DL programs at one site will be useful to the 

district. In the wake of the passing of Proposition 58, which allowed public schools across the 

state the option of bilingual education, sustainable DL middle school education is especially 

pertinent for California (California Department of Education, 2016). 

Interviews were conducted to collect firsthand knowledge and experiences of 

stakeholders at one middle school with two DL programs, in Los Angeles, California. This data 

was collected over a period of six months to document barriers and solutions to the sustainability 

of a DL middle school program. Observations and documents also provided data on practices for 

each of the DL programs at the school site and allowed for triangulation of data. The 

identification of the key variables discovered in the interviews can then be used to inform current 

and future practice at DL middle schools (Creswell, 2014).  

Significance of the research for solving the problem. Native Spanish speakers are the 

largest group of English Language Learners in the U.S. (Center for Applied Linguistics, 2017; 

Sugarman, 2018). There is a lack of research on middle school DL programs, especially 
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documentation of what is happening at longstanding schools that are addressing the needs of 

ELLs. In order for schools to ensure an equitable and successful education for ELLs, it is crucial 

that research elucidates how schools can overcome the complexities involved in running a 

successful DL program (Sugarman, 2018; Tedick, Christian, & Fortune, 2011). Success of a DL 

program is measured in this study by both student success and program longevity (i.e., minimum 

of five years in operation). This study uncovered the complexities and negotiations involved in 

sustaining DL into the middle schools by overcoming structural barriers. For example, school 

leaders will better understand how to contend with teacher turnover, fidelity to the DL model, 

professional development, and maintaining a sustainable program. 
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CHAPTER TWO: A REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

English Learners in Dual Language Education 

Extensive research has shown the impact of DL education on closing the achievement 

gap of English learners (ELs). EL students who have continued into middle school DL programs 

have achieved greater academic, social-emotional, and cognitive success than their counterparts 

in English Only classrooms (Collier & Thomas, 2017; Lindholm-Leary, 2012, 2018; Lindholm-

Leary & Hernández, 2011). Despite the proliferation of K-5 programs, there has not been a 

proportional increase at the middle school level due to challenges with program structure, staff 

quality, professional development, assessment, and accountability (de Jong & Bearse, 2014; K. 

Lindholm-Leary, 2012). In California, DL middle school programs have recently begun to 

expand. Consequently, even though it is clear these challenges exist at both elementary and 

middle school levels, research has yet to determine the actions, processes and decision-making 

employed by successful middle schools in order to navigate these obstacles. This study employed 

a qualitative case study for two DL programs at a middle school in Los Angeles to examine the 

organizational structures making them sustainable, while ensuring equity for all students.  

The need for DL programs is particularly urgent in California given the growing number 

of ELs and achievement gap for this population. According to the National Center for 

Educational Statistics (2016), five million students in U.S. primary and secondary education are 

classified as ELs. The most commonly reported home language of ELs is Spanish (3.8 million), 

nearly 80 percent of all ELs. California schools enroll 1.3 million ELs, making it home to the 

nation’s largest population of ELs (California Department of Education, 2016).  The Learning 

Policy Institute reports that ELs are further behind than any other group (Carver-Thomas & 

Darling-Hammond, 2017). The goal for policy makers, school districts, educators, and parents is 
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to foster rapid English proficiency to ensure greater academic achievement and overall success in 

school Lindholm-Leary, 2018). Unfortunately, in many cases, this goal is not realized because 

students lack appropriate instruction, supports, and scaffolds to help them persist (Gándara, 

2010; Gándara & Contreras, 2009; Truong, 2017). Almost 20 percent of EL students do not 

graduate on time, and about 40 percent are placed in remedial classes upon leaving the K-12 

system (Truong, 2017). To make an impact on EL student achievement, research suggests 

expanding DL education into middle school since it is the model that has shown the most 

potential to close the achievement gap for this population (Collier & Thomas, 2017; Cummins, 

2011; Lindholm-Leary & Hernández, 2011). However, as a result of discriminatory policies that 

caused funding and teacher shortages, it has not yet been a priority to document the practices and 

organizational structures of successful DL programs in middle schools (Lindholm-Leary, 2018).   

California’s disproportionate number of ELs points to an urgent need to ensure effective 

research-based strategies are implemented to teach language minority students. This literature 

review opens with an explanation of the extent of the problem of EL underachievement from the 

national to the local level. Then, it addresses the primary program models that have been used 

historically to address the needs of ELs and the results of these interventions over the last 20 

years. It next transitions into a discussion of inequitable language practices and policies against 

ELs and summarizes key legal remedies for ELs that have precipitated the current development 

and expansion of DL. Turning to DL, the review discusses the rationale behind this intervention–

its history, success, and promise to close the EL achievement gap. This leads into a description 

of the sparse research on successful DL middle school programs and challenges facing DL in 

middle schools. It ends by situating the problem of DL middle school sustainability within the 
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Dynamic Sustainability Framework because of the framework’s attention to sustainability within 

changing organizational, political, and financial contexts (Chambers et al., 2013).   

History of the EL Achievement Gap 

Multilingual communities have always existed in what is now the United States. More 

than two hundred languages have been spoken in the United States, from the Native American 

languages to the multitude of languages that immigrants from all over the world brought into the 

country, including Spanish, Chinese, Italian, Polish, and French (Nieto, 2009). Prior to the 

1960s, English-only policies instilled a sense of shame and attempted to eradicate other 

languages both native and foreign (Crawford, 2004). A lack of acknowledgement of primary 

languages in education systems has had detrimental consequences for our language minority 

students. Hence, the ELL population has historically struggled to meet academic expectations 

based on standardized assessments.   

While the EL population is increasing, the academic performance of ELs, especially 

Latino ELs, still lags behind Anglo- and African-American peers.  Outcome indicators such as 

dropout rate, math and reading achievement scores, SAT/ACT scores, AP coursework, grade 

point average, and postsecondary enrollment show a significant gap (Gándara & Orfield, 2010; 

NAEP, 2016). According to the National Assessment of Educational Progress (2009), only 6 

percent of fourth grade EL students scored at or above proficient in English, compared with 34 

percent of non-ELL fourth graders (Truong, 2017). ELs are twice as likely to drop out of school 

as their peers who are either native English speakers or former ELs (Callahan, 2013). In 

California, the graduation rate of ELLs is 16 percent lower than that of EO students (California 

Department of Education, 2016). The Los Angeles Unified School District (LAUSD) has the 

largest ELL population in the nation, with 152,592 ELL students out of a total population of 
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714,000 (Sugarman, 2018) and 1,640 schools that need comprehensive or targeted assistance 

because they are struggling to adequately serve ELL students (LA School Report, 2018). The 

percentage of ELLs graduating high school within four years also trails other subgroups, 

including students with disabilities and those who come from low-income families (Truong, 

2017). In order to mitigate these trends, various program models have been implemented.   

Program Models for Teaching ELLs 

English Only  

The goal of English-only models is proficiency and literacy in English. Students’ home 

languages may be used informally, but not usually systematically. Some of the program models 

that fit this category are ESL, pull-out, push-in, and sheltered English instruction (also SDAI or 

SIOP).    

Transitional Bilingual Education 

A transitional bilingual model strives for full proficiency in English and limited 

proficiency in the partner language (Sugarman, 2018). ELLs in transitional bilingual classes are 

taught in separate environments until they transition to general education classes. For some 

ELLs, this can take many years and prevent school completion (Truong, 2017).   

Two-way Immersion or Dual Language Immersion 

DL models, on the other hand, strive to achieve both bilingualism and biliteracy in 

English and the partner language. Figure 2 below shows a breakdown of the goals, conditions, 

and examples of how these ELL program types are carried out.    
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Figure 2 

Program Models for Instruction of English Language Learners 

 

Note. From “A Matter of Design: English learner program models in K-12 education,” 2018, 

Migration Policy Institute. Copyright 2018. The dual language model is the only two-way model.  

 

Results of Interventions 

Researchers have spent decades examining different instructional models for ELLs.  

Models such as push-in/pull-out and English-only instruction have failed to provide ELL 

students an adequate education, as shown by academic effectiveness and national test scores 

(Collier & Thomas, 2009; Gándara & Orfield, 2010; Lindholm-Leary, 2009; Lindholm-Leary & 
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Genesee, 2014; Thomas & Collier, 2012; Truong, 2017; Umansky & Reardon, 2014). Two 

longitudinal studies by Thomas and Collier (2002, 2017) found that ELL students who 

participate in non-DL programs demonstrate the lowest outcomes of all, while students in DL 

program models reach or exceed academic expectations. The latter study’s results favors DL 

education as the model that uniquely increase ELL achievement (Collier & Thomas, 2017).  

Positive findings for immersive DL programs have been confirmed by other researchers 

in the field (Center for Applied Linguistics, 2016; Nascimento, 2016; Howard et al., 2018). 

Although DL programs are growing in number and size, they are ultimately serving a small 

percentage of ELL students. ELL students continue to be served in structured English immersion 

programs and ESL push-in/pull-out programs, methods unsupported by research. The negative 

consequences of these programs can be demonstrated by their effect on fundamental literacy 

skills (Collier & Thomas, 2017).   

Literacy and Achievement 

We now know that low graduation rates are directly related to linguistic and literacy 

ability, a vital goal of DL education. Literacy is the most fundamental competency for predicting 

academic success (Truong, 2017).  Kim (2011) found that the sooner an ELL is reclassified, the 

higher their chances of graduating. She found that this fact alone, controlling for other mitigating 

variables such as socioeconomic status and ethnicity, was sufficient to explain the gap between 

ELLs and their non-ELL peers (Kim, 2011). However, this does not mean that the solution is 

reclassification. Rumbaut (2014) found that balanced bilinguals are not only capable of catching 

up with their peers but also of outperforming them. Rumbaut’s data analysis revealed that 

English monolinguals are 66 percent more likely to drop out than balanced bilinguals even when 

the model controlled for gender, ethnicity, socioeconomic status and other factors (2014).  These 
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findings support the use of instructional models that reinforce first language literacy in order to 

become biliterate and bilingual. Despite these findings, researchers have found that DL is not 

consistently carried into middle schools.   

ELs and the Law 

Numerous state and federal efforts have been made to secure the educational legal rights 

of ELs. Unfortunately, translating those rights into positive day-to-day practices at individual 

schools is often the more difficult challenge (Biegel, Kim, & Welner, 2016). Cases such as 

Meyer v. Nebraska (1923) and Flores v. Arizona (1992) devalued the use of native languages in 

schools. However, failed practices and biased policies initiated a new wave of support for ELs.   

Title VII of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA): The Bilingual 

Education Act (BEA) of 1968 was the first official federal law to specifically recognize the 

needs of ELs. Title VII precipitated the process of recognizing that ethnic minorities could 

demand differentiated services for reasons other than segregation or racial discrimination. 

Unfortunately, the guidelines of the BEA were not specific and participation by schools, school 

districts, and states was voluntary. This ignited civil rights litigation alleging that equal 

opportunities were being denied to ELs. In 1974, Congress amended the BEA to clarify the 

intent and design of programs for ELs. Two of the most important events to precipitate the 1974 

Amendments were the Lau v. Nichols Supreme Court decision and the Equal Educational 

Opportunity Act of 1974. These legal decisions supported bilingual education and named the 

ways in which ELs’ academic needs could be met.   

Despite federal rulings and various remedies in support of ELs, prejudiced policies have 

continued to undermine EL students. For example, in 1998, bilingual education was banned in 

California, forcing public schools to teach ELs in an isolated English-only environment through 
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the state’s Proposition 227. Other states adopted similar discriminatory practices that continue to 

have a negative impact on ELs (Gándara & Orfield, 2010).  English-only methods are contrary to 

scientific consensus regarding best practices for ELs (Collier & Thomas, 2017; Gándara & 

Contreras, 2009; Gándara & Orfield, 2010). Shortly thereafter, in 2001, the BEA was terminated 

by No Child Left Behind, which withdrew support from ELs, perpetuating the problem. These 

policies have prevented the development of both a qualified bilingual teacher workforce and DL 

programs to serve ELs.   

After years of failed policies and abysmal results for ELs (Collier & Thomas, 2009; 

Gándara & Contreras, 2009; Gándara & Orfield, 2010; Lindholm-Leary, 2009; Lindholm-Leary 

& Genesee, 2014; Thomas & Collier, 2012; Umansky & Reardon, 2014), a widespread 

movement including senators, educators, and parents succeeded in repealing Proposition 227 

with Proposition 58 in 2016. This proposition allowed public schools to pursue other methods of 

bilingual instruction, including DL (California Department of Education, 2016). In addition, 

statewide initiatives such as the Seal of Biliteracy and Global California 2030 explicitly seek to 

increase the number of bilingual/biliterate students. Given this new and increasing demand for 

bilingual education through evidence-based programs like DL, it is imperative to investigate how 

DL programs in middle schools are serving their students and sustaining their programs.  

The rulings in favor of bilingual and biliterate education have led to the development and 

expansion of DL programs to address the challenges of the EL population at the elementary, 

middle, and high school levels. Since the inception of the first DL program in Florida at Coral 

Way School in the 1960s, at least 823 new DL programs have opened (Center for Applied 

Linguistics, 2018). The actual number of schools is higher according to the Dual Language 

Schools organization (2020). In California there are 480 DL elementary schools but only 39 
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middle schools (Dual Language Schools, 2020). This discrepancy is exacerbated by the fact that 

20 percent of students in public schools across the state are ELs. LAUSD offers about 150 of the 

DL elementary schools in California and 16 of the middle schools (California Department of 

Education, 2017). As middle schools continue to open DL programs in California, the practices 

of successful middle schools can provide a blueprint for new programs to follow.  

State and district policies have been established to ensure the success of ELs beyond 

elementary school through bilingual education. For example, in 2017 the California State Board 

of Education unanimously adopted a historic new policy for ELs, the California English Learner 

Roadmap. This policy offers ELs in California a rich and challenging curriculum from early 

childhood to grade 12 (California Department of Education, 2017). The vision and mission of the 

roadmap acknowledge that developing ELs’ linguistic and academic capacities is a shared 

responsibility of all educators across the system (California Department of Education, 2017). 

Most notably, the new policy respects the value of ELs’ primary language and culture, and 

acknowledges the benefits of a DL education as a means to achieve academic success beyond the 

elementary years. Furthermore, funding has been allocated for implementation of DL programs 

beyond K-5 programs. Recent policy changes underline the importance for evidence-based 

guiding principles for DL programs in middle schools. 

DL as a Promising Solution as Supported by Second Language Acquisition 

The effectiveness of DL intervention programs for improved academic outcomes for ELs 

at the middle school level is supported by second language acquisition researchers. To best 

understand how ELs acquire English as a second language, this literature review considers 

studies conducted by Krashen (1981, 1982), Cummins (1979, 1983, 1984), and Thomas and 
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Collier (1985-2018), which, together, are representative of the consensus view in the field of 

education.  

Well-implemented DL programs use pedagogy that aligns with Krashen’s acquisition-

learning and input hypotheses (Krashen, 1982, 1985). While acquisition is a subconscious act, 

learning takes time and formal instruction. This key distinction confirms the importance of 

extending DL education for children to achieve mastery. The input hypothesis is most relevant in 

acquiring a second language because it states that language is acquired only when the message is 

understood. In other words, the learner must be receiving “comprehensible input” in order to 

effectively acquire the language. Carrying DL into the middle school ensures ELs receive 

comprehensible input throughout their academic trajectory.  

In addition, Cummins’ (1984) research on ELs’ language acquisition confirms that on 

average it takes ELs five to seven years to gain academic achievement in English proficiency.  

Furthermore, even when EL students acquire English fluency, they often need much more time 

to gain academic English proficiency to compete alongside their native English-speaking peers.  

Similarly, Thomas and Collier’s studies indicate that students who have no prior schooling in 

their mother tongue often take over seven to ten years to catch up with their native English-

speaking peers (2017). It is important to extend DL education into the middle school in order to 

fully activate language skills needed for school completion.  

Underlying these findings is the Common Underlying Proficiency (CUP) theory, 

introduced by Cummins, which stresses the interdependency between a student’s academic skills 

in their first and second languages (L1 and L2). The theory states that ELs’ acquisition of L1 and 

L2 are not only interrelated, but so are the “cognitive/academic or literacy related skills” 

(Cummins, 1983, p. 373).  Furthermore, transfer of knowledge and academic skills is more likely 
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to occur from L1 to L2 since an ELL is more likely to have more exposure to literacy in the 

majority language. DL middle school programs allow for students’ first language to be used as a 

tool for learning the second language (Genesee, 2018).  

In sum, the literature of second language acquisition from Krashen, Genesee, Cummins, 

Thomas and Collier support that DL middle school programs are reliable, evidence-based 

interventions for ELs to attain their full academic potential. The research indicates that continued 

exposure to both languages is essential to full bilingual proficiency. Equally important, however, 

are the multiple metalinguistic benefits which facilitate the overall academic success of ELs, 

thereby closing the achievement gap.   

Consensus View on Benefits of DL in Middle Schools  

The benefits of DL are well known and fully realized after approximately ten years of 

education, which would indicate a need for middle school programs (Collier & Thomas, 2017). 

A study by Lindholm-Leary (2018, in press) examined the English language proficiency 

trajectories of 2,201 fourth through eighth grade Latino ELLs in a DL program. The study found 

that 19 percent of students in fourth grade were reclassified but by eighth grade, this number 

more than tripled to 70 percent. Furthermore, students in fourth grade classified or reclassified as 

Early Advanced or Advanced made up 40 percent of the reclassified students. By eighth grade, 

this number more than doubled to 82 to 89 percent. Similarly, Umansky & Reardon (2014), 

found over a 12-year period that students who remain in a DL program longer show a higher 

likelihood of reclassification and, most importantly, academic success. These studies underscore 

the urgency of continuing DL education to close the language achievement gap.    

Metalinguistic and cognitive benefits. In addition to language skills, DL provides 

metalinguistic and cognitive benefits such as executive function, higher level thinking, and 
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increased social development (National Academy of Sciences, 2017). Most compelling is the 

abundance of data showing that ELLs enrolled in DL programs outperform their equivalent peers 

on all measures. For example, Collier and Thomas (2017) studied over 7.5 million students for 

three decades across K-12 to confirm the metalinguistic and cognitive benefits of DL. Most 

recently, the National Academics of Science, Engineering, and Medicine (2017) has verified the 

power of DL education for its metalinguistic and cognitive benefits. This holds true for both 

ELLs and monolingual English students. Cummins (1981, 1991, 2000) and Lindholm-Leary 

(2016) have arrived at similar conclusions. Given that these benefits accumulate over time, 

middle school DL plays a key role in cognitive and metalinguistic development.  

Long-term student commitment. Students in DL programs in middle school have more 

positive attitudes about their education compared to their peers and are subsequently more likely 

to complete their education (Bearse, de Jong, & Tsai, 2018; Lindholm-Leary, 2005, 2016). 

Studies have shown that students who remain in DL programs beyond elementary school report 

higher levels of engagement, which reinforces their second language development (Lindholm-

Leary, 2016; Lindholm-Leary & Ferrante, 2005). Lindholm-Leary and Ferrante (2005) found 

that middle school students in DL were not only encouraged to perform better in school but that 

the students overwhelmingly believed that DL provided them better educational opportunities. 

Krashen’s Affective Filter hypothesis (1985) supports the observation that when a child has high 

motivation and self-esteem, they more effectively acquire language. Therefore, cultivating these 

student beliefs is essential to a successful DL middle school. Research still needs to investigate 

the interactions of leaders and teachers with students to guarantee this outcome.   
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Examples of Successful DL Middle Schools 

Successful DL programs in middle schools produce ELL students who fulfill graduation 

requirements and even outperform their peers. As Lindholm-Leary confirms, extending DL 

education beyond elementary education develops much stronger bilingualism and biliteracy, and 

it is bilingualism that is most strongly associated with higher achievement, cognition, and socio-

emotional outcomes (Lindholm & Padilla, 1978; K. Lindholm-Leary, personal communication, 

October 8, 2018). For example, a case study by Alfaro, Duran, Hunt, and Aragón (2014) showed 

that students who continued DL education beyond the elementary school years were among the 

highest performing in the school district studied, exceeding state level goals. Furthermore, the 

study offered concrete examples on how the DL program overcame challenges through 

university partnerships and the use of culturally responsive curricula. In a program review of DL 

programs in Seattle Public Schools (2017), researchers used a mixed methods approach and 

found that DL middle school programs are efficient as a “definable programmatic intervention” 

(p. 43).  Despite tangible evidence of DL program success, research has yet to identify the 

concrete structural and leadership practices implemented in order to achieve sustainability and 

growth.     

Challenges Facing DL Middle Schools 

Notwithstanding DL success at the middle school level, California’s recent moves to 

support DL education lack adequate structural supports (curriculum and instruction, professional 

development, program accountability), as well as experienced leaders and qualified teachers 

needed to carry out these policy changes (Lachance, 2017). The state now needs DL teachers, 

materials in new languages, and an understanding of the DL program model (Cruz, 2001; 

Howard et al., 2018; Lindholm-Leary, 2012). Teacher and curriculum development, along with 
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space limitations, also threaten the expansion of DL middle school programs (Lachance, 2017). 

Freeman (2000) explored how language ideologies impact DL implementation at the middle 

school level. Consequently, school districts have largely been unable to continue DL programs 

beyond elementary school (Center for Applied Linguistics, 2017). Nevertheless, 39 DL programs 

operate in California middle schools and more continue to open yearly. For example, LAUSD is 

opening seven more middle school DL programs for the 2020-2021 school year. Therefore, it is 

crucial for researchers to identify what successful longstanding middle school DL programs are 

doing to sustain themselves and serve their students.     

Gap in Understanding Current DL Middle Schools 

Previous studies show data regarding student outcomes (Lindholm-Leary, 2005, 2012, 

2018; Lindholm-Leary & Ferrante, 2005; Lindholm-Leary & Genesee, 2014; Tedick et al., 2011) 

but lack the documentation of current middle schools’ practices. For example, Lindholm-Leary, 

Hardman, and Meyer (2007) share four times as much about the success and benefits of DL 

middle schools as they do about the challenges. There is no explicit discussion of practical 

matters such as: who were the decision makers in the planning stages? How were observations of 

other successful DL programs coordinated and documented? Who documented these 

observations? How were staff hired to implement the programs? Furthermore, while Lindholm-

Leary et al. (2007) allude to certain models and methods to update best practices, it is not explicit 

nor does it provide sufficient detail to repeat those successes. Freeman (2000) and Cruz (2000) 

studied middle school DL programs and documented successful outcomes and structural 

challenges. Unfortunately, both case studies are almost 20 years old and focus on Northeast 

districts. This study contributes to the limited knowledge base of DL programs in middle 
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schools. Most importantly, this study documents the structural necessities for a successful 

sustainable DL middle school program.  

Theoretical Framework 

To better understand challenges of DL programs in middle schools, the Dynamic 

Sustainability Framework “provides a foundation for research, policy and practice that 

supports…continued learning to advance the implementation, transportability and impact” of DL 

education (Chambers, Glasgow, & Stange, 2013, p. 1) as shown as part of a cycle in Figure 3. In 

this context, that foundation is comprised of evidence-based practices such as integration of ELL 

students with monolingual students, and bilingual authorizations for teachers. Policies such as 

proposition 58 and the California English Learner Roadmap afford middle schools the flexibility 

to teach ELLs in programs that are research-based to close the achievement gap facing this 

population. In the context of California, this study sought to establish what Dynamic 

Sustainability Framework refers to as “implementation, transportability, and impact” (Chambers, 

et al., 2013, p. 1). Implementation of DL programs includes the leaders’ decision-making 

process, teaching practices, programmatic decisions such as scheduling, and all other relevant 

day-to-day practices, including ongoing assessments. Impact is therefore the effect on teacher 

professional development, student engagement, parental support, and ultimate educational 

achievement. Lastly, transportability refers to the relevance and applicability of the findings to 

other DL programs at the middle school level, especially those which are newly opening.  

Crucially, this framework explicitly exists to “address the paradox of sustainment amid ongoing 

change,” whether that change is political, financial, structural, professional, or even linguistic 

(i.e. changing partner languages) (p. 1). For the purposes of this study, I focused on 

implementation and impact. 
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The rationale for focusing on sustainability as opposed to innovation is that DL is not 

new. Moreover, DL middle school programs are a continuation of well-recognized practices.  

What is needed is an understanding of the navigation of stakeholders within the DL programs in 

order to sustain these programs amid changing contexts, and to support new DL programs 

without needing to reinvent the wheel. As Chambers et al. (2013) claims, “Sustainability is the 

process of managing and supporting the evolution of an intervention within a changing context.” 

Investigating a middle school with successful DL programs allowed us to see how we can 

improve the intervention and replicate its success in new programs.   

Figure 3 

The Dynamic Sustainability Framework 

 

Note. From “Dynamic Sustainability Framework,” by D.A. Chambers, R.E. Glasglow, and K.C. 

Stange, 2013, Implementation Science, 8, p. 117. Copyright 2013. This study focused on the 

factors relating to impact and implementation. Used with permission of the authors.  
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CHAPTER THREE: THE DESIGN OF THE STUDY 

Research Design and Rationale 

This study employed a qualitative case study design in order to investigate the practices 

of a middle school that has successfully sustained two DL programs for at least five years.  

According to Creswell (2018), a qualitative approach is appropriate when there is a limited 

amount of research in a particular area, which is the case for DL middle school programs. A 

quantitative study would fail to deliver the holistic account necessary to sustain programs in the 

future (Yin, 2014). I gathered articulated, open-ended responses that included perspectives on 

how decisions were made, thought processes on setting priorities, opportunities for professional 

development, and how assessments were used to ensure sustainability of the DL programs from 

school administrators and teachers. The qualitative nature of the study also led to synthesizing 

individual perspectives into common themes, which led to suggestions for best practices 

(Creswell, 2018). Lastly, a case study design allows the researcher to view a phenomenon or 

program (in this case, a dual language program) from many different angles by using multiple 

methods of data collection and analysis to understand the phenomenon or case. These multiple 

methods can be used to corroborate or contradict emerging hypotheses and findings. The case 

study set forth strategies for stakeholders and future researchers to apply to middle school DL 

programs in real world settings (Yin, 2014). It uncovered the varied perspectives on 

sustainability held by stakeholders in the program as referenced in the Dynamic Sustainability 

Framework (Chambers et al., 2013). The research aimed to document the programmatic and 

administrative structures, challenges and successes of a DL program, and the details of the DL 

programs’ evolution and improvement.  
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Research Questions 

1. How do middle schools sustain a successful dual language program while creating and 

maintaining equity for marginalized students? Specifically, I asked: 

a) How do school leaders address programmatic challenges and overcome threats to 

sustainability?  

b) How do teachers address curricular and instructional challenges and overcome 

threats to sustainability? 

Strategies of Inquiry 

Site and Population 

Two ongoing DL programs within a large urban school district in Southern California 

was chosen for this study. The first criterion for selection was that the school needed to have a 

DL program strand within the middle school. The second criterion was that the DL program have 

40 percent or more of its students be ELLs. The third criterion was that the site had to be at least 

five years old to capture sufficient program adaptation to recent policy changes. The fourth 

criterion was that the program was meeting the goals of additive bilingualism, biliteracy, and 

sociocultural competence as determined by the district offices. The fifth and final criterion was 

that the DL programs had to be a Spanish/English immersion program using either the 50:50 or 

60:40 model.  

Participants 

Participants included the principal, assistant principal, DL and English Only (EO) 

teachers, and relevant stakeholders in each DL program as I discovered them (like the resource 

teacher). The principal and assistant principals were selected because they had administrative 

powers over staffing, recruitment, hiring, professional development, and assessments. The DL 
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teachers were selected as participants because they could provide concrete examples of 

curriculum and assessments utilized. The criteria for EO teachers was those who have DL 

students in their classrooms and who have been teaching at the school for a minimum of three 

years.  

Both DL and EO teachers were included because it was not clear how non-DL teachers 

interact with the DL program and how they think the DL program as an intervention fits into the 

middle school setting as a whole. Six out of six DL teachers and two EO teachers were recruited 

from the school and interviewed.  

Recruitment 

I first applied to the Committee for External Research Review (CERR), then, after 

approval, I used my criteria to recruit. After selecting a site based on the criteria, I contacted the 

principal of the school and scheduled a visit to my research site and introduced myself to the 

principal, assistant principal, and teachers. I addressed them at a faculty meeting to explain my 

project and my positionality as a DL teacher and student researcher. Then, I invited them to 

participate in person. Next, I sent follow up emails to teachers in the DL program and EO 

teachers, formally inviting them to participate. The email included the incentive of a Starbucks 

gift card after the interview.   

Availability was a challenge because of teacher workload and scheduling. I overcame this 

challenge by making myself available after school hours. In addition, I was able to take time off 

work to meet teachers during lunch hours or preparation periods. In addition to the Starbucks gift 

card, participants were rewarded with handwritten cards that expressed appreciation. 

Furthermore, the school received a report of the findings and recommendations for next steps.  
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Access 

As a DL teacher at the UCLA Lab School within the Graduate School of Education and 

Information Studies, I have facilitated outreach and professional development for LAUSD 

teachers. In this role I developed contacts within LAUSD that helped me gain access to a site 

meeting these requirements. I was given the opportunity to do initial visits and introduce myself 

to the teachers and principal. Applying to the CERR within LAUSD required an application 

research proposal submission form that included research questions, study design, and protocols.   

My contact, Mara Bommarito, Dual Language Bilingual Program Director of LAUSD, 

wrote a letter of support on my behalf for the CERR. She was key to helping me identify and 

gain access to a middle school with a DL program that fit my criteria. Ultimately, I received 

approval from both CERR within LAUSD and UCLA IRB to conduct this study.  

Data Collection and Methods 

This qualitative case study employed interviews, observations, and documents to collect 

data. All people identified as influential to the DL program’s planning, development, and 

implementation were interviewed.  

Interviews 

In the fall of 2019, I conducted ten 45-to-60-minute individual interviews, using two 

semi-structured interview protocols. Semi-structured interviews were appropriate because they 

allowed me to capture the perspectives of all participants. Furthermore, this type of interview 

allowed me to ask follow-up questions based on their responses. Ten people at the school were 

interviewed, representing all aspects of the school program. These were the principal, the 

assistant principal, six out of six DL teachers, and two EO teachers. Interviews took place at the 

school site. I documented all participants’ perceptions of relevant challenges and possible 
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solutions. These included perspectives on how decisions are made in their programs, thought 

processes on setting priorities, opportunities for professional development, and how assessments 

are used to ensure sustainability of the DL program.  

I used a separate interview protocol for the teachers than for the administrators (See 

Appendix A). The interview protocols were developed based on the Guiding Principles for Dual 

Language Education (Howard et al., 2018),“Key DLI Programmatic Components at the 

Secondary Level,” and “Suggested Key Components for Secondary Level DLI Programs.”1  

These protocols were used because they are based on research and suggested components of a 

secondary level program derived by leading experts in the field (See Appendix B). Teachers and 

administrators identified the essential programmatic structures pertaining to their DL program, 

including: issues of outreach to enroll students, student and teacher recruitment, professional 

development; program models and curricular resources; and policies to support advancement. 

A private office was secured to ensure confidentiality. Interviews were recorded and 

transcribed. An iPhone was used to record interviews as well as a digital recorder as a backup in 

case there was a malfunction with the iPhone. Each interview was transcribed using Rev.com 

and reviewed for accuracy. Detailed notes were taken during the interview using a LiveScribe 

pen and were transcribed immediately after.   

Observations and Documents 

I used ethnographic field notes to collect data on professional development sessions and 

observations of teacher meetings. I conducted one observation every week for eight weeks in 

order to observe DL classrooms and teacher planning meetings involving DL teachers and EO 

 
1     The Policy and Practice of Dual Immersion: Planning for the Secondary Years conference organized by the 

UCLA Confucius Institute and the Graduate School of Education & Information Studies on May 14, 2016 produced 

a report prepared by Alison L. Bailey & Amy Woodbridge that included suggested components of a secondary level 

program and a program components self-review tool.  
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teachers, along with professional development that was related to DL instruction or supporting 

DL students. My observation focus was on meetings that discussed programmatic structures, 

such as time for partner language/culture courses, electives in partner language, flexible 

schedules, and support for DL students and teachers, including bilingual assessments to monitor 

progress and achievement. These observations provided data for evidence of program alignment, 

evidence of promotion of language and cultural equity, and evidence of clear systems that 

positively promote and reinforce active language learning.   

Data Analysis 

The data collected from individual participant interviews was transcribed by Rev.com 

and examined based on the transcriptions of the audio recordings. I checked each interview for 

accuracy. As each interview occurred and was transcribed, I conducted initial open coding. The 

transcriptions were analyzed for themes and patterns in the responses related to the constructs of 

the research questions (Merriem & Tisdell, 2016). For example, the primary categories examined 

were based on the components of research questions: programmatic structures, implementation, 

challenges, solutions, processes, and actions. The analysis process was both inductive and 

deductive, starting with broad categories and narrowing down based on the responses of 

participants, with guidance from the literature. In tallying the responses, I looked for unanimity 

and outliers in themes from the literature and from responses. Additionally, I used the Guiding 

Principles for Dual Language Education from CAL (Howard et al., 2018) to identify themes 

related to effective DL implementation. Some of these themes included: program design, 

curriculum and instruction, assessment and accountability, and professional development.  

Research data was managed, coded, and analyzed utilizing Dedoose. Member checks were used 

during the analysis and writing phases of the study to increase validity (Creswell, 2014; Merriam 
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& Tisdell, 2016). Finally, I coded analytic memos based on the themes mentioned above and I 

also used the memos to follow up with participants. During these checks, participants 

participants were able to clarify responses in one-on-one meetings and confirm whether my 

understandings were correct. 

From the Dynamic Sustainability Framework, I used the question of how the intervention 

and its components and practitioners fit the practice setting (Chambers et. al., 2013). In this 

context, the intervention was the DL strands. The components were the program model, 

schedules, classes offered, assessment for student progress and achievement, and teacher 

professional development. The practitioners were the teachers and the administrators. The 

practice setting was the middle school itself, which included the factors of staffing, training, 

supervision, and organizational climate (Chambers et al., 2013). The principal and assistant 

principal were overseeing staffing, training, and supervision.  

Document analysis and observations also provided data about the responses from 

respondents and were coded in the same manner as the interview transcripts. For example, when 

administrators said professional development was provided, documents or observed behaviors 

confirmed or contradicted their responses. 

Ethical Issues 

Ethical issues included ensuring that the identity of the school site and participants was 

kept confidential and anonymous to protect the privacy of the school and participants. I ensured 

participant confidentiality by using pseudonyms for all school sites and participants. Participants 

who took part in the interviews signed a consent form before they participated in the interview. 

Pseudonyms were also used for all stakeholders involved in the study. Files containing actual 

names of participants were password protected and destroyed once all the interviews were 
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transcribed. Participants could benefit from this study because they had an opportunity to engage 

in reflection about their experiences about the DL program at their school. Another ethical issue 

was to what extent I would share school level findings with the principal while protecting 

teachers. The principal knew what teachers I spoke to, especially because I interviewed all DL 

teachers. I addressed this issue by reporting findings back to the school by theme rather than by 

specific participants.  

Credibility and Trustworthiness 

 In order to address my biases, which included being a DL teacher and an advocate for DL 

education, I provided rich data, including accurate transcripts and thorough observation notes. I 

used direct quotes to help confirm or contradict my biases. Furthermore, I triangulated data 

sources to ensure I represented a more complete understanding of the program. My case study 

report systematically documented and described my procedures. These included explicit details 

about who I talked to, how I collected data, and how I analyzed data.  The dual case study design 

reinforced the credibility of this study. Collecting data at a DL middle school alongside a 

literature review allowed me to determine common themes between the target site and the sites 

represented in the literature. There was the threat of reactivity, people telling me what they 

thought I wanted to hear, or changing their behavior when I was present.  I mitigated reactivity 

by building trust from the beginning. Although I cannot generalize to all populations, this study 

provides ample details about a particular site so that readers can determine for themselves if the 

results are transferable to other similar sites.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS  

Introduction 

 Over the course of five months, this qualitative single-case study engaged two 

administrators and eight teachers at Sunnyville Middle School in order to understand the 

challenges to the middle school’s dual language program’s sustainability and solutions 

developed for them. While dual language elementary schools are flourishing, few middle school 

programs exist to continue the DL education of DL elementary school graduates. I interviewed 

six DL teachers (three Mandarin/English, three Spanish/English), two English Language Arts 

teachers, conducted eight classroom observations in both DL and non-DL classes, and collected 

program-related materials such as textbooks, workbooks, flyers, communication with parents, 

wall art, and student work. The primary objective was to create practical recommendations on 

DL middle school programs for educational practitioners. This entailed identifying which 

challenges to the sustainability of DL middle school programs that have been previously 

discussed in the literature had been addressed at Sunnyville Middle School, as well as 

discovering new challenges unknown in the literature. Solutions were reflected in classroom 

practices, in collaborations between stakeholders, and in school documents. The study examined 

any solutions to challenges unrepresented in the literature that Sunnyville Middle School has 

already implemented. This study sought to answer the following research questions:  

1. How do middle schools sustain a successful dual language program while creating and 

maintaining equity for marginalized students? Specifically, I asked: 

a) How do school leaders address programmatic challenges and overcome threats to 

sustainability?  
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b) How do teachers address curricular and instructional challenges and overcome 

threats to sustainability? 

This chapter begins with an overview of the community Sunnyville Middle School 

serves, followed by a description of a typical day at the school to illustrate the complexities of a 

middle school with two different dual language programs. It describes the challenges and 

reviews Sunnyville’s solutions for three target areas: equity, finances, and teacher recruitment 

and retention. It is important to note that solutions to challenges in one category may create 

challenges in another.  

Sunnyville Middle School Community 

Sunnyville Middle enrolls 651 students. The school is located in a predominantly middle-

class neighborhood in Los Angeles. However, the student population is 68% socioeconomically 

disadvantaged (measured by free and reduced lunch), with 3% of students categorized as 

homeless. Racially, according to school records, the campus as a whole is 61% Hispanic/Latinx, 

18.7% white, 12.4% African American, 7.5% Asian or Pacific Islander, and 0.3% Native 

American (California Department of Education, 2019). Aside from Asian or Pacific Islander 

students, who are not represented in the DL Spanish program, students in the Spanish/English 

strand at Sunnyville generally reflect the school campus, with Hispanic students accurately 

represented (60%), African American students overrepresented (21.8%), and white students 

underrepresented (17.9%). Data for the DL Mandarin strand, which is a smaller program, was 

not available from the school.  

The Dual Language Day 

Observations and interviews reveal a complex day for middle school dual language 

teachers and administrators in sustaining equity for all students. Close examination of the 
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school’s daily efforts to ensure equity confirms the complexity of its inner workings, including 

the negotiations between stakeholders and trade-offs between priorities. Within the school, there 

is a Dual Language Spanish program and a DL Mandarin program. The day begins for DL 

teachers an hour before their colleagues. Teachers prepare for their students who arrive for a 

“zero period” that begins at 7:30 AM, which is an extra early period before the start of the 

normal six-period day. The three Mandarin/English DL instructors (for sixth, seventh, and eighth 

grade) plan their day as a group and discuss students and curricula, as do the three 

Spanish/English DL instructors. These are some of the added responsibilities and expectations 

for the DL Spanish and DL Mandarin programs to meet curricular expectations. 

As DL students transition to middle school where there are scarcer DL programs, they 

lose the possibility of taking all content in the target language. DL middle school students thus 

face more negotiations in their academics, including the newly narrow content availability, 

compared to their peers learning primarily in English. There are three kinds of classes a 

Sunnyville DL student might be in for zero period: physical education, their language arts course 

in the target language, or their DL content course. For the content course, Spanish DL students 

take social studies (sixth grade) or history (seventh and eighth) in Spanish while Mandarin 

students have a Chinese culture course in Mandarin. Zero period runs from 7:30 a.m. to 8:22 

a.m. The success of this scheduling strategy presupposes the commitments that administrators, 

teachers, parents, and students have to the DL program. 

Most of the English Only students, meanwhile, benefit from school-provided breakfast 

and a literacy advantage from self-directed reading practice. EO students arrive at school by 8 

a.m. for their Breakfast in the Classroom (BIC) and Sustained Silent Reading (SSR), a 

concurrent 22-minute period in which they receive free breakfast from the school and read 
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independently. School announcements are also made during this time. Period 1 begins for both 

EO and DL students at 8:22 a.m. Observations and interviews revealed that period 1 instruction 

actually begins around 8:28 a.m. In those six minutes, DL students transition from their zero 

period to their first period, which causes some disruption to EO students as well. They are either 

waiting to get into their own first period if their first period teacher is a DL teacher or waiting for 

DL students to arrive to their EO first period for the teacher to begin instruction.  

With no further interruptions as a result of the DL program after first period, the school 

continues to offer the DL program an identity on the whole campus. When one enters Sunnyville 

Middle School, there is a receptionist at a table covered with flyers and resources for students 

and families. These documents are for EO and DL parents, students, and visitors, and are 

provided in Mandarin, Spanish, and English. Furthermore, main hallways and office displays 

reflect materials in English, Spanish, and Mandarin. The entire student body, teachers, and 

visitors are exposed to these artifacts. Furthermore, according to DL teachers and documents 

analyzed, communication that is sent out to families and the community is provided in all 

program target languages. Presenting school messaging in multiple languages promotes 

sociocultural competence, the third and often neglected pillar of DL programming (Howard et 

al., 2018).  

The daily schedule of Sunnyville Middle School’s program illustrates how administrators 

and teachers are making DL work at the school site. Not all middle school programs have this 

same schedule or breakdown. Moreover, this site is navigating two dual language programs. 

These differences between the programs clarify the sorts of challenges and solutions that might 

arise in the course of making any middle school DL programs sustainable, especially those 

challenges and solutions not previously considered by the literature.  
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The coding and analysis of data identified three major groupings of known and unknown 

challenges and solutions to the sustainability of DL middle schools. These categories are equity, 

finances, and recruitment and retention.  

Equity Challenges 

DL’s primary purpose is to ensure equitable access to education for marginalized 

students, including English Learners, students of color, and students from low-income 

backgrounds (Flores & McAuliffe, 2020; Howard et al., 2018). Unexpectedly, in ensuring 

equitable access to language instruction, this school needed to negotiate other forms of equity. 

DL administrators, DL teachers, and even EO teachers reported having to arrange and choose 

between priorities to ensure the success of all students. The disparities in the experiences and 

perceptions of DL and EO teachers indicate differences in academic options for students in 

regard to class sizes, course options, and scheduling for the programs. EO and DL teachers each 

reporting distinct challenges for their respective students arising from being on a campus with 

both EO and DL programs.  

Known Equity Challenges 

Class sizes. First, in order to maintain equitable access to DL middle school programs for 

students matriculating from the elementary DL programs, administrators have tolerated under-

enrollment in DL classrooms. As one administrator notes, “the small number of students doesn’t 

norm [justify the salary of] a teacher position.” Nevertheless, Sunnyville recognizes that a small 

number of students encourages DL program success. As of 2020, LAUSD guidelines cap 

classroom sizes at 34 students. Sixth grade DL courses enroll between a full class of 34 down to 

26 students, seventh between 34 and 22 students, and eighth as few as 14 students. The smaller 
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class size benefits student learning (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017). DL Mandarin/English 

teacher Kathy explained in an interview: 

For the dual language program in their elementary school they speak like half-day 

English, half-day Mandarin. So they need a lot of time to practice speaking in [target 

language]. So if we have too many kids in one classroom, they only have limited time to 

speak. So if we have too many kids, we always separate them into two different classes. 

The smaller class sizes therefore allow for DL students to achieve oral language proficiency in 

the target language (DeJong & Bearse, 2011). DL students thus have an advantage over the EO 

students in terms of teacher attention, instruction time, and achievement (Nye et al., 2000). 

Interview data from all DL teachers and EO teachers revealed that the DL students seem 

to be outperforming their peers, potentially as a result of the smaller class sizes and the 

documented benefits of DL programs. The apparent success accords with research on academic 

achievement of students in DL schools beyond elementary school (Lindholm-Leary, 2012). DL 

Mandarin/English teacher Yeni shared, “Our students are pretty good. Half of the students in my 

class are gifted. Those are smart kids. And then in general they have really good class 

participation. They are very involved.” EO teachers and the resource teacher on campus 

explained that DL students were performing at or above grade level. EO teacher Stacie indicated 

potential giftedness among DL students: “We have a good handful who are designated gifted” 

and “There are several on the waiting list for getting tested right now actually.” EO teacher 

Grace also believes there is a correlation between giftedness and involvement in the DL 

program, and further saw DL students as “very motivated. Last year I was able to extend my 

language assignments to two years above grade level. And so the expectations are very high.”  
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While teachers attributed students’ academic achievement in the DL program to innate 

ability and motivation, it’s possible that the small class sizes in the DL program contribute to 

achievement and that involvement in the program incentivizes motivation. Data from interviews 

support the idea that teachers recognized the potential for more class participation as an 

advantage. All six DL teachers in interviews claimed that they are able to provide differentiated 

instruction to their DL students as a consequence of their smaller class sizes, which was 

corroborated by in-class observations. As DL Spanish/English teacher Jonathan stated, “I can 

provide small group instruction in my smaller classes. This is not the case when I have 30 plus 

students.” During a classroom visit to his class, students were observed to be actively engaged in 

small group instruction. Likewise, a visit to DL Spanish/English teacher Lucas’s classroom 

showed 14 students working in small groups of three or four working on projects/classwork 

while the teacher went around and met with each group before the end of the period. Such 

student-centered, project-based, and small group models of instruction were not observed in EO 

classrooms, which were more likely to have lecture-based classrooms.  

Indeed, though the smaller class sizes in the DL program may contribute to the success of 

the program, they also raised concerns about equity within the school. EO teachers expressed 

resentment about DL classes. In interviews, EO teachers 1 and 2 claimed that having DL 

students in classes was connected to misplacement of students (EO or DL) regardless of aptitude, 

and described incorporating DL students into their EO classes as a “burden.” One EO teacher’s 

perception was that the DL classes “are very small, especially Spanish classes. Mandarin is a 

little bit bigger but still not the size of the rest of the school and its norm.” Furthermore, the EO 

teachers perceived this as caused by the smaller DL classes. As one teacher put it: “Other 

teachers are absorbing larger class sizes.” Because of scheduling and space limitations, students 
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may be placed into classes beyond their preparation. One EO teacher reported that “it becomes 

an issue with accepting other children. Like for instance, in my seventh-grade honors class, I had 

to accept kids who are not truly honors level. And so it does cause problems.” Their perception is 

that some EO students are not receiving equitable instruction due to constraints caused by the DL 

program.  

While teachers characterized classes of EO and DL students as burdensome, 

administrators described the challenge of incorporating these students intentionally. 

Administrator Anabelle explained the challenge thusly: “to make a class of 36, I have to find 22 

more [EO] students and blend them for the rest of the day.” That same administrator also 

explained how both she and administrator Frances were prioritizing the DL program over the 

mainstream program while maintaining equity of access to the other course options: “That's very 

difficult because at the same time we're trying to give them accelerated math class options, 

elective options and we're trying to give them honors class options. It's a Rubik's cube.” Similar 

to ways discussed in the literature surrounding scheduling of special education programs (Weller 

& McLeskey, 2000), the administrators were approaching scheduling the DL programs in this 

adaptive way. In contrast to EO teacher perceptions of misplacement due to DL classes, Anabelle 

explained that the administrators: 

look at the children as a whole, as a whole person, as an individual, and look to 

see what all of their needs are. Do they need special ed services? Do they need 

English learner services? Are they GATE [Gifted and Talented Education]? 

What's their SBAC [Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium] score for math 

and English and put all that together so you know who this person is. You can't 

just go into a computer and use a software system and push a button and have that 
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software system create your program for you. You have to do it manually and it's 

time-consuming. It's worked so far. So we'll see as the classes begin to grow, what 

will happen. 

Contradicting what EO teachers perceived about misplacement, administrators described a 

situation in which they focused individually on each student’s progress and needs. It remains 

unknown if this practice will be sustainable as the program grows.  

Finally, the DL teachers did not focus on class sizes as a burden even though they also 

taught fully enrolled EO classes outside of their two DL classes, as suggested by interviews and 

observations. Interview data revealed a misunderstanding of class sizes by EO teachers since 

some DL teachers have DL classes at capacity. DL Spanish/English teacher Jonathan confirmed, 

“For my period 1 I have 19 students...for my period zero I have 30 students.” The smaller class 

sizes are also not reflective of workload for DL teachers as they require more preparation and 

differentiation to meet the goals of biliteracy/bilingualism, academic achievement, and 

sociocultural competence (Howard et al., 2018).  

 Course offerings. The limits of the Mandarin program on its students’ course options 

raises a question about its equity compared to the Spanish program. DL Spanish students were 

able to take content courses in the target language as well as an elective because of teacher 

qualifications. Unlike DL Mandarin students, DL Spanish students benefited both from content 

courses in the target language as well as a variety of electives and honors classes in English. This 

was possible because the DL Spanish/English teachers held credentials that permitted them to 

teach content and mainstream classes. DL Mandarin/English teachers were not able to teach 

content classes but instead offered a language and culture course to DL Mandarin students. 

Further discussion of this culture course will follow in the findings around teacher credentialing.  
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Differentiation. DL teachers also had DL students who ranged in their language abilities, 

and made plans to differentiate based on student need, provide accommodations around student 

process, and support varied expressions of content communication and choices in learning 

artifacts. One DL teacher said, “Another challenge definitely is the different levels of 

language...And yet we [teachers] somehow have to differentiate and close that gap.” In 

interviews, several teachers described their strategies for centering and addressing gaps in 

students’ language levels as well as in other academic knowledge and skills. This included self-

reflection, frontloading topics for students, preparing scaffolds for each lesson, and each student 

being able to “write his or her own plan,” as DL Spanish/English Teacher Jonathan commented. 

Observations of DL classrooms confirmed that DL teachers go beyond school policy 

requirements to differentiate, including innovative use of technology and other resources. DL 

teachers were observed encouraging students to display their mastery of objectives using a 

combination of written, visual, and oral presentation (a choice students could make individually). 

Students in DL classrooms communicated with one another, assigning roles and planning 

presentations without intensive teacher guidance. These patterns of instruction are likely to be 

common to other DL middle school programs. Both DL Spanish/English and DL 

Mandarin/English teachers respond to the added responsibility of a large range of levels in their 

classes by differentiating each of their lessons.   

Previously Unexamined Equity Challenges 

Scheduling conflicts. First, as a consequence of the necessary additional periods, DL 

students missed the opportunity to have free breakfast (BIC) and Sustained Silent Reading (SSR) 

like the EO students. This conflicts with the premise of Dual Language education: First, students 

whose parents cannot afford breakfast or are not able to make it to the school even in the 
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mornings have to sacrifice something the rest of the student body does not. Second, literacy 

corresponds with student achievement, as reported by Garan and DeVoogd (2008), which means 

the loss of the SSR period also conflicts with the promise of equity in DL programs. 

The overlap between zero period and the BIC/SSR block causes scheduling challenges for both 

teachers and administrators and ultimately creates inequity for DL and EO students both. First of 

all, class effectively begins at 8:28 a.m. as students roll in after 8:22 a.m., taking away 

instructional class time from Period 1. Second, EO kids wait in the hallway for BIC/SSR because 

their period 1 teacher is teaching DL and so they cannot take BIC/SSR in that teacher’s 

classroom. Finally, for the same reason, all DL students miss their opportunity to take BIC; it is 

up to the individual discretion of the Period 1 teacher whether they allow DL students to eat or 

plan ahead by setting food aside for them.  

Solutions to equity challenges. Interview and observation data did not reveal solutions 

to this previously unexamined equity challenge. While the challenge persisted, it was not solved. 

But the timing conflict described by teachers has not derailed the program, suggesting that this 

problem is not urgent and can be solved in the future.  

Financial Challenges 

 DL programs have unique financial needs. Based on interview data from both 

administrators and all teachers (DL and EO), financial sustainability was an important factor in a 

DL program’s success. All 10 interview subjects raised issues related to finances and insisted on 

their importance. Nevertheless, previous research has not named financial challenges, and 

therefore describes no solutions. The exception to this gap in the literature is the difficulty 

surrounding the acquisition of appropriate instructional materials. Furthermore, while 
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credentialing requirements are noted in the literature, research on the financial aspect of the 

requirements is lacking.  

Known Financial Challenges 

Materials. Both administrators and EO teachers acknowledge the additional demands of 

being a DL teacher. These demands include additional preparation, translation of materials from 

English to the target language, and additional meetings with DL teachers. As DL 

Mandarin/English teacher Kathy stated:  

For dual language, it's a bit hard because we don't have any curriculum. We have 

to do it by ourselves. So she [advisor] sent me the topics about it, and so I have to 

research and find some authentic materials and find some from our textbook to 

make it more... Because the textbook, it's for high school students so not every 

single chapter is good for middle school kids. So we have to take away the ones 

that's not applicable for middle schoolers, and we add in more of the same level of 

things into it. And when we are talking about things like the grammar, we can 

implement harder ones and just do more practice with them. 

In accordance with the literature, lack of materials in the target language is a challenge for DL 

programs (Soltero, 2018). DL teachers require additional curricular materials specific to the 

target language they are teaching. At Sunnyville Middle School, administrators and teachers 

struggle with acquiring instructional materials in the target languages. Instructional materials 

include textbooks, worksheets, content videos (e.g. YouTube, Brainpop, NewsELA), 

communication to parents, charts, visuals, and assessments. This is a financial cost to teachers as 

they are translating all of the materials into the program's target language while receiving the 

same pay as EO teachers (See Appendix C). Additionally, interview and observation data reveal 
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that DL teachers find themselves having to buy materials to supplement the limited resources 

provided by the district. For example, DL Spanish/English teacher Jonathan stated in an 

interview that the National Geographic text provided by the district this year was “only one 

resource but it was not sufficient to cover all that was required to teach.” He supplemented the 

text with other materials that he paid for himself. He felt this was necessary to differentiate for a 

wide range of learners and ensure academic success. 

  The district has provided Sunnyville Middle School with limited resources, creating a 

financial gap that teachers have filled in order to sustain the DL programs. Interviewees 

suggested that the district provided even fewer materials to the DL Mandarin program. 

Administrator Anabelle observed: 

The Mandarin materials that we have, some of them were provided by the district. 

A very small piece. When we first started the program it was for each first year 

that they [materials] came in. Once we reached the third year, then it's on us to 

provide the materials. The Mandarin materials this year, we paid for it on-site, 

they were in excess of $10,000. We've reached out to their parent support group, 

the dragon sprouts, to see if they can help us recoup some of that money. 

DL Mandarin teachers travel to China to acquire necessary materials to teach the Chinese 

Language and Culture courses. Observations revealed a private collection of artifacts, books, art, 

calligraphy brushes and paper, and workbooks. These materials were purchased by the DL 

Mandarin/English teachers when they were out of the country because they were not readily 

available in the United States. Compounding the lack of materials, DL teachers had a variety of 

out-of-pocket expenses in order to fulfill their DL teaching responsibilities, beginning with 

purchasing materials.  
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Previously Unexamined Financial Challenges 

Out-of-pocket teacher expenses. Having to source materials abroad was a financial 

challenge named by all six DL teachers. DL Mandarin/English teacher Yeni explained:  

For the textbook actually the school provided. And then for the library, because 

the student needs to do the book report, they need to read the books and then write 

a report for the book report. To be honest, we do not have resources for that part. 

For me and my other teachers, what we do is we got a lot of books in China and 

then we just bring it over here.  

Furthermore, interview data indicates that the district and the school did not compensate or 

reimburse teachers for these expenses. DL Mandarin/English teacher Yeni added, “Right now I 

haven’t got reimbursed. Everything is out of my own pocket. The school district does provide 

some books, but not much. Not enough.” DL Mandarin/English teacher Kathy also shared that in 

addition to the textbook, “We do use some other supplemental work and also we use the 

authentic materials. So we got some books from China and articles.” When asked if the school 

provided such materials, DL Mandarin/English teacher Kathy responded, “Oh, no. I personally 

get it from China.” DL Mandarin/English teacher Daisy added information about the textbook 

provided:  

It's not exactly for dual language students. It's just a higher level Mandarin textbook but 

it's not for dual immersion. So as supplemental, we do put in Chinese books which we 

bought from China and we do build in a lot of authentic materials we find online that 

related topics to supplement our students. 
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DL Spanish/English teachers also shared in interviews and observations the need to supplement 

materials, which they sometimes acquired abroad. They obtained these additional curricular 

materials through self-initiated trips to Spain and Mexico.  

Interviews with administrators did not reveal an expectation on their part that DL 

teachers needed to purchase materials to supplement those provided by the district. 

Administrators did express awareness of the expenses that teachers were making to supplement 

the course materials, although follow-ups with administrators on the topic were not possible due 

to school shutdowns related to the COVID-19 pandemic.  

Credentialing. In California, DL programs are required to employ credentialed teachers 

who can teach both the DL students as well as the EO student population. This credential is the 

Bilingual, Cross-cultural, Language and Academic Development (BCLAD) certificate or 

credential. As one DL Mandarin teacher stated, she paid for “everything…I used to hire a tutor, I 

go to class and everything is on my own pocket.” All six DL teachers made reference to paying 

out of pocket for BCLAD certification. Interview data confirmed that administrators were aware 

DL teachers have additional credentialing requirements. One administrator said, “We recruited a 

third teacher this year and he went to great lengths to get his credential test with the BCLAD to 

be able to teach this class over the summer. So he did that on his own time and he was willing to 

do what he needed to do to help the program grow.” The addition of the third teacher is also paid 

from the school’s budget (not by the district).  

Without consistent financial support for its particular needs, a DL program cannot exist. 

Administrators and teachers alike believed that it was imperative to have reliable sources of 

funding for the program. Administrator Frances shared, “We have to fill the financial gap from 

our own budget. The district only pays for one teacher per language.” Currently, Sunnyville 
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Middle School has six dual language teachers (three Spanish/English, three Mandarin/English). 

Despite the obvious importance of financial stability, and this challenge being identified since 

the inception of dual language programs in the 1960s, research to date has neglected to 

investigate solutions. The unique financial needs of a DL program are different from other 

programs. One area that requires additional funding is professional development specifically 

related to DL instruction as will be discussed in the last section. All six DL teachers said the 

training provided by the district does not relate to what they are teaching at the middle school 

level for the DL program. In this case study, various financial challenges were addressed 

differently by administrators and teachers.   

Funding tied to enrollment. DL middle schools are at a particular disadvantage when it 

comes to funding based on enrollment. At the elementary level, this is not a challenge because 

there is a sufficiently high enrollment in DL programs. By the time students matriculate up to 

middle school, however, not all continue in DL programs. Hence, DL middle schools do not 

have the numbers the district requires to warrant hiring a full-time DL teacher. One administrator 

stated, “It's been difficult to sustain the program because the small number of students don't 

[qualify for the provision of] a teacher position [from the district] so we've had to come up with 

our own funding over the years.” 

Solutions to financial challenges. Both administrators agreed that financial gaps were 

present and in order to fill those gaps, they needed to increase the number of enrolled students to 

expand support from the district, tap into their own school budget, and get parental support.  

Materials. While limited, the district did provide some resources. In an interview, 

Administrator Anabelle revealed:  
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The district has been supportive of us. For example, when I mentioned that we were 

starting a new course to be able to make the Mandarin [program] work, we came up with 

the culture [course], so yes, the district was a resource there because they wrote the 

course description and it's not just a little paragraph. It was a plethora of pages and 

information. It's very detailed. 

Interviews with DL teachers also revealed they were provided a textbook from the district.  

Enrollment. Over the course of 20 years, Sunnyville Middle School has sometimes had 

to stop offering the dual language programs to students due to under enrollment. There have been 

other years where under-enrollment was a problem but the school has used other funds to fund 

the program. As a consequence of Proposition 227 in 1998, funding for bilingual education 

programs halted. Existence for funding for DL programs is new for California since 2016 when 

Proposition 58 overturned Proposition 227. Furthermore, initiatives like California 2030 in 1998 

and the California English Learner Roadmap in 2017 have propelled new funding for DL 

programs to ensure their sustainability. Interview and observation data reveal that administrators 

and teachers are invested in the financial aspects of the DL program. Despite the financial 

challenges present, the administrators have managed to sustain the DL program for almost two 

decades, coming up with creative solutions to address these issues. In an interview an 

administrator claimed: 

We’ve been able to sustain a fairly decent donation account because the film companies 

like our campus. We’ve been able to get the money that way and then we’ve been frugal 

and saved that money. We did have a Kia grant for a number of years and that was for 

class size reduction. With that, it helped us also save some money on other budgets.  

Administrators are constantly juggling revenue sources to keep the DL program funded.  
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Parental involvement. While the literature does mention the importance of parental 

support, it does not specify what types of supports. Teachers and administrators report that 

Sunnyville Middle School relies heavily on parental financial contribution to both DL programs 

as well as mainstream EO classrooms.  

Administrator Frances commented that “for sustainability, parents are willing to help 

out.” Parental contributions are generally not a requirement of DL programs. While the literature 

has highlighted the importance of parental collaboration for the success of a program, it is 

unknown what those specifics entail. At Sunnyville, this “help” involves monetary support and 

time commitments. EO students and teachers also benefit from DL parental support. For 

example, one EO teacher stated, “Building up a library of novels is not easy and costs money but 

the Mandarin parents have been very generous in helping me to build...my library and getting 

books for the kids.” A Spanish/English DL teacher also shared an example of parents dedicating 

time and resources for the Día de los Muertos celebration that involved and benefitted the entire 

school: 

It was pretty much a parent event. So she [parent] created her altar and placed the 

pictures of family members or relatives. And I just felt really proud that parents 

were asking questions about how [they] can do this? Or what can [they] give us? 

Can we get a room? Where's the parent center? Those kinds of questions just 

make me feel proud of being part of this program because I felt that some parents, 

especially the ones that are native or Latinos or only fluent in Spanish. I felt that 

this program made them feel not just more confident but also more comfortable at 

a school setting. More welcome.  
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The Mandarin/English teachers also shared another example of their parents funding materials 

and coordinating events such as Lunar New Year. This involved food and entertainment for the 

entire student body. Incorporating the DL programs into the wider school ecosystem in this way 

has shown to lead to positive outcomes for all (Ray, 2009) and this impact is visible at 

Sunnyville Middle School. Observation data also indicated that the DL parents were in charge of 

and led the DL Open Houses, which welcomed over 100 prospective DL parents. All 

presentations and materials were provided by parents in all target languages. Parents also led 

tours and relieved teachers of the need to explain the program to visitors. Interviews and 

observation data demonstrate that parental involvement is one solution to the financial challenges 

of this program. 

Recruitment and Retention Challenges 

Administrators at the middle school level are addressing programmatic demands related 

to teacher recruitment and retention. In contrast to elementary administrators, middle school 

administrators are faced with different hiring and retaining issues arising from lower enrollment. 

Their programs are dependent on their hiring and retention of qualified teachers who are 

licensed, endorsed, experienced, culturally diverse, and committed to DL education (Soltero, 

2018).   

Known Challenges to Recruitment and Retention  

Teacher supply. DL literature shows that districts are not growing their own teachers but 

instead seeking teachers from out of the country. De La Garza (2015) found that a significant 

number of schools (20%) hired DL teachers from outside the U.S. in the 2014-2015 school year. 

Another consequence of the California Proposition 227 in 1998, which banned bilingual 



 

 

 

53 

education, was that teacher education programs halted offering courses that would prepare 

teacher candidates to serve in dual language settings.  

Therefore, there was no supply of bilingually authorized teachers. However, in 2016 

Proposition 58 repealed Proposition 227 and in 2018, State Superintendent of Public Instruction 

Tom Torlakson launched the Global California 2030 initiative, which has reversed 20 years of 

disincentivization for California teachers to pursue a BCLAD. Nevertheless, Sunnyville Middle 

School continues to face difficulty with teacher supply. Administrator Anabelle shared:  

We've posted on the district's website. We've had a few candidates reply. We've 

set up interviews. Of the interviews, we have our Spanish teacher conduct part of 

that interview in Spanish. The decision is made whether the candidate's Spanish 

ability is as fluent as our current Spanish teacher believes it should be. Secondly 

is that candidate a good match for our school in a whole way.  

These conditions force Sunnyville to hire from a smaller and potentially less competitive pool. 

Moreover, even outside of California there are few teachers with the sufficient qualifications, 

beyond the legal credentials, to teach and meet the goals of DL. As a consequence, 

administrators have begun to look outside of the U.S. for teachers. Administrator Frances shared: 

“We have interviewed a lot of teacher candidates from China because it is difficult to find them 

here. We Skype with them but sometimes we find that they don’t have the teaching skills 

necessary.” Administrator Frances identified the biggest challenge was hiring a qualified 

Mandarin teacher with “language skills in place as well as being a fit for the school program.”  

Compounding the challenges of teacher supply, the international pipeline is threatened by 

immigration policies. Both administrators and DL teachers made reference to the role of 

immigration policies in shaping the capacity of DL programs. Administrator Frances stated that 
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“people are afraid of the consequences of the politics,” adding that “it was hell to get their 

[Mandarin teachers’] visas.” Administrators expressed additional concerns based on the current 

political situation (borders closing) and said, “teachers are afraid.” Historically, Sunnyville has 

interviewed teacher candidates in China and other places outside of the United States. Interview 

data makes clear that administrators are concerned about future hires with the limited number of 

visas being issued. Fifty percent of DL teachers at Sunnyville are on visas.  

This complexity creates further scheduling issues for the entire school population. The 

programmatic decisions made for the DL program influence much of what happens in the rest of 

the school. By contrast, elementary schools hire a DL teacher to teach a cohort or group of 

students without impacting the other EO classes.  

Teacher credentialing. Elementary administrators can recruit and hire DL teachers 

without a single subject credential while middle school DL teachers need single subject 

credentialing, in a subject other than their foreign language and in addition to bilingual 

authorizations. This additional requirement creates challenges for middle school administrators 

because scheduling and program design is dependent on who they hire and retain for their DL 

program. For example, there were years at Sunnyville where the DL program had science as their 

target content language because that is what the hired DL teacher was credentialed to teach. This 

only lasted as long as the credentialed bilingual science teacher was at the school. Currently, the 

Spanish DL program teachers are credentialed to teach history and social studies, so the DL 

Spanish students take their social studies/history courses in Spanish. For the Mandarin/English 

program, the options are different due to credentialing issues. The Mandarin teachers are not 

credentialed as single subject history teachers. While they can provide the target language of 

instruction (Mandarin) they cannot provide it in a core content area.   
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In consequence, at Sunnyville Middle School, Mandarin DL students do not have the 

option of taking electives. Unlike the DL Spanish students who take history as a content area in 

their target language, DL Mandarin students have a “culture” course, which does not satisfy a 

content area as defined by LAUSD, and so DL Mandarin students must enroll in the regular 

history class with EO students. This culture course came to be after extensive consultation with 

parents of students in the Mandarin program. As one administrator described, parents “felt very 

strongly that the history curriculum would be too difficult to teach and too difficult to 

comprehend in the target language of Mandarin.” The three history courses are Ancient 

Civilizations (sixth grade), Medieval and Modern Times (seventh), and U.S. History (eighth). 

None of the three Mandarin DL teachers have credentials to teach history, and it was agreed that 

it would be too difficult to acquire Mandarin-language textbooks for these courses or to translate 

existing materials into Mandarin. Therefore, all stakeholders worked with the Multilingual and 

Multicultural Education Department (MMED) of LAUSD to create a course that all existing 

Mandarin teachers could teach. As a middle school administrator and DL teacher noted, being 

adaptable in this way is imperative to achieve sustainability. Nevertheless, this compromise did 

come at the cost of Mandarin/English DL students’ freedom to choose an elective. 

In summary, the district is currently not providing sufficient support based on the demand 

of DL education and the low number of teacher candidates available to serve marginalized 

students who benefit from DL programs. While the district is responding to what the research 

says about the importance of continuing DL beyond elementary school, once middle school 

programs are opened, they are not receiving adequate financial support, professional 

development, or staffing. In the UTLA (teachers’ union) agreement, DL is not specifically 

identified even though Global California 2030 is specifically trying to promote DL education. 
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Though magnet programs are discussed, and “special education programs” appears multiple 

times, “bilingual instruction” only appears once, as a parenthetical aside related to Common 

Planning Time (p. 62). Therefore, from LAUSD’s perspective, the needs of DL programming 

have not been explicitly considered, which makes things inequitable for teachers and students in 

the DL program.  

Professional development. DL Mandarin/English teacher Kathy said, “I wish to have 

more PD about dual language programs. Because the dual language program is really different 

from other programs, I wish to have more professional development especially for the dual 

language program PDs.” Interview data from all six DL teachers demonstrates that not enough 

PD targeted for DL is offered. Administrator Anabelle also confirmed this in an interview:  

So that training was provided by the district, but it was also presented by representatives 

of the textbook company. Since we've come back to school for this semester, there hasn't 

been formal training provided for the dual language teachers. So it was just that initial 

[session].  

Observations of five weekly faculty PD meetings revealed that their goals and agendas did not 

address specific DL curricular needs. At the same time, administrators confirmed that they are 

supportive in supplementing or paying for differentiated PD for DL teachers but this would 

require additional time commitment on the part of DL teachers since it would be outside of the 

allocated weekly faculty meetings. Anabelle said: “The Multilingual Ed department provides PD 

opportunities. They're voluntary, so it's up to the teachers if they decide to attend. If they wish to 

go to a conference, they make a request, and we are always happy to support them.” 

Administrator Francis offered an example of such voluntary attendance in an interview: “We've 

got a Mandarin teacher who is going to be attending a Confucius conference coming up soon out 
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of state that is more specific to their profession.” Both administrators are supportive of DL 

teachers receiving PD. Anabelle shared: “I trust the teachers and I would really want to have 

something meaningful for them. So if they say they need X, Y, Z, then I want the teachers to get 

them.”   

In some district PDs, the administrators attend an early session, and then DL teachers 

attend a session after school at the same location. However, teachers and administrators do not 

necessarily find this format or its content useful. Administrator Anabelle shared that the sessions 

themselves are not necessarily fulfilling or relevant to their growth as DL leaders:  

It's difficult [for] my mind to be present because the locations haven't been convenient 

and I don't feel that the material is always something that I can bring back and use at my 

site. It's more just for us to talk together and explain our experience, what we're having 

here and compare it to what somebody else is having at their site.  

Thus, the current PD offerings, and PD in and of itself, do not present adequate solutions for 

addressing the challenges of a middle school DL program. 

Solutions for recruitment challenges. In order for DL middle schools to sustain their 

DL programs, they require proper staffing of qualified and credentialed teachers, as well as the 

support of those teachers in their DL roles. Sunnyville has developed a relationship with the local 

elementary schools, which have become feeder schools for both students and teachers. Two of 

the DL Mandarin/English teachers were recruited from the local elementary school. They were 

able to teach at the middle school level once they cleared their BCLAD certification. Since then, 

the administration has been successful at retaining these teachers. Administrator Frances shared: 

“I have a good relationship with the principal at [X] elementary school and this helps with 

recruitment of teachers that have already been vetted with the district, and who understand DL 
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programs.” One of the current DL Spanish/English teachers was also recruited from within the 

EO strand at Sunnyville Middle School. Similar to DL Mandarin/English recruits, he had to 

complete his credentialing before serving on the DL program staff. Interview data demonstrates 

that both administrators are satisfied with their DL staff as they are “dedicated and go above and 

beyond to meet the needs of the DL students.”   

Solutions to professional development challenges.  Studies available on the success of 

DL elementary schools indicate that high-quality instructors and their professional development 

are crucial to DL students and DL programs (Alanis & Rodriguez, 2008; Freire & Valdez, 2017). 

Currently, Sunnyville relies on partnerships with universities and organizations to provide 

teachers with professional development. For example, UCLA’s Center X, Confucius Institute, 

and Growing Educators provide teachers professional development free of charge (in 2019, the 

Confucius Institute was closed because the organization lost federal funding in a wave of anti-

China policies). In an interview Administrator Anabelle shared, “LMU has some opportunities 

and UCLA has the Confucius Institute. We did have one year, a professor at UCLA, gave our 

students a formal assessment of their reading, writing, listening, speaking, and then he came back 

later and shared the results with us.” Partnering with outside organizations is another way the 

school is able to save money. It is through these multiple streams of income that they are able to 

afford PD for DL teachers, though many of these opportunities may be limited by external 

factors, including organizational funding.  

Conclusions 

In responding to the threats to Sunnyville’s sustainability, teachers and school leaders in 

this case revealed that they tend to address student needs from two distinct angles. While 

administrators are focused on the structural elements like the budget for and recruitment of DL 
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teachers, the teachers at the school are concerned about equity for teachers and students in the 

program, as well as at the school site at large. Both administrators and teachers describe having 

to work around constraints to maintain the DL program, some of these constraints shared, some 

of them unique to DL. This case study highlights the challenges inherent in a DL program while 

also illustrating the way administrators and teachers overcome threats and maintain a successful 

program.  

In broad strokes, administrators revealed that their main challenges were visa issues when 

it comes to hiring and scheduling complications of a DL program housed in a school with an EO 

population. DL teachers, on the other hand, highlighted how they are working around the lack of 

materials by buying from abroad or receiving parental volunteering or resources, as well as 

collaborating with other teachers while negotiating potential resentment on the part of EO 

teachers. Parental involvement was also revealed to be an essential support to the program. 

Sunnyville Middle School provides an important case study for the lack or priority placed on 

secondary DL programs, and the various impacts such a position can have on the equity and 

quality of student instruction.  
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CHAPTER FIVE: DISCUSSION 

Introduction 

My research arose from my concern about the extension of DL education beyond 

elementary school. I knew from the research that the full benefits of DL appear after six to eight 

years of instruction, meaning that a student must finish at least middle school instruction in DL 

to fully reap the benefits. In California, new DL middle school programs are opening, thanks to 

the Global California 2030 initiative. However, these new middle schools have limited resources; 

furthermore, middle school programs have largely been ignored by researchers and scholars of 

DL Education.  

The evolving status of DL in California led me to ask how administrators and teachers of 

existing middle school programs have navigated the known challenges highlighted in DL 

literature. It became clear that an empirical study would best contribute to answering this 

question. My initial objective was to gather information about the dual language program at 

Sunnyville Middle School as a case study that could inform other middle schools facing similar 

challenges around sustainability. I hoped to focus my data collection in ways that made it useful 

for current practitioners (administrators and teachers) working to expand, sustain, and improve 

DL middle school programs. This focus on pragmatics also helps fill a gap in the literature 

around DL middle school programs, given that the majority of available academic work is 

decades old, and DL policies have changed in that time, sometimes dramatically.  

As a dual language educator and parent of a current DL elementary student, I was well 

aware of the new support coming from state policy. After years of suppressing bilingual 

education, California shifted in 2017 and began to offer students an opportunity for a research-

based DL education proven to help close the achievement gap for ELs. The state’s history 
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exemplifies how fragile the sustainability of DL programs is and how dependent these programs 

are on the politicians currently in power and the ideas currently in vogue. I secured a research 

site primarily through the assistance of a former Director of Dual Language Services at LAUSD.  

Through classroom observations and interviews, I quickly discovered the complexities 

involved in running a DL program within a middle school. In addition to known challenges such 

as scheduling, lack of materials, and teacher supply, I discovered challenges that were previously 

unidentified by the literature, such as the DL program’s overreliance on parental involvement 

and teachers’ acquisition of international materials to obtain basic program necessities, along 

with the financial strains of DL programs. These discoveries led me to probe further in my 

interviews about these topics for which I had not previously prepared questions. Examining these 

issues unveiled previously unexamined constraints on DL middle school programs, especially 

with regard to practical implications including equity concerns, finances, and recruitment and 

retention of teachers. This case study provides helpful context about the state of DL middle 

school programs in general as well as the solutions specific to a particular site.  

Being in a program for educational leadership, I was particularly interested in how 

administrators prioritize their challenges and make daily choices on behalf of the school. My 

original protocol for administrators revolved around how they prioritize goals in order to 

maintain equity while serving student needs. I created questions that were effective and probing, 

but not overly open to interpretation. I asked more open-ended questions about challenges and 

solutions on the school sites. I examined further from there, which led me to discover new 

negotiations. Participants explained trade-offs between structural and practical needs, describing 

the need to balance equity and school-wide sociocultural competence alongside language 

instruction time and free breakfast. The constant weighing of institutional goals was particularly 
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evident in how teachers and administrators discussed scheduling conflicts, finances, recruitment 

of DL teachers, and professional development for DL teachers.  

In response to the open-ended questions, administrators and teachers tended to begin 

interviews by noting all the things that were going well, and then to open up about difficulties 

tied to the program. Starting with open questions was important to ensure that the interviewee 

decided what was important to mention first. It is noteworthy that all participants elaborated on 

the successes first: out of all ten, only one began with the challenges. Significantly, the successes 

all seemed to rotate around innovative practices administrators and teachers engage in in order to 

put the needs of students first. Descriptions of challenges landed on similar issues like 

scheduling and finances, and revealed misunderstanding among the parties. The lack of 

communication between EO and DL teachers, as well as between teachers and administrators, 

caused conflict, including competition among EO and DL teachers related to class sizes and 

resources.    

  In March of 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic forced schools to close and disrupted 

business as usual across the country. Fortunately, I had already completed the initial rounds of 

interviews, but I could no longer effectively follow-up with my interview subjects due to the 

obvious demands on their time, nor return to the physical school site for further classroom 

observations.  

Summary of Findings 

Equity 

Data analysis revealed three main categories of challenges: equity, finances, and teacher 

recruitment and retention. Equity is a guiding principle for DL education. However, my case 

study uncovered negotiations between different forms of equity. For example, among the 
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challenges previously known to the literature, with respect to class sizes, available course 

offerings, and differentiation, the school revealed benefits and challenges of DL classrooms. DL 

teachers benefitted from under-enrollment in DL classrooms but had the added responsibility of 

translating resources and creating individual lesson plans for students. Because administrators 

tolerated under-enrollment, DL teachers and students benefited from small class sizes: DL 

students “outperformed” their peers, according to both EO and DL teachers. Moreover, the 

smaller DL classes were in line with the educational goals of DL education, which require 

students to have more opportunity to speak in the target language, limiting enrollment. DL 

students also benefitted from having teachers with multiple credentials, but the administrators 

struggled to reach and retain these DL teachers. 

Similar trade-offs were observed in the scheduling challenges that had not been 

previously noted in the literature. DL students arrive at school before EO students and sacrifice 

their Breakfast in the Classroom (BIC) and Sustained Silent Reading (SSR) in exchange for 

necessary class time in the DL program. Another equity trade-off for the Mandarin/English 

students is that they are not able to take elective classes because the required culture course 

replaces them. These trade-offs indicate academic sacrifices required of DL students in order to 

access a bilingual education.  

Administrators are well aware of these negotiations. They play an active role in trying to 

resolve conflicts when possible, or, more realistically, to alleviate them. There is no formula 

applied uniformly to all students because the staff attempts to ensure that all students have access 

to honors classes and electives in addition to the required DL courses. While solutions to all 

challenges have not been discovered, the school continues to thrive and provide students with the 

tools to be successful. Moreover, the entire school benefits from the success of the DL program, 



 

 

 

64 

EO teachers and students included, as shown by DL parent contributions to EO classrooms, both 

through materials or cultural events. Contrary to what some EO teachers believe, EO students 

benefit from having a DL program on campus, a benefit that researchers have neglected to take 

note of. 

Lack of focus on structural equity. In discussing issues of equity, administrators and 

teachers in this study focused primarily on the equity between EO and DL students, or between 

EO and DL teachers. None of the participants named race or class as a contributing factor to the 

equity of student experiences, nor did they describe considering factors of economic and social 

capital in their plans for the programs. I did not probe for these topics, because they were not 

brought up as challenges or successes by any participant. I observed later that it was possible the 

teachers and administrators did not notice or raise race and class as contributing factors because 

the demographics of Sunnyville’s DL program generally represents the demographics of the 

school. This representation is not often the case in DL programs on school sites with EO 

programs.   

There is a history of dual language programs exacerbating racial inequity on some 

campuses. Palmer (2010) studied a racially diverse elementary school in Northern California 

with a dual language program and found that the program drew white students into the school, 

but left out Black students from the community, as well as Latinx students to a lesser extent. 

Though Sunnyville’s Spanish program included Black and Latinx students, other studies indicate 

that racial disparities are a larger pattern in DL (Cervantes-Soon, 2014; Scanlan & Palmer, 

2009). Scholars that have studied racial dynamics of dual language programs have frequently 

stated that the programs tend to center white students becoming bilingual as the goal (Cervantes-

Soon, 2014; Martínez, 2017; Palmer et al., 2019). 
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While the Guiding Principles of DLE Programs (Howard et al., 2018) provided a 

structure with three pillars for DLE, researchers have proposed a fourth proposed pillar of DLE: 

critical consciousness (Cervantes-Soon et al., 2017). This pillar involves dual language programs 

actively interrogating power dynamics, listening critically, accurately historicizing schools, and 

welcoming the discomfort of discussing and facing inequities (Palmer et al., 2019). This addition 

provides the potential for a new and developing analysis of DL programs with further study.  

Finances 

The second major group of findings revolved around finances. The majority of the 

findings about financial challenges at Sunnyville contributes to the literature and were not 

previously studied. It is well known that the extent of teacher and administrator effort exceeds 

the basic job requirements: DL programs require extensive time, energy, and resources that EO 

programs do not. However, the financial challenges are far more complex than the basic 

demands for the creation of a program. Specifically, teachers incur out-of-pocket expenses (such 

as credentialing and travel abroad to obtain materials) because the district provides them with 

limited resources for bilingual instruction. It is not sustainable for teachers to have to travel 

abroad to obtain materials. For their part, school administrators are responsible for paying for all 

DL teachers beyond one teacher for each target language. Moreover, the administrators and 

teachers that I interviewed did not seem to be aware of the other group’s financial difficulties in 

running the DL program. 

This study also contributes to the literature on parent involvement in DL programs, 

giving specific examples of parental involvement in DL programs beyond buy-in. At Sunnyville, 

this includes the school-wide cultural celebrations of Día de los Muertos and Lunar New Year, 

among others, events which add an important sociocultural component to DL education. This 
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also impacts students’ socio-emotional growth by increasing students’ empathy. Though this 

touches on the third pillar, sociocultural competence is still often ignored as a school goal. 

Parents volunteer time and energy by offering tours and information sessions to prospective 

students and their families to help grow the program. This parental support relieves teachers and 

administrators of the additional burdens of student recruitment to the DL programs. While there 

may be parents of EO children who could possibly provide the same sociocultural experiences as 

DL parents, it was the DL parents who paid particular attention to these cultural events and 

contributed financially to their success, as they are a component of a DL program. 

Teacher Recruitment and Retention 

The final group of challenges that teachers and administrators identified in their 

interviews, teacher recruitment and retention, is heavily impacted by teacher supply, teacher 

credentialing, and professional development programs. While the literature does take note of the 

limited teacher supply in DL programs, it does not inform on the extent to which DL candidates 

navigate new systems to get their credentials and obtain professional development to improve 

their practice. The future of DL middle school programs relies on qualified credentialed DL 

teachers and, currently, structural barriers make growing the pipeline difficult.  

  The study also reveals the conditions that make teacher retention less likely: a sense of 

isolation, a partial loss in income, and that the district does not provide curriculum at all, and 

only provides one textbook per DL program and a workbook for Mandarin. These factors create 

an unfair burden on DL teachers that EO teachers do not have to face. The district also does not 

provide time or resources for DL-specific PD, making professional development specific to DL 

teachers nearly unattainable.  
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Significance 

This study contributes to the field by revealing the complex negotiations among 

stakeholders of DL middle school programs: administrators, DL teachers, EO teachers, parents, 

and students at a particular school. Every DL school has varied teacher availability and student 

body makeup, two factors that frame its daily procedures and construct or limit the school’s 

capacity and priorities. Though success of this or any one DL program is thus difficult to 

replicate at another school site, findings from this case study remain add to the current body of 

research. Most academic studies on DL programs are focused on the basic success rates of DL 

education and analyses of the top down model. This case study is unique in the contribution it 

makes because it probes practical issues that can be applied directly in a classroom and school 

site setting to benefit DL program sustainability. The lack of participants’ discussion around race 

and class when asked equity questions also supports newer studies indicating that DL programs 

may function in “colorblind” ways, without attention to race or other structural factors impacting 

students and teachers (Palmer et al., 2019; Stoll, 2014).  

There are only two other case studies in the literature about a DL middle school program, 

both of which are over twenty years old. This means they fail to capture developments such as 

propositions, mandates, new sources of funding, demographic changes, and increased demands 

for middle schools to serve elementary DL graduates. This study’s findings contribute a 

contemporary perspective, with practical solutions for existing and up-and-coming schools. The 

most important contribution of my study to these larger questions is its emphasis on these 

pragmatic concerns surrounding programming that have not been much addressed either 

professional development or scholarly literature on DL programs. Specifically, the dependence 

of DL programs on political fortune and geographical location (apparent in Sunnyville’s reliance 
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on California’s new policy) has resulted in a lack of contemporary academic studies or field-

wide standards at the national level.  

There was value in conducting an in-depth case study because it revealed contrasts in 

perceptions that various stakeholders (EO teachers, the DL teachers, parents, and administrators) 

hold of DL programs at the middle school level, and what they see as the successes and as the 

challenges. Field observations revealed the negotiations necessary in each of these respective 

roles, as well as the perceptions they hold about each other’s roles. They also indicated a lack of 

awareness about other stakeholders’ perception of their roles or agency.  

Finally, the study establishes that a DL program can benefit the whole school community, 

challenging the idea that DL programs present a zero-sum game for resources and success at 

school sites with both DL and EO students. Contradicting cursory understandings of the EO 

teachers, the findings around sociocultural education at the school site presents an argument in 

favor of DL programs for all students.  

Limitations of the Study 

Despite the short duration of this study, and the disruptions created by the COVID-19 

pandemic (which made it difficult to follow up with participants or to engage in “member 

checking” of my results), I was able to address my RQs and use them to illuminate challenges to 

the sustainability of DL education at the middle school level—including to identify challenges 

that had not previously been addressed in the literature. However, I did not pursue other critical 

questions that relate to sustainability and equity, in large part because participants did not name 

these issues in their interviews (a silence that is in itself noteworthy). Some data from this study 

suggests that students marginalized by class, ability, and EL status may be differentially 
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impacted by school practices and policies, such as the scheduling of morning breakfast/reading 

time during DL instruction, but I was not able to follow up on these issues. 

Given the opportunity, I would like to have probed further about how institutional 

practices and structural processes may impact both sustainability and matters of equity. It would 

add to the research to know how such scheduling issues have been addressed in the past, or in 

other schools, for what reasons, and what considerations are underway at this school site. I could 

also have probed further for issues of race and class. The absence of talk about race and class 

from both administrators and teachers appears noteworthy in retrospect.  

Similarly, more discussion with and observations of EO teachers would have allowed me 

to delve further into opportunities for or instances of collaboration with the DL program such as 

planning and scheduling. These interviews and classroom visits might have also clarified 

questions about the nature of the impact of the DL program on EO classes.  

The pandemic that arose in the spring of 2020 limited the interaction possible with 

participants. It prevented me from doing further observations, and made it difficult to make 

contact with participants due to the sudden burdens on their time. While phone contact may have 

been possible, as a teacher myself, I was also sensitive to the new pressure and stress teachers 

were experiencing through the spring, and was aware that interviews during that time might 

provide skewed data. 

Implications for Future Research 

This study raises important questions about the sustainability of DL programs at the 

middle school level, specifically programmatic and curricular challenges to meeting the needs of 

all students. Due to the lack of empirical studies in this area, a longitudinal study of at least three 

years (from sixth to eighth grade) could reveal other sustainability factors such as matriculation, 
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teacher recruitment and retention, and scheduling. This could indicate which students stay in the 

program after sixth and seventh grade and matriculate up to the high school DL program, 

including a focus on identifying factors like race or class. There is a local high school that 

opened a DL program for incoming ninth graders specifically due to Sunnyville Middle School 

parent advocacy. A follow-up study at the high school would be noteworthy because of the 

importance of equity for marginalized students in DL programs through secondary school. It 

could potentially answer the question of whether DL programs are actually meeting the needs of 

the population they are meant to serve in the long term.  

A promising new avenue for research around DL education is the proposed fourth pillar, 

critical consciousness (Cervantes-Soon et al., 2017; Palmer et al., 2019). While the third pillar of 

DL is cross-cultural competency, as demonstrated by students’ ability to understand 

multiculturalism, this proposed fourth pillar would expect teachers and administrators to correct 

educational injustices at the middle school level resulting from historical inequities. While DL 

serves as a social justice initiative to combat linguistic oppression, the fourth pillar would expand 

DL practices to further resolve injustices such as historical misinformation, culturally relevant 

curricula, and professional development about anti-racism. However, what practices would be 

implemented, what incentives would be offered, and what accountability would be in place have 

not been defined. This recommendation comes with an added layer of responsibilities that all 

stakeholders must commit to and requires additional resources, which have been known to be 

lacking since the inception of DL. With the indicators from such future research available, the 

Guiding Principles of DLE (Howard et al., 2018) could also be revised and expanded. This kind 

of revision should also reflect and differentiate between the needs of elementary, middle school, 

and high school DL programs.  
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The COVID-19 pandemic has had a tremendous impact on education across the country 

since March 2020. This affects Sunnyville’s DL teachers who travel to obtain necessary 

resources to teach their DL classes, as such travel is now impractical due to various global 

lockdowns. Because we are in this new moment, additional questions arise about the already 

existing inequities becoming exacerbated in DL programs, especially for marginalized students.  

It remains unclear how the pandemic will impact current DL programs, and the seven 

new DL middle school programs scheduled to open for the 2020-2021 school year in the school 

district. There are possible research avenues to pursue about who has access to these programs. 

The rich can always pay for the benefits of DL education, and are likely to have family members 

who have the physical resources, mental resources, and academic background, to help students 

with at-home learning. This widens the gap for students with less educated parents and parents 

who continue to work or struggle to make ends meet due to job loss and/or financial insecurities, 

and may leave out students of color, students from low-income families, and English Learners in 

particular. The recent turn of events ignites significant inquiry around equity, access, and 

inclusion in DL programs. 

Suggestions for Future Practice 

Recommendations for Administrators 

Based on my findings surrounding recruitment and retention, I found myself surprised by 

the miscommunication between administrators and their DL and EO teachers because 

administrators clearly support professional development for their teachers. While administrators 

already attempt to create space for their teachers to engage in meaningful professional 

development, they are unaware of the urgent needs of DL teachers in particular. In this case 

study, it was observed that weekly faculty meetings were for the entire faculty and not 
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differentiated based on teaching programs (DL, Magnet, etc.). Therefore, administrators at 

Sunnyville are encouraged to place priority on DL-specific professional development. Smaller, 

more focused meetings could help administrators understand what their teachers do to 

supplement their materials and potentially help finance their out-of-pocket expenses. In addition 

to more conscientious meeting spaces, one of the DL teachers could act as a representative to 

share key points at regular meetings with administrators in an effort to keep lines of 

communication open. This will aid in administrators being accessible to teachers and aware of 

their various, changing needs. As an example, teachers can work with administrators to think of 

creative ways to offer SSR in Spanish and have BIC with DL conversational language. This 

would ensure both EO and DL students have access to SSR and BIC while also ensuring the 

goals of the DL program are not sacrificed.  

In order to avoid fragility of a program over time, administrators should take control of 

scheduling students’ class time and teachers’ professional development time in more intentional 

ways, and communicate with all stakeholders about any changes. In response to DL teacher 

concerns that they do not get enough DL specific professional development, and in an effort to 

alleviate the isolation that DL teachers experience on this campus, school administrators can 

create partnerships with other DL middle schools and create a resource hub for external 

collaboration in the district. The resource hub would allow teachers to share resources, rather 

than to hoard knowledge, which means that teachers at under-resourced schools and their 

underserved students are most likely to benefit. DL teachers are also likelier to be recruited and 

retained if their experience of isolation is addressed.  

Ultimately, there needs to be a shift toward sharing the responsibilities between teachers, 

parents, and administrators. There is currently vast parental involvement and teacher sacrifice 
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that may not be sustainable for a DL program to thrive. Administrators must ensure that the 

program is sustainable beyond the role of one teacher or a group of parents. For example, 

administrators should relieve parents and teachers of outreach efforts, compensate them for 

necessary learning materials, and help DL and EO teachers create and sustain collaborative 

opportunities. One possibility is the purchasing of books in the target language for DL students 

in order to meet the Sustained Silent Reading (SSR) requirement. Administrators have an 

opportunity to resolve challenges to improve the sustainability of their programs and share these 

strategies with the district’s Multilingual and Multicultural Education Department.  

Suggestions for Teachers 

With the support of administrators toward more collaboration, DL teachers are 

encouraged to use the allotted weekly PD sessions to expand their collaboration beyond their 

immediate team members. Collaborating with other DL and EO teachers who teach different 

subject areas can open the possibility of maximizing instructional time and planning 

interdisciplinary units, increasing the likelihood of teacher retention at Sunnyville. In SSR, for 

example, teachers across EO and DL can collaborate to increase student opportunity for reading 

multilingually. All teachers interviewed mentioned relevant resources in the target language 

being necessary to fulfill the DL requirements as well as to satisfy the extraordinary interests of 

the students. More collaboration with other teachers would allow for rigorous planning, student 

tracking, and interdisciplinary work. Like administrators, teachers also have an opportunity to 

adapt their use of time within their schedule. For educators in DL instruction, this work is crucial 

to achieving the goals of DL education.  

Provided there is funding, DL teachers could lead their own professional development 

sessions. For example, a DL teacher who is passionate about project-based learning could lead 
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the other DL teachers in project-based learning training for their own classrooms. A Mandarin 

DL culture course instructor could show the Spanish DL teachers how to incorporate more 

sociocultural awareness content in the Spanish language courses. Finally, DL middle school 

teachers from other sites could also provide PD that Sunnyville Middle School DL teachers 

could attend.  

Lastly, education around DL for all teachers and staff would benefit the school as a whole 

because equity is adversely impacted by lack of clarity around the purpose of DL education 

among staff. EO teachers who do not fully understand DL would be better able to collaborate 

with their colleagues and help their EO students benefit from the resources available to them 

because of the DL program’s presence. By grasping the goals of DL, EO and DL teachers may 

create a deeper professional community with increased collaboration. 

Personal Reflection 

Because of the lack of empirical studies of DL at the middle school level, I took a more 

holistic approach and remained open to emergent themes from data without a pre-planned scope 

for my research question. While existing literature confirms the benefits of DL education for all 

students, especially ELs, it offers little practical knowledge for current and future administrators 

and teachers in DL programs at the middle school level. This is particularly the case for 

implementation of the proposed fourth pillar for DL, critical consciousness.  

Initially, I wanted to study multiple sites, but this was not possible due to the demands of 

my job as a full-time teacher. As an elementary DL demonstration teacher in an EdD program, I 

did not have the time availability during the work week of a fulltime PhD student who could 

more easily do multiple full day observations. My professional experiences also made me focus 
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the goal of my study more on having a pragmatic impact on school sites than creating yet another 

study demonstrating the benefits of DL education, a fact which is well and truly beyond dispute.  

After making initial contact with administrators and teachers, it surprised me that I found 

it difficult to connect with the DL teachers. Getting the teachers to open up and gain their trust 

took many tries, and I learned about the importance of following-up with potential participants. 

After about three weeks of persistence, the people that were hesitant to speak to me opened up, 

sharing a lot about their program and experiences as DL teachers. The apprehensions they had 

about sharing their frustrations about the DL program, the reasons for which I will not speculate 

on, gave way to rigorous reflection about successes and challenges at their site. Furthermore, my 

continued presence at the school for six months allowed me to develop and maintain 

relationships with the teachers, administrators, and students. Teachers who were reserved at first 

in their interviews were, by the end of my study, talking to me for multiple hours. My opening 

up to them about my own experiences as a DL teacher allowed them to consider me as an ally 

and a colleague, rather than an outside researcher. I made sure to let them know that I was there 

to learn from them, not to appraise or criticize their program, and that my ultimate goal was to 

help improve DL education at other schools. Consequently, their openness led to them bringing 

up themes that I would not have been able to consider before the start of the study, as they were 

never mentioned in the literature. 

This study has informed my journey and commitment to DL education. It is my hope that 

as more DL programs open at the middle school level to support elementary DL graduates, there 

will be enough teachers to teach at them. Since we know that is not currently the case, academic, 

social, and financial investments need to be made in teacher education programs as well as 

within the district to train potential DL teachers from the existing pool of candidates. Jonathan at 
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Sunnyville is one example: already a social studies teacher and a fluent Spanish speaker, he got 

his BCLAD on his own initiative to participate as a teacher in the DL program. 

In addition to the need to hire qualified DL teachers for new programs, I know that those 

middle schools are not currently equipped with resources that will ensure equity among students 

of color (or otherwise marginalized students) as DL programs are intended to do. In order to 

rectify this, the state and city need to reevaluate funding priorities. Proposition 227 was 

overturned in part because of initiatives on the part of state senators. In order to maintain these 

gains, politicians need to continue to commit to the expansion and funding of DL programs 

beyond 2030.  

One area that I could have explored further is the impact of race and class in DL 

programs, including in their creation and success. Using critical race analysis would have 

revealed specific dynamics around race and class, which are fundamental factors of a DL 

program’s equity or lack thereof. For example, in Southern California, concerns include access to 

DL education beyond Spanish and Mandarin, to represent the home languages of the student 

population, including Armenian, Russian, Korean, and indigenous American languages. 

Developing DL programs in these languages would require trained teachers and administrators to 

carry out the essential goals of DL education. Studies also indicate a racial gap in who has access 

to the programs as well as worries about gentrification caused by DL programs (Cervantes-Soon 

et al., 2017; Palmer et al., 2019).   

In considering the lack of DL programs in other languages, I am concerned about the 

future of credentialing for DL middle school teacher candidates in the context of the current 

pandemic. It has led to school closures and this prevents teacher candidates from conducting 

their student teaching and observation requirements, and adds barriers to required state testing. 
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Given my finding related to teachers having to pay for their own credentialing, it follows that 

COVID-19 will make it both logistically and financially unfeasible for some prospective teachers 

to acquire their BCLAD. Additionally, both potential hires and teachers who had already been 

hired from abroad may need to return or remain home as a result of current events. School 

closures present unprecedented challenges, including hiring freezes and test cancellations. 

Compounding the pandemic, the city has not prioritized investing in youth of color, but rather in 

policing them. Historically, the city and the values of DL education have been at odds, from the 

American conquest to the present moment, a struggle which does not aid the sustainability of 

these programs.  

On the positive side, recent years have brought propositions that overturned 

discriminatory practices tied to language and culture, ensuring a future of equity for those who 

need it most. DL programs are not meant to sustain an existing elite class; they are 

fundamentally a project of social justice created and maintained to address and increase equity 

and access with respect to language and sociocultural awareness in education. Teachers and 

administrators at DL middle schools have the agency, incentive, and call to work toward equity 

together.  
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Appendix A 

Interview Protocols 

Interview Protocol for Administrators 

Thank you for your willingness to participate in a study that will provide Dual Language 

programs with important information about the experiences of DL administrators. I am a UCLA 

doctoral student and I am collecting data that will provide DL middle schools with information 

about the successes and challenges involved in creating a sustainable program.  

This interview will last approximately 45 minutes. Everything you discuss with me during this 

interview is confidential so please feel free to speak openly. In order for me to accurately record 

our conversation, I would like to digitally record it so I can later transcribe the interview. The 

recording will not be shared with anyone else. Please let me know if it is not okay to audio tape 

the interview.  If there are points during the interview where you would like the recorder off, 

please feel free to tell me so I can turn off the recording. Do you have any questions before we 

get started? If not, let's begin.   

1. Please state your name and current role at XY School 

2. How long have you been at XY School? 

3. Tell me about the DL program at your school?  

4. What is the mission or goals of the dual language program? 

5. Tell me about the successes and challenges?  

Probe: What’s going well? 

Probe: What are the challenges? 

Probe: Tell me more about…  
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Probe: Curriculum and instruction  

Probe: Scheduling 

Do DL students have access to Honors courses? 

Probe: Finding qualified teachers 

Probe: Program model  

Probe: Space limitations for DL classes  

Probe: materials in both languages? 

Probe: Fidelity to the DL model? 

Probe: How does your program track student progress? 

How do the results impact program design? 

6. How do you address the challenges of staffing and recruitment? 

7. What is the expectation for collaboration of the DL & EO teachers? 

8. How do you address the challenges of scheduling/time allocation for the DL program? 

9. What are some of the PD opportunities for your teachers? 

a. DL  

b. Non-DL  

10. How do you address the challenges of professional development? 

11. Does your program apply for district and other funding for resource development? 

a. If so, how? 

b. If not, what is available? 

12. How are students involved in the decision making process for the program? 

13. How are parents involved in the decision making process for the program? 
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14. How do you make schedules flexible to meet graduation & college eligibility for DL 

students? 

15. Does your school partner with organizations or institutions of higher education to access 

advanced language courses, internships or exchange programs? 

16. Can you tell me about your bilingual assessments to monitor progress and achievement; 

also for offering Seal of Biliteracy. 

17. Is there anything else you would like to share about your DL program? 



 

 

 

81 

Teacher Interview Protocol 

Thank you for your willingness to participate in a study that will provide Dual Language 

programs with important information about the experiences of DL teachers at the middle school 

level. I am a UCLA doctoral student and I am collecting data that will provide DL middle 

schools with information about the successes and challenges involved in creating a sustainable 

program.  

This interview will last approximately 45 minutes. Everything you discuss with me 

during this interview is confidential so please feel free to speak openly. In order for me to 

accurately record our conversation, I would like to digitally record it so I can later transcribe the 

interview. The recording will not be shared with anyone else. Please let me know if it is not okay 

to audio tape the interview.  If there are points during the interview where you would like the 

recorder off, please feel free to tell me so I can turn off the recording. Do you have any questions 

before we get started? If not, let's begin.   

1. Please state your name and role at this school. 

2. How long have you been at this school? 

3. How did you get involved with DL education? 

4. What do you enjoy about teaching in a DL program? 

5. Tell me about the successes and challenges?  

Probe: Tell me more about…  

Probe: materials in both languages? 

Probe: Fidelity to the DL model? 

Probe: Space limitations?  

6. Curriculum and Instruction questions from Strands of GPDLE  
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7. Can you tell me about your collaboration with (DL teachers or EO) teachers?  

8. Does your program have long-term and near-term planning for content area coverage in 

the partner language (i.e., regularly providing updates of staffing needs to district 

personnel; mechanisms to bring in teachers to teach academic content in a partner 

language as opportunities arise)? 

9. What is the mechanism for assessing student progress and achievement in the partner 

language (summatively for accountability and course-end achievement)?  

10. Can you tell me about professional development opportunities offered at your school?  

11. What professional development opportunities do you wish you had?  

12. Does your program have connections with local institutions of higher education for 

student access to advanced language/culture courses and internships in the partner 

language?  

13. Does your program support student preparation for the State Seal of Biliteracy on student 

graduation diplomas? 

14. How does your program include students’ perspectives on the curriculum and governance 

(e.g., a DLI student site council)? 

15. How does your program include parents in decision-making? 

c. If no, probe…  

16. Does your program have resources for translation of existing and development of new 

resources in the partner language?  

17. Is there anything else you would like to share about your DL program? 
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Appendix B  

Copyright 2016 by A.L. Bailey and A. Woodbridge. Used with permission of the authors.  
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Appendix C 

Copyright 2016 by A.L. Bailey and A. Woodbridge. Used with permission of the authors.  
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