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As the number of language-minoritized students, such as English learners (ELs) grows in 

the United States (Bergey et al., 2018; Núñez et al., 2016; Kanno & Cromley, 2015), it is 

necessary to understand their experiences in post-secondary education. When EL students 

transition into higher education, they lose their labels and language development resources they 

were receiving in K-12th grade due to federal and state policies that protect them (Núñez et al., 

2016). As a result, there is no way to continue tracking EL students in higher education. It is 

important to continue understanding the experiences of EL students to understand how they 

compare with non-EL counterparts in college and to determine the supports these students may 

still need in college. Given that EL students lose their language labels in higher education, this 

dissertation utilizes an asset-based label, culturally and linguistically diverse (CLD), to refer to 
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students who were EL students in K-12th grade, as these students’ cultures and linguistic. 

Evidence shows that these students are not afforded opportunities to learn the academic language 

in their K-12 English development programs that students will need in college (Gándara & 

Hopkins, 2010). Academic language is of great importance in higher education to communicate 

new learning, ideas, and stances with professors and peers, and these language demands placed 

on CLD college students often go unnoticed. Not only that, the linguistic assets that CLD 

students bring with them to college like their bilingualism and multilingualism often are erased 

in the college space (Mazak & Carroll, 2017). The aim of this dissertation was to understand the 

CLD students’ socio-academic experiences in K-12th grade in relation to context-specific 

languages and how context-specific languages shape CLD college students’ socio-academic 

college experiences according to the situations and people that surround them. Using an 

ethnonarrative inquiry research approach, 15, CLD college students were interviewed using a 

testimonio interview protocol (Reyes & Curry Rodríguez, 2012) and completed a 4-week journal 

reflection activity. The last portion of the study consisted of college classroom observations.  

In general, the CLD students described how external language ideologies have shaped 

their own language ideologies and their self-perceptions about their language skills. The students 

also describe how family language policies and school language policies have also contributed to 

shaping their language ideologies and self-perception about their language skills. An important 

theme that resonated among the CLD students was the use of private speech in their home 

languages to learn and study their college course materials and other metacognitive skills, 

including self-awareness of how their home and academic languages impact their social and 

academic experiences as college students. In line with Yosso’s Community Cultural Wealth 

framework, the CLD students’ experiences reveal the different forms of capital that have 
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informed their experiences. Although, this dissertation originally was focused on how linguistic 

capital has impacted these students’ social and academic experiences, the students’ narratives tap 

into other forms of capital, social, familial, navigational and aspirational. In addition, the CLD 

students describe their experiences of planning and preparing for college as EL and first-

generation college students. The findings from this study have implications on language use and 

language learning policies in the K-16 pipeline that can better support culturally and 

linguistically diverse students in college.    
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Chapter 1 

 
Introduction  

 
The majority of culturally and linguistically diverse (CLD), K-12 students were born in 

the U.S. (63%) and have immigrant parents (85%) (Klein et al., 2004). Many of these students 

speak two or more languages and researchers argue that their bilingualism and multilingualism 

contribute to their academic success (Portes & Rumbaut, 2001). Other researchers have argued 

that CLD students’ cultural and ideological differences hinder their abilities to form strategic 

institutional ties with teachers (Stanton-Salazar & Dornbusch, 1995). Researchers like 

Valenzuela (1999) have pointed that out educators and policy makers do not necessarily see CLD 

students’ primary language or native language as an asset, rather, they see it as an obstacle to 

their learning. In addition, they argued attaining English language proficiency is essential for 

linguistically diverse students’ educational success. Attaining the English language proficiency 

goal is sometimes problematic because linguistically diverse students are usually not afforded the 

opportunities to attain the appropriate English language proficiency skills they need to succeed 

academically.  

In many instances, the language instruction educational programs (LIEPs) linguistically 

diverse students are placed into in the K-12 educational system are characterized as “sheltering” 

or pulling English learner (EL) students out of their mainstream classroom (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2012) to learn English, while sacrificing linguistically diverse students’ opportunity 

to learn academic content alongside their non-linguistically diverse peers. Many of the LIEPs are 

not preparing linguistically diverse students to study the academic content and develop the 

language skills they need to succeed in mainstream K-12 grade classrooms, and ultimately, they 
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are not being adequately prepared for post-secondary education (Gándara & Hopkins, 2010; 

Rios-Aguilar et al., 2012).  

Although some of the services EL students receive in K-12th grade are known to be 

unsuccessful, these students are protected by federal law such as the 1968 Bilingual Education 

Act (BEA) which dictated the right to receive K-12 education for EL students (Núñez et al., 

2016). Once these students graduate from high school, however, there is no law that specifies the 

right to a post-secondary education. At the same time, they lose specialized academic support 

they are required to receive by law in K-12th grade (San Miguel, 2004). English learners who 

decide to pursue a post-secondary education lose all the academic services they were receiving in 

K-12th grade, therefore not receiving the support that they may truly still need (Núñez et al., 

2016).  

Not receiving adequate college academic support can be detrimental for EL students as 

evidence shows these students graduate from college at lower rates than their peers (Núñez et al., 

2016). The lack of academic support in higher education makes the college pathways of EL 

students difficult; for example, some students are advised to take an English placement 

assessment and others are not (Bunch et al., 2011). This practice is true even for students who 

were classified as EL prior to transitioning into post-secondary education. These students are 

known as reclassified fluent proficient English (RFEP) students. Placement testing1 is a high-

stakes ordeal which determines what types of services and instruction students should receive 

once they begin post-secondary education (Hodara, 2015). Many criticize this practice because 

 
1 On January 1st, 2018, Assembly Bill 705 took effect. This bill requires that a community college district or college 
maximize the probability that students complete transfer-level coursework in English and math within one year. The 
bill also dictates students’ high school coursework, high school grades, and high school grade point average should 
be taken into consideration when placing students in college courses, instead of relying on placement testing 
(California Community Colleges, 2018).  
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many students are misplaced and are unable to progress through the college system due to taking 

a plethora of remedial courses, many of which are not credit-bearing (Bunch, 2008). In addition, 

many times, EL students who completed their secondary education in the United States are 

placed with students with different language needs and very different educational backgrounds, 

even including international students.  

The implication of these systematic procedures in higher education for EL students is that 

they again fall into a similar trap of limited opportunities to learn as when they were in K-12th 

grade schooling. The academic language encountered in school helps students acquire and use 

different types of knowledge according to field-specificity (Bailey, 2007; Scarcella, 2003). 

Academic language can be complex for students, even for non-linguistically diverse students. 

Academic language in higher education is even more complex, and depending on the field-

specificity, there are technical words, grammar, and discourse students need to have the 

command of (Scarcella, 2003). The role of academic language (AL) or academic English (AE)2 

is a pertinent factor in the post-secondary educational experiences of EL students that 

necessitates attention, as having AL proficiency (ALP) is an important variable in obtaining 

socio-economic success in the United States. It is important that EL students have command over 

the different forms and functions of AL or AE so that they can successfully gain access to 

challenging academic content and knowledge. 

Due to the diversity of CLD students’ backgrounds, there exists a vast richness of capital 

that contributes to their educational experiences. Many of these students are bilingual and even 

 
2 Academic English (AE) refers to the register used in school and academic settings. This variety of English 
involves the multiple and complex features of English that are required for success in school and career 
advancement. In addition, it is having mastery of a writing system and academic conventions and proficiency in 
reading, speaking, and listening (Scarcella, 2003). AL and AE are used interchangeably in the research. AL is the 
term that will be used throughout this dissertation proposal.  
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multilingual which is an asset for cognitive functioning (e.g., Bialystok et al., 2012) and denotes 

an increased ability to contribute to the global economy (Callahan & Gándara, 2014). Other than 

linguistic capital, LD students bring with them community cultural wealth which includes social 

capital (e.g., family emotional support) and cultural capital (e.g., information about college they 

may find out from their peers and not from their college institution) which shape their academic 

pathways and overall college experiences and decisions. It is important to explore and 

understand how AL and linguistic capital together play a role in EL students’ post-secondary 

pathways and experiences to understand how to best support their persistence and success in 

college.  

This dissertation takes a social constructivist point of view (Berger & Luckmann, 1967), 

which seeks to understand how individuals acquire knowledge and interact with the world, 

meaning that, there is an emphasis on the collaborative nature of learning. This study took into 

account the importance of culture and context to understand what occurs in society and construct 

knowledge based on this understanding (Vygotsky, 1978). The goal of the study was to rely as 

much as possible on the participants’ views of the situation being studied.   

Three levels of data were collected. The first level of data are testimonios or narratives 

from CLD, first-generation college students. Second, a set of students’ e-journal entries were 

collected. Lastly, the third level of data involved observations of the students’ college 

classrooms. After the completion of the data collection, I triangulated the data to analyze and I 

followed up with the students as a form of keeping reliability in the data to corroborate my 

understanding of what students wrote in their e-journals. 

As noted earlier, CLD students experience challenges with acquiring and using AL in 

academic settings, partly due to the lack of opportunities they were afforded in their education 
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prior to transitioning into post-secondary education. The attainment and use of AL in higher 

education is of importance as one can obtain certain opportunities, such as obtaining a research 

assistant position in a lab or obtaining an internship opportunity (Scarcella, 2003). Although AL 

is of significant importance in higher education, it does not mean that CLD students’ home 

languages are no longer of importance in post-secondary education. CLD students’ home 

languages continue to shape their identities even once they have become college students. The 

research on the role of students’ home languages in shaping college students’ academic and 

social experiences in post-secondary education is nearly non-existent. For that reason, my 

dissertation sought to fill that gap.  

The significance of this dissertation was to inform language use and language learning 

policies in higher education. From this study, I created a new perspective around how CLD 

students in particular, make sense of AL in higher education. The findings also inform higher 

education policy on the lack of opportunities CLD students have to use their home languages. 

The results could also yield the creation of collaborative opportunities for professors and 

teaching assistants (TAs) from various departments. Professors and TAs from foreign language 

departments could work together with other departments to help support the development and 

use of CLD college students’ home languages. 

Research Questions 

1. In what ways do CLD college students’ narratives about context-specific language usage 

inform our understanding of their socio-academic experiences as previous English 

learners before entering post-secondary education?  

2. In what ways do CLD college students’ narratives about context-specific language usage 

inform our understanding of their socio-academic experiences as college students. 
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a. What do CLD college students’ linguistic experiences look like inside a college 

classroom?  
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Chapter 2  

Literature Review 
 

 The attempt of this literature review is to describe the existing work on CLD college 

students and their socio-academic experiences from their secondary to their post-secondary 

education. It also attempts to identify the knowledge gaps and to describe how this study sought 

to close some of those gaps. This literature review comprises multiple sections. The first section 

describes how CLD students are defined in the literature. Next, I discuss the varied language 

backgrounds of CLD students. After that, the literature review describes how academic language 

is defined and conceptualized in the literature and describing how English is used for specific 

purposes in post-secondary education. Lastly, the literature review focuses on the issues that 

affect CLD students in post-secondary education and will describe what are social and academic 

college experiences.  

Categories of Culturally and Linguistically Diverse Students  
 

In this dissertation, I use the term culturally and linguistically diverse to refer to language 

minoritized groups of students who were EL in K-12th grade or continue to hold the label when 

they enter post-secondary education. Traditionally, the term CLD has been used to refer to 

students in gifted education (Castellano & Diaz, 2002; Ford et al., 2008), in special education 

(Coutinho & Oswald, 2004; Utley et al., 2011), and only one uses the CLD term to refer to 

Latino, immigrant students to explore the practices that help these students attain college access. 

Researchers who study EL students have defined these groups of students in different ways 

depending on the context where these students have been studied. For example, Callahan et al. 

(2010) defined linguistically diverse students as those who speak a language other than English 

in their home. Furthermore, they described the term “linguistically diverse” is inclusive of 
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students who are considered biliterates3 and EL students and are usually youth who have come 

from one community to a new community. Within the larger umbrella of the term “linguistically 

diverse students” exists heterogenous students who do not only differ by language status or 

English language proficiency. There are other factors that conflate into the “linguistically 

diverse” term such as race and ethnicity where most of these students can be considered Students 

of Color, “home environment, parent education, school quality, and teachers’ perceptions, 

expectations, and behaviors” (Deil-Amen & Turley, 2007).   

A large percentage of language/linguistic minority students in the United States are 

English Learners (ELs). The National Center for Education Statistics (NCES; 2018) reported 4.6 

million students (9.5 percent of the total public-school enrollment) in the United States were 

classified as EL students4 and participated in EL language assistance programs and services in 

fall 2015. According to the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), ELs are defined as students 

who come from non-English-speaking homes and “whose difficulties in speaking, reading, 

writing, or understanding the English language may be sufficient to deny the individual …; (ii) 

the ability to successfully achieve in classrooms where the language of instruction is English; or 

(iii) the opportunity to participate fully in society” (U.S. Department of Education, 2016, p. 43).  

In addition, federal policies (Lau v. Nichols, 1974) have mandated EL students be 

identified within the linguistically diverse population and the same services be provided for 

 
3 Historically, biliteracy is focused on a skills-based view of an individual’s literacies in one or another language by 
which individuals acquire the ability to read and write in two languages in functionally appropriate ways. 
Individuals also acquire different attitudes and values about different literacy practices, including associations with 
particular identities and social positions. Biliteracy is not just learned in schools, it is also developed with families, 
at home, and the community (García, Bartlett, Kleifgen, 2007).   
4 EL students in K-12th grade speak an array of languages (Batalova, Fix, & Murray, 2007). In their report, NCES 
(2018) published that the most common home language for EL students was Spanish (77.1%) out of all the EL 
students. The other reported languages were Arabic, Chinese, and Vietnamese. In addition, there was a greater 
percentage of EL students in the lower grades than the upper grades. NCES reported that 16.3% of EL students were 
in kindergarten, 8.2% of EL students were in 6th grade, 6.6% of EL students were in 8th grade, and 3.9% were in 12th 
grade (NCES, 2018).  
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them. This law recognized that all linguistically diverse students must simultaneously learn 

English and content area academics to fully participate in either the workforce or higher 

education. It was ruled that simply placing linguistically diverse students along with their 

English-only peers was not offering linguistically diverse students equal educational 

opportunities. According to the policies of each state and the school district, linguistically 

diverse students are classified in different forms. EL identification varies across schools, 

districts, and state, and also across the academic career of each individual student (Gándara & 

Merino, 1993; Linquanti, 2001; Ragan & Lesaux, 2006).   

It is important to note that the vast majority of EL students are born in the United States. 

A report by the Migration Policy Institute in 2015 showed 85% of U.S. born children are EL 

students in Pre-K to 5th grade in comparison to 15% who are foreign born. Sixty-two percent of 

U.S. born children are EL students in 6th-12th grade in comparison to 38% who are foreign born. 

In the state of California, in the 2017-2018 academic year, 27.7% of students were classified as 

EL students for 0-3 years, and 6.1% were classified as at risk for being classified as for 4-5 years 

(California Department of Education, 2018). 

Each year, EL students are required to take an English language proficiency assessment 

to determine whether they have made the appropriate advancement in the four language domains 

(reading, writing, speaking, and listening) along with other determining factors such as  

academic performance, and teacher and parent input (based on state and in some cases school 

district level requirements; California Department of Education, 2018). If EL students are 

successfully meeting all required criteria, they are designated as RFEP or “ever-EL” students. 

RFEP students demonstrate high English proficiency and vary in their home language 
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proficiency. In the state of California, 46.5% of the student population was labeled as RFEP in 

the 2017-2018 school year (California Department of Education, 2018).  

There is a misconception that all CLD students are considered EL students (Kanno & 

Harklau, 2012a). As stated earlier, CLD students are also multilingual students who speak a non-

English language at home. This group of students differ in their academic English proficiency; 

some may demonstrate a high proficiency and others may demonstrate a low proficiency which 

prevents them from benefitting from their regular English-medium instruction. Moreover, CLD 

students can be second-generation immigrant students and can show more dominance in English 

than in their home language. When considering the college context, the distinction of CLD 

students and their English proficiency is important as there are differences in their patterns of 

college access and persistence (Kanno & Harklau, 2012a).  

For EL students, their language status is intended to be temporary; however, many 

students remain an EL for many years (Olsen, 2014). Students who remain an EL without 

progressing toward English proficiency for more than six years in U.S. schools are considered to 

be long-term English language learners (LTELs; The Glossary of Education Reform, 2015). 

Long-term English language learners are orally fluent in English and their home language(s) for 

social purposes but may lack the oral and literacy skills necessary for academic success in their 

grade level. However, they demonstrate higher levels of English proficiency than EL students, 

and at the same time demonstrate low- and high-levels of their home language proficiency. 

These students lack academic language and the understanding and knowledge of academic 

genres and possess weak English syntax, grammar, and vocabulary. Lastly, research evidence 

shows LTEL students struggle in content areas that require literacy (Menken et al., 2012; Olsen, 

2014). In the 2017-2018 academic year in California, 9.2% percent of the student population was 



 

  11 

classified at LTEL for being an EL for six or more years in the system (California Department of 

Education, 2018).  

Within the typology of EL students is a group of students known as “newcomer students” 

(Short & Boyson, 2012). Newcomers are defined as students who were born outside of the 

United States and are enrolled in U.S. schools for less than three years. These linguistically 

diverse5 students need other language supports than the ones offered to EL students who were 

born in the United States, such as basic literacy support, but may demonstrate similar levels of 

English proficiency as other ELs. These students are not prepared for secondary level texts and 

assignments. In addition to academic challenges, newcomer students face acculturation issues 

making their transition to a new country even more difficult (Short & Boyson, 2012). Within the 

newcomers’ category, there also exists students with limited or interrupted formal education 

(SLIFE). Students with limited or interrupted formal education bring in additional life 

experiences that make their educational needs unique; for example, they may not be familiar 

with the culture of schooling (U.S. Department of Education, 2016). These students demonstrate 

less well-developed skills in their native language or English in comparison to other newcomer 

students. Students with limited or interrupted formal education are usually refugees who have 

suffered, experienced trauma, or witnessed disturbing events (LAUSD Master Plan for EL and 

SEL students, 2018).6  

California is known to have a high percentage of EL students. Many of these youth are 

from Central America, Mexico, Philippines, India, China, South Korea, Vietnam, and other 

countries (The Education Trust-West, 2017). A large number of these students have also 

 
5 In this dissertation, the “culturally and linguistically diverse” term will be used interchangeably for EL students, 
LTEL students, and RFEP students. 
6 For other typologies of English learners, see LAUSD Master Plan for EL and SEL students, 2018. 
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obtained what is known as Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) which gives eligible 

individuals administrative relief from deportation (Benuto et al., 2018). Due to these changing 

demographics, there is a growing number EL students who are not only considered 2nd 

generation, but also 1st generation and 1.5 generation students according to country of birth and 

the number of years they have lived in the United States.  

The Language and Cognitive Skills of CLD Students  

Even though the literature recognizes CLD students lack essential English language 

skills, these students have proficient knowledge of their home language(s), native language(s), or 

primary language(s) (Orellana, 2003). Many CLD students are bilingual and even multilingual 

students. From a linguistic and second language acquisition lens, bilingual and multilingual 

speakers have a multicompetent mind meaning they have “two grammars in their mind” (Cook, 

1992). Evidence shows bilinguals and multilinguals have different metalinguistic awareness and 

cognitive process from monolingual speakers, meaning they can understand and see things from 

various perspectives and are more flexible in solving certain types of problems. Another 

characteristic that makes bilinguals and multilinguals different from monolinguals is their ability 

to codeswitch which involves changing from one language to another in mid-speech in seconds 

which is a powerful cognitive process to possess.   

The ability to experience life from two or more languages is a form of linguistic capital 

(Yosso, 2005). Linguistic capital is a concept used to indicate that Students of Color who speak 

more than one language arrive at school with multiple languages, communication, and social 

skills. These students must draw from various language registers to communicate with different 

audiences. Depending on the audience they are speaking to, they must know the cultural 

practices involved in communication, such as facial affect, volume, and tone. Orellana (2003) 
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and Orellana et al. (2003) found bilingual children who often act as language brokers or 

translators for their parents or other adults develop multiple social tools of “vocabulary, audience 

awareness, cross-cultural awareness, ‘real-world’ literacy skills, math skills, metalinguistic 

awareness, teaching and tutoring skills, familial responsibility, and social maturity” (p. 6). These 

are skills Students of Color who are also considered linguistically diverse continue to develop 

and take with them even when they enter into post-secondary education.  

Even though CLD students may lag behind on the essential linguistic capital of academic 

language skills when they enter higher education, they can rely on the English knowledge they 

know, and even more importantly they can rely on their home language(s) to make sense of 

content. From a second language acquisition perspective, researchers argue a common 

underlying language proficiency exists, meaning that there is an interdependence of children’s 

languages and there is a transfer of knowledge between them (Cummins, 2000). For example, 

students who speak Spanish as their first language have an advantage in that certain terms in 

Spanish share cognates with English terms used in formal or academic contexts. Moreover, 

students’ L1 who share a common orthography with their L2 (English) use their vocabulary 

knowledge as a base for their literacy development in English (August & Shanahan, 2006). 

These behaviors continue to follow bilingual and multilingual students even in post-secondary 

education.   

In relation to discourse language abilities, bilingual speakers have shown greater benefits 

of narrative development in their first language (Fiestas & Peña, 2004). They found that fluent 

bilingual children’s Spanish-language stories contained more adverbial clauses than in their 

English-language stories. Bailey et al. (2008) reported similar findings. As the students continue 

to develop their English language skills, they show improvements in their narratives.  
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In addition, bilingual speakers have higher pragmatic language abilities as they 

demonstrate a higher level of language behavior capabilities, in comparison to monolingual 

speakers. For example, bilingual speakers can engage in translanguaging, which is the practice 

of negotiating among multiple languages for the purposes of communication (García & Li, 

2014). One of these translanguaging practices is codeswitching; in which the speaker switches 

from one language to another in an instant during a conversation. Codeswitching is seen as 

having important social/interactional functions.  

Pragmatic language skills are of necessity in U.S. society and local communities as 

individuals encounter speakers from around the world in different contexts and settings. They are 

of necessity in courts, hospitals, and in other situational contexts that may need an interpreter or 

translator to transmit messages from one language to another. Even in higher education, 

pragmatic language skills are of necessity as there are diverse language speakers and different 

contexts where a diverse set of language skills are necessary.  

Policies and Ideologies that Affect CLD Students’ Self-Perceptions of Language Skills 

Family Language Practices and School Language Policies  

Cooper and Cooper (1989) defined language policy or language planning as, “deliberate 

efforts to influence the behavior of others with respect to the acquisition, structure, or functional 

allocation of their language codes” (p. 45). The field of language policy centers at the core of 

language ideologies (what people think about language); of language practices (what people do 

with language); and of efforts to influence those language practices through language 

interventions, planning, or management (what people try to do to language; Spolsky, 2004). 

Initially, the line of language policy was concerned with solving problems in newly independent, 

former colonial nations (Berry, 1968; Fishman, 1968). Over the years, the language policy line of 
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research has moved towards understanding language policies from social and cultural 

standpoints (King, 2003; Ricento, 2006, 2009). 

In their family language policy (or family language practice) article, King et al. (2008) 

developed a framework that blends language policy and child language acquisition and 

highlights the role of language ideologies in shaping family language practices. They argued 

family language policies are important in “shaping children’s developmental trajectories, connect 

in significant ways with children’s formal school success, and collectively determine the 

maintenance and future status of minority languages” (p. 907). Wiley and Wright (2004) 

highlighted the oppressive language policies that historically have affected language minority 

students in school in the United States. “Language and literacy policies historically have been 

used as instruments of social control” (p. 142). The authors connected their argument with the 

standardized assessment movement of minority students and cite research that high-stakes testing 

is actually not improving the quality of teaching and learning and appears to be having a negative 

effect on language-minority students. One of the anti-bilingual programs, transitional bilingual 

education (TBE) has come under scrutiny due to failing students’ educational needs and the 

erasure of students’ first language, following a “subtractive bilingualism” where English replaces 

students’ first language (Bialystok, 2013; Castro et al., 2011). It can be argued such type of 

programming for EL students are created with deficit-based perspectives in mind, with the 

narrative that EL students have a problem, or a “language gap” (Johnson & Zentella, 2017) and it 

needs to be fixed.  

Since the historical Lau v. Nichols, 1974 court case, there is evidence of the intentional 

language shaming and erasure that schools do to get language minoritized students to attain 

English. In a state policy context, states like California and Arizona have had strict school 
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language policies by the passing of the English for the Children, Proposition 227, in California in 

1998 and the English Language Education for Children in Public Schools, Proposition 203, in 

Arizona in 2000 which was more stringent than the English-only proposition in California 

(Ricento, 1995; Schmid, 2000).  

Language Ideologies  

Using an anthropological perspective, Kroskrity (2004) theorized the concept of language 

ideologies includes five features: group or individual interests (a member’s notion of what is 

“true,” “morally good,” or “aesthetically pleasing” about language are rooted in social 

experience and often demonstrable tied to political-economic interests); the multiplicity of 

ideologies (consists of various social areas like class, gender, generations, etc. within social 

groups that can produce diverse perspectives); awareness of speakers, mediating functions of 

ideologies (language users bridge their sociocultural experience and their linguistic and 

discursive resources by establishing those linguistic and discursive forms as indexically tied to 

features of their sociocultural experience); and the role of language ideology in identity 

construction (meaning that language has served as a key to naturalizing the boundaries of social 

groups). Analysis of language policies (King, Fogle, & Logan-Terry, 2008) in the higher 

education sphere is understudied and tends to come from a higher education international 

perspective (Mazak & Carroll, 2016; Kuteeva & Airey, 2014; Fortanet-Gómez, 2013). The study 

of family language practices in the United States is necessary to understand how they shift when 

students move into college. It is necessary to understand whether home/family language 

practices are maintained or become different given that the CLD students live in a different 

context where the home/family language policies don’t apply anymore.  

Raciolinguistic Ideologies  
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There are critics of academic English (AE) as they argue AE is a barrier and stigmatizes 

students who have learned English as a second language. One of them is Nelson Flores who 

pushes forward that “appropriate” forms of language (i.e., academic language or academic 

English) perpetuates a deficient perspective of language minoritized students’ language practices 

(English language learners, heritage language learners, and Standard English learners; Flores & 

Rosa, 2015). In Flores and Rosa (2015), they propose a new term, “raciolinguistic ideologies,” 

where language minoritized students are viewed as linguistically deviant even when they engage 

in linguistic practices positioned as normative and innovative when interacting with privileged 

white individuals. Furthermore, they propose that the binary distinction between “academic” and 

“social” language and the formal and informal settings where these languages are used, 

stigmatizes the linguistic practices of language minoritized students in academic settings. Lastly, 

the researchers proposed that there should be a shift of looking at language in a binary way and 

reconceptualize language education beyond appropriateness-based approaches.  

Flores (2013) proposed researchers should adopt the developing notion that the Teaching 

English to speakers of other languages (TESOL) literature has of “plurilingualism” in a more 

democratic and policy-oriented perspective to disrupt and challenge the hierarchy of language 

and its power relations. The implications of being plurilingual does not mean having the mastery 

of a large number of languages to a high proficiency; but rather having the ability to use more 

than one linguistic register to a certain degree and for different purposes. This pluralistic 

perspective takes into account the proficiency of the various linguistic registers can change over 

time. 

Defining and Conceptualizing Academic Language and  
its Functions in K-12th Grade and Higher Education 

 
Academic Language in K-12 grade 
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In the simplest form, academic language (AL; usually referred to as academic English 

(AE) in the literature) refers to the language used in school to help students access the curriculum 

and make sense of it (Bailey & Heritage, 2008; Schleppegrell, 2004). Various approaches and 

theoretical frameworks to define AE and AL have emerged since the late 1970s and early 1980s.  

 Cummins’ (1979, 1980, 1981) first seminal pieces argued the oral language proficiency 

measures given to EL students were not adequate measures to explain the linguistic challenges 

these students were experiencing in school. Cummins characterized the language students bring 

into the school settings as basic interpersonal communication skills (BICS) or social language 

and cognitive academic language proficiency (CALP) as the more academic context-specific 

language. Cummins (1981, 1984, 2000) expanded that while the acquisition and development of 

social and academic language happens simultaneously, the degree of difficulty of academic 

language is higher given the cognitive demands and skills acquiring academic language presents 

such as application, analysis, synthesis, and evaluation. Later, Scarcella (2003) criticized 

Cummins’ language acquisition framework as binary.  

Bailey (2007), whose own AE frameworks are based on the elementary and secondary 

education perspective (Bailey, 2007; Bailey & Heritage, 2008), argued previous frameworks of 

academic language and social language, such as those put forth by Cummins, erroneously state 

“there is something inherent in social language that makes it less sophisticated or less cognitively 

demanding than language used in an academic context” (Bailey, 2007, p. 9). She suggested this 

is not the case, as social language can be equally complex depending on the situation in which 

students are using language. Acquiring the knowledge of AL requires the understanding of many 

constructs, such as cultural and social norms, as well as nonverbal cues (Fenner & Snyder, 

2017). The difference between the registers, Bailey (2007) argued, could be made around the 
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“complex grammatical structures, specialized vocabulary, and uncommon language functions” 

(p. 9) very often used for the academic register. Furthermore, she defined academic language as 

“language that stands in contrast to the everyday informal speech that students use outside the 

classroom environment” (p. 12). Academic English involves various language modalities. It goes 

beyond just the literate uses of language. It also involves oral language (listening and speaking 

skills) for students to be able to fully participate in their classroom discourse. In addition, 

learning language discourse in the classroom or at school goes beyond just learning academic 

language. School is a place for students to make friends and have social interactions; to express 

their feelings, needs to their peers, teachers, and other staff at their school and have to follow 

their teachers’ directions.  

Later, Bailey and Heritage (2008) extended their definition of academic language as 

being context-specific, breaking the distinction of AE into school navigational language (SNL) 

and curriculum content language (CCL). School navigational language is the language for 

classroom management, while CCL is “the language used in the process of teaching and learning 

content material” (p. 15). The distinctions they propose between social language, SNL, and CCL 

are: the purpose(s) for the language; degree of formality; context-use and acquisition; modalities 

in which the language is used (listening, speaking, reading, or writing); teacher expectations for 

language abilities; and grade-level expectations.  

Like Bailey and Heritage’s (2008) distinction of academic language, Scarcella (2008) 

described SNL is necessary in the conceptualization of AE but also introduced foundational 

knowledge of English and essential academic language (EAL) as additional components of AE 

needed in order for students to learn CCL. Scarcella defined foundational knowledge of English 

as the basic skills and common vocabulary in English necessary for communicating inside and 
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outside the school setting, such as knowing how to read and write and knowing how to use 

simple verb tenses. She clarified foundational knowledge of English is not just social, informal 

language, as it requires explicit and systematic instruction as well. Essential academic language 

refers to the “basic features of academic language that are used across all content areas” (p. 6) 

including academic words, complex sentence structures, and discourse features for cohesion.  

Taking EAL into consideration, this means that, AE goes beyond the meaning of just 

vocabulary. Academic English also refers to discourse, sentence, and word knowledge within a 

sociocultural context. Although it is important for EL students to learn and access unfamiliar 

vocabulary in the classroom, it is also necessary for EL students to gain knowledge of sentence- 

and discourse-level features of AE so they can gain academic success (Fenner & Snyder, 2017). 

Academic Language in Higher Education  

The distinctions between AL and SL presented earlier also apply to the higher education 

sector as the learning and usage of academic language and social language continue even in post-

secondary education. It goes beyond the word, semantic, and discourse levels of AE. In post-

secondary education, college students are required to perform various AE tasks such as read 

abstracts, write key ideas from lectures, formulate critiques, summaries, annotated 

bibliographies, reports, case studies, research projects, and expository and argumentative essays 

(Scarcella, 2003). Academic English also includes various genres specific to various disciplines 

such as science, economics, and mathematics (Johns, 1997). The following table is an example 

of the various functions of the linguistic component of AE in higher education in everyday 

situations and in academic contexts.  

English for Specific Purposes in Higher Education  
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In the 1990s, through the teaching and learning of English for specific purposes (ESP), 

AE in post-secondary settings became an international movement for adult students, especially 

foreign students learning English for specific purposes in relation to their career outcomes (Johns 

& Dudley-Evans, 1991; Strevens, 1988). They adopted various versions of academic English, 

such as English for science and technology, English for graduate teaching assistants, and 

“general” English for academic purposes and various versions of occupational English, such as 

English for business and vocational ESL or English for the workplace (Johns & Dudley-Evans, 

1991). The characteristics of ESP were designed around the specific needs of the learner, related 

in content across disciplines, occupations, and activities, and centered on the language 

appropriate to these specific activities in syntax, lexis, discourse, semantics, and analysis of 

discourse. The focus during the 1980s-90s was on the English language needs of international 

speakers and the internationalization of ESP, and with that, the separation of students to learn 

ESP according to their particular discipline (Hutchinson & Waters, 1987; Spack, 1988; Williams, 

1978; Widdowson, 1983). This represented a move away from the argument that language 

should be taught from a variety of subjects rather than from a specific a discipline, and referred 

to the wide-angle approach to learning ESP proponents during that time pushed forward  

Others like Master and Brinton (1998) also argued for the separation of English 

according to students’ discipline and direct language needs. Master and Brinton’s work was 

meant to be a resource book for practitioners in which the book is divided in subdivisions of 

ESP: General English for specific purposes; English for academic purposes; English for art and 

design; English for business and economics; English for legal purposes; English for science and 

technology; and English for vocational purposes. This resource provides the practitioner with 

information about the level of the students for whom it was designed, the linguistic and social 
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skills it is meant to develop, estimated time of preparation for the teacher and the time needed for 

classroom performance, and the resources required.  

Contrary to the above arguments, Elbow (1991) contended college students should not 

only be taught academic discourse, but they also need to be taught non-academic discourse. He 

argued some students may not have to use academic discourse after they graduate college. If 

teaching focused solely on teaching academic discourse, then instructors would lead students to 

fail at wanting to write by choice so they can produce nonacademic and academic discourse. In 

some instances, students may only be using academic discourse as a mechanism to hide their 

lack of understanding (Elbow, 1991). I argue that early work on ESP fail to mention how ESP 

should be integrated into mainstream content. They also show a lack of awareness or perhaps 

lack of knowledge that language learning is fluid and dynamic as researchers in second language 

learning and bilingual education in K-12th grade have argued (García & Li, 2014).   

Through Which Lens(es) are CLD Students’ Socio-Academic  
College Experiences Currently Understood?  

 
The research that exists on EL students in higher education revolves mostly around their 

academic experiences around the criticism of language placement testing, remedial course 

placement, and the educational trajectories of EL students examining nonlinguistic factors which 

affect post-secondary degree attainment (Bunch, 2008; Kanno & Cromley, 2013; Núñez & 

Sparks, 2012). A lack of policy developments contributes to issues EL students face in attaining 

a post-secondary degree. The federal policies which exist in K-12 education have never specified 

any education guidelines for EL students past the K-12 grade levels (Núñez et al., 2016). At the 

state level, policies shape the educational trajectories of EL students since states have the 

autonomy to decide which instructional practices to use and which to forbid for EL students. 

Additionally, once EL students leave high school, they lose their “language educational 
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protections,” their EL classification, and the academic support they were receiving in school 

(San Miguel, 2004). Once in higher education, students are no longer identified by their English 

language proficiency, therefore many do not receive the support they need to succeed in 

postsecondary education.  

Kanno (2015), Harklau (2013), Kanno and Grosik (2012), and Kanno and Varghese’s 

(2010) research has focused on the area of applied linguistics for EL students and higher 

education. Other areas of research focus on the issues associated with relabeling EL students in 

higher education. The new labels proposed for these students are language or linguistic minority 

students (Kanno & Harklau, 2012a, 2012b), limited English proficient (Tichenor, 1994), English 

as a second language (Ignash, 1995), ELL (Curry, 2004), or EL (Gándara & Rumberger, 2008; 

Kanno & Harklau, 2012a). These proposed labels are antiquated and connote LD students are 

deficient in their linguistic capacities. For this dissertation, the label “culturally and linguistically 

diverse” takes into account that EL, RFEP, or LTEL students possess diverse linguistic varieties 

and repertoires from a non-deficit perspective.  

Other areas of research include examining the misplacement of EL students into classes 

(Hodara, 2015), and other research (although minimal) includes the validity of college placement 

tests (Belfield & Crosta, 2012). Furthermore, there is research on EL students’ access and 

affordability of community college (Núñez & Sparks, 2012; Rodríguez, 2013). Others, like 

Kanno & Cromley (2015), pointed out qualitative studies are necessary to closely examine EL 

students’ college planning and would be particularly effective in identifying other factors that go 

into their college planning, not just their language background and status. Scholarship on EL 

students’ college access as an area of inquiry has only recently begun to emerge, led by scholars 

who work on the intersection between language and education (Kanno & Cromley, 2015). 
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Almon (2010, 2012) conducted a mixed methods study and found even though current 

EL students had a high post-secondary GPA, only 43% of EL students exited out of the ESL 

program and only 13% graduated from their community college which is lower than the overall 

23% of the community college graduation rate at that time of the studies. For the qualitative 

portion of the study, Almon found lack of finances, full-time employment, and family 

obligations were three barriers for EL students to persist in community college. Almon (2010, 

2012) argued more research is needed to look at EL students’ course-taking patterns, 

developmental educational experiences, and community college outcomes.  

Ives and Castillo-Montoya (2020) wrote one of the few studies that acknowledges the 

intersectionality of EL status and first-generation college student status. One-third of the U.S. 

college students are first-generation college students; 56% of these students earn a baccalaureate 

degree within six years in comparison to 74% of students who are not first-generation college 

students (Forrest Cataldi et al., 2018). To provide context about these students, Chen (2005) and 

The Pell Institute (2016) have documented first-generation college students tend to come from 

low-income backgrounds, are nonnative English speakers, and are from racially minoritized 

groups. This correlates with these students’ under academic performance and longer time to 

degrees completion (Redford & Hoyer, 2017). These students are not provided with equal 

educational opportunities as non-minoritized groups of students are. In their analysis, Forrest 

Cataldi et al. (2018) found among the 2003-2004 U.S. high school graduates, only 18% of the 

first-generation college students took a high-level math course or earned AP credit, compared to 

44% of non-first-generation college students. 

Connecting back to their identities as first-generation college students, Godsoe (2018) 

acknowledged racially (again the lack of acknowledgement of the intersectionality of race and 
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language) minoritized first-generation college students are often uncertain with the academic 

challenges their college courses may present to them which in turn could lead them into thinking 

they do not belong in their college. This evidence connects to students’ language appropriateness 

ideologies and lack of confidence in their language skills.  

CLD College Students and their Higher Education Experiences 

Community colleges rely on one assessment to determine the placement of students in 

their programs (e.g., Combined English Language Skills Assessment [CELSA], Compass ESL, 

ACCUPLACER ESL; Bunch et al., 2011). Particularly in California, community colleges rely on 

one portion or section of these assessments due to the costliness of their administration and 

scoring the oral and writing portions (Bunch et al., 2011). Using just one portion of these 

assessments provides an incomplete picture of the students’ English language proficiency. 

Former EL students can also become caught in the trap of this systemic practice and be labeled 

EL again (if the student was an RFEP student at the point of entering college) and receive 

language support that they have already completed prior to post-secondary education.  

Until recently, Assembly Bill (AB) 705 was passed in California which changes the rules 

about placement and remedial courses in community colleges and California State universities 

(CSUs). More specifically, AB 705 requires community colleges and CSUs maximize the 

probability that a student enter and complete transfer-level coursework in English and 

mathematics within a one-year timeframe. In reference to course placement, the bill requires the 

community college and CSU systems consider students’ high school coursework, high school 

grades, and high school grade point average. In addition, the bill authorizes the Board of 

Governors to establish regulations governing the use of measures, instruments, and placement 

models to ensure these measures, instruments, and placement models achieve the goal of 
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maximizing the probability that a student will enter and complete transfer-level coursework in 

English and math (California Community Colleges, 2018).  

Another systemic issue EL students must face when they enter community college is the 

loss of the language label they had in high school, and the associated loss of access to a 

specialized academic and linguistic support system (Núñez et al., 2016). There is also a lack of 

adequate language development to support EL students in higher education (Oropeza et al., 

2010). Students with various English language development needs are usually put together in one 

classroom, including international students, which makes it difficult for the instructor to cater to 

all the students’ language needs (Scott-Clayton et al., 2014). The profile of EL students in higher 

education include international students, recent immigrants (newcomers), generation 1 and 1.5, 

and LTEL students (Bergey et al., 2018).  

English learner students also face challenges with the courses they are required to take. 

For example, Razfar & Simon (2011) examined the course-taking patterns and outcomes of 

Latino/a EL students in one large community college district in California. The findings revealed 

a small percentage of EL students planned to transition to a four-year university and were not put 

into mainstream classes when they entered community college. After two semesters, the majority 

(62%) had dropped out, and after five semesters (85%) dropped out—only 15% persisted in 

community college. Others like Bailey et al. (2010), Conway (2010), Hagedorn & Prather 

(2006), and Hodara (2015) similarly found students who are enrolled in remedial classes are less 

likely to persist and obtain their college degree.  

Other students drop out because the ESL course sequence takes too long to complete 

(Bunch et al., 2011). In another study, Bailey et al. (2010) found students who enroll in remedial 

English or ESL classes have low rates of enrollment into credit-bearing English courses due to 
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various reasons not specified in the study. Other issues EL students face in community college 

include not having highly qualified instructors teaching EL students. Not having highly qualified 

instructors makes it difficult to differentiate instruction to meet the needs of EL students (Li, 

2012). University-affiliated language institutes are usually taught by general staff, not trained 

faculty. In community colleges, instructors face many challenges such as adjunct-level work, the 

need to teach a variety of courses, and lack of time for professional development (Brock et al., 

2007; Calcagno et al., 2008)  

Another significant problem researchers pointed out in an American Institutes Research 

report is the lack of language and content integration for personalized instruction (Bergey et al., 

2018). English learner students need language beyond everyday communication if they are to 

meet their career and academic goals. Generally, instructors do not provide students with 

authentic language use; meaning the language they will most likely need outside of the 

classroom. Language acquisition happens most effectively when students learn language in the 

context where it is used, practice with others, and receive support for recognizing how and when 

to use it (Atkinson, 2011; Hawkins, 2004; Valdés et al., 2011). The report (Bergey et al., 2018) 

suggested technology can make English language instruction more meaningful and pertinent by 

providing teachers a way to integrate authentic materials on content that is relevant to students 

based on their interests and needs.  

Higher education research has been largely silent on EL students’ college experiences, 

even though EL students comprise the fastest growing segment of the K-12 student population 

(Wolf, Herman, Bachman, Bailey, & Griffin, 2008). Language background may be examined as 

one of the factors related to the central topic of investigation in these studies, but it is rarely 

given center stage for inquiry in higher education scholarship (Kanno & Cromley, 2015). 
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In general, college student experiences refer to the events that happen to students while 

enrolled in college (Pace, 1980). For the purposes of this dissertation, academic college 

experiences refer to the trajectory of students’ course-taking patterns, attending college classes, 

studying, writing papers, reading college texts, writing an email to a professor, among other 

academic related activities. Social experiences refer to the interpersonal relationships students 

have with friends and family both on and off campus. Social experiences also refer to being part 

of college organizations, fraternities, sororities, taking part of college social events, among other 

social related activities.  

Motivation for the Present Study 

The goal of this dissertation was to understand the socio-academic experiences of 

culturally and linguistically diverse students through the lens of these students’ home languages 

and academic languages which has not been documented before. As noted earlier, CLD students’ 

academic performance has been a major focus in K-12 but is very rare in the college sector 

(Kanno & Harklau, 2012a). The knowledge that exists on CLD students is usually understood 

from the English as a second language (ESL) field, and not from the perspective of AL in higher 

education content classes. There is a large focus on CLD students acquiring adequate AL 

knowledge for these students to participate fully in the different functions of post-secondary 

education, that previous researchers have forgotten that CLD students’ home languages are an 

asset that should not be forgotten. CLD students’ home languages play a role in their identity 

formation as college students and young adults, and their home languages allow them to continue 

building a connection with their closest friends and people from the community.  

Moreover, researchers such as educational sociologists and higher education policy 

analysts have focused their efforts on documenting the college access and persistence patterns of 
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underrepresented groups by recognizing racial and ethnic minorities (Deil-Amen & Turley, 

2007), low-income students (Bowen et al., 2005; McDonough, 1997), first-generation college 

students (Pascarella et al., 2004); and undocumented immigrants (Contreras, 2009), but lack 

recognition of the CLD status as a defining characteristic of certain individuals from 

underrepresented groups. Most importantly, the existent literature lacks evidence of CLD 

students’ socio-academic college experiences in relation to their home languages and academic 

language.  

It is essential to note that higher education institutions operate from monolingual 

ideologies, English usually being the dominant language, even at an international level. 

Academic publications are privileged as the only ones that “count” for promotion and tenure 

(Mazak & Carroll, 2016). Students’ bilingualism or multilingualism are usually not seen as an 

asset in higher education, which means the lack of opportunities to learn continue to be 

perpetuated even when these students transition to post-secondary education. Such is evident in 

the popular press which mentions certain universities lack multilingual and multicultural support 

for their diverse student population (Furtek, 2019) or university professors who forbid their 

students to speak their home language and to only speak English (Miller, 2019).  

Theoretical Frameworks 

The next section describes the theoretical underpinnings that guided the conceptualization 

of the dissertation. I begin by describing Yosso’s (2005) Community Cultural Wealth theoretical 

framework, its definition, where the theory originated from, its various components, and finally, 

I describe how community cultural wealth is applicable to the present study. I then move on to 

describe Scarcella’s (2003) Multidimensional Framework of Academic English, its definition, 
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where the theory originated from, its various components, and finally, I describe how the 

multidimensional framework of academic English is applicable to the present study.  

Community Cultural Wealth 

Yosso’s (2005) Community Cultural Wealth (CCW) focuses on the cultural knowledge, 

skills, abilities, and contacts socially marginalized groups possess that often go unrecognized and 

unacknowledged. The origin of CCW stems as a critique of Bourdieu et al. (1977) cultural 

capital theory which places value on middle-class and upper middle-class norms and devalues 

the knowledge of other groups and the ways they make meaning of school. The traditional 

understandings of how hierarchical societies reproduce themselves have been interpreted to 

explain why the academic and social outcomes of People of Color are lower than those of White 

people. This interpretation signifies that People of Color “lack” the social and cultural wealth to 

move up socially.  

Community cultural wealth draws from the underpinnings of critical race theory (CRT) 

(Delgado Bernal, 2002; Delgado & Stefancic, 1993; Solórzano, 1997, 1998; Fay, 1987; Tierney, 

1993). Critical race theory is viewed as “an attempt to understand the oppressive aspects of 

society in order to generate societal and individual transformation” (Fay, 1987; Tierney, 1993). 

Later, Solórzano (1997, 1998) posited five tenets of CRT that to his judgement should inform 

theory, research, pedagogy, curriculum, and policy: 1) the intercentricity of race and racism 

which means race and racism are central to defining and explaining how the U.S. society 

functions (Bell, 2018); 2) the challenge to dominant ideology goes against White privilege and 

counters the claims educational institutions make toward objectivity, meritocracy, color 

blindness, race neutrality, and equal opportunity; 3) the commitment to social justice tenet 

commits CRT to respond to racial, gender, and class oppression in a transformative manner; 4) 
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the centrality of experiential knowledge tenant acknowledges the experiential knowledge held by 

People of Color is legitimate, appropriate, and critical to understand, analyze, and teach about 

racial subordination (Delgado Bernal, 2002); and 5) the utilization of interdisciplinary 

approaches tenet means that CRT can be used to analyze race and racism from various 

perspectives such as ethnic studies, women’s studies, sociology, psychology, and other 

disciplines.  

The foundation of CCW is also taken from Latina/o critical race (LatCrit) theory which 

expands on the understanding of critical race theory with a focus on Chicana/o and Latina/o 

experiences (Arriola, 1997, 1998; Stefancic, 1998). LatCrit researchers argue racism, sexism, 

and classism are experienced in combination to other characteristics such as immigration status, 

sexuality, culture, language, phenotype, accent, and surname (Johnson, 1999; Montoya, 1994). 

LatCrit research extends the conversations of the Black/White binary racism and acknowledges 

the intersectionality of other characteristics when considering racism scholarship.   

The CCW perspective criticizes that students come with cultural deficiencies to the 

classroom, shifting a deficit perspective view to an asset-based perspective of communities of 

color (Yosso, 2005). Yosso (2005) expanded on the concept of cultural wealth (Solórzano et al., 

2005) and on the research of Chicana/o families and their schooling by identifying six different 

forms of cultural capital marginalized students bring to school that are not recognized or valued: 

1) aspirational (the ability to maintain hopes and dreams for the future, even in the face of real 

and perceived barriers); 2) navigational (refers to the skills of moving around social institutions 

that are not created for Communities of Color, such as racially-hostile university campuses); 3) 

social (refers to the networks of people and community resources that provide both instrumental 

and emotional support to navigate through society’s institutions); 4) linguistic (intellectual and 
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social skills attained through communication experiences in more than one language and/or style. 

Through bilingual education research it emphasizes the connections between racialized cultural 

history and language); 5) familial (cultural knowledge nurtured among families that carry a sense 

of community, memory and cultural intuition); and 6) resistant capital (refers to the knowledges 

and skills forwarded by oppositional behavior that challenges the inequality experiences by 

communities of color; Yosso, 2005). These forms of capital are the knowledge individuals bring 

from their homes and communities into the classroom. These forms of capital are what 

communities of color use to survive and resist oppression and discrimination.  

I used CCW to study the marginalization of language in higher education. The aspect of 

linguistic capital emphasizes the connections between racialized cultural history and language 

(Anzaldúa, 1987; Cummins, 1986). Linguistic capital was the focus of this study as I examined 

how CLD college students’ home languages (as a source of linguistic capital) shape their social 

and academic college experiences. I also viewed academic language as a source of linguistic 

capital in this study as the acquisition of this type of register is necessary for students’ success in 

college.  

Multidimensional Framework of Academic English 

The second theoretical framework I used to conceptualize this dissertation is Scarcella’s 

(2003) Multidimensional Framework of Academic English. Scarcella’s framework posits 

academic English “is a variety or a register of English used in professional books and 

characterized by the specific linguistic features associated with academic disciplines” (p. 9). 

Scarcella challenged other perspectives of academic English that say academic English cannot be 

taught because it consists of multiple and evolving discourses. Scarcella stated all students need 

to have the knowledge of AE for long-term academic success and having the mastery of it will 
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allow students who are not in power to challenge the tenets of those individuals in power. 

Lacking the knowledge of AE puts those individuals at risk of being excluded from participating 

in society and may prevent those individuals from transforming it and fall into being 

marginalized in academic settings. This argument is evident in the educational experiences of 

linguistically diverse students as they continue to be marginalized in higher education spaces.  

 Scarcella’s (2003) framework proposes AE has multiple, dynamic, and inter-related 

competencies. There are three dimensions that make up this framework: linguistic, cognitive, and 

sociocultural/psychological. The linguistic component refers to how language is spoken, the 

different sounds of language, words used in social settings vs. academic settings, grammar, 

genres in appropriate settings, and discourse. The cognitive dimension of academic English deals 

with the process of creating knowledge as a result of analyzing and evaluating ideas and 

concepts, higher order thinking, cognitive, and metalinguistic strategies (Scarcella, 2003). The 

social and cultural norms, values, beliefs, attitudes, motivations, interest, behaviors, practices, 

habits, and learning appropriate discourse patterns in a particular community all make up the 

sociocultural/psychological dimension of Scarcella’s framework.  

In this dissertation, I proposed a theoretical model that acknowledges CLD students’ 

home languages and their academic languages as sources of linguistic capital that exists in the 

post-secondary academic space. Students’ home languages should be viewed as an asset as 

researchers who focus in K-12th grade area have been trying to do. Additionally, once CLD 

students transition into post-secondary education, students need to have knowledge of academic 

language in order to function in certain post-secondary contexts and with certain individuals. 

And unlike other researchers who have criticized the notion that academic language perpetuates 

raciolinguistic ideologies of CLD students’ language registers (Flores, 2013), I propose academic 
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language is actually an asset and should be seen as a source of linguistic capital. How one 

communicates in an academic space can open or close opportunities for college students.  

Much like the research on English for specific purposes, Scarcella’s (2003) framework 

acknowledges that dependent on the social context, students have to determine which language 

skills and discourses are useful. Therefore, having the command of academic language in the 

post-secondary space is important to know how to navigate the institution and to know how to 

interact and communicate with a professor, for example. The linguistic, cognitive, and 

sociocultural/psychological dimensions of Scarcella’s framework build up on CLD students’ 

identity in college and ultimately have an impact on pathways CLD students take in their post-

secondary education. Figure 1 below depicts the conceptual framework I drew from both 

theoretical frameworks. 

Figure 1 

Sources of Linguistic Capital that Influence Linguistically Diverse Students’ Socio-academic 

College Experiences 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Linguistic Capital 
 

 

Culturally and 
Linguistically Diverse 

Students 
   EL 

 LTEL 

  RFEP  

Socio-academic 
experiences  
Non-academic and 
academic contexts    

Context-Specific 
Languages  
Home Languages  
Academic Languages  



 

  35 

Research Questions  

This dissertation is guided by the following research questions to explore and understand 

how linguistically diverse students’ home languages and academic language play a role in these 

students’ socio-academic college experiences. 

1. In what ways do CLD college students’ narratives about context-specific language usage 

inform our understanding of their socio-academic experiences as previous English 

learners before entering post-secondary education?  

2. In what ways do CLD college students’ narratives about context-specific language usage 

inform our understanding of their socio-academic experiences as college students. 

a. What do CLD college students’ linguistic experiences look like inside a college 

classroom?  
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Chapter 3 

Methods 

In this chapter, I describe the participants and research site, followed by an explanation of 

why a narrative inquiry research design was the most appropriate methodology for this type of 

study. Next, I highlight the utility and rationale of testimonios, journaling, and college classroom 

observations as the three approaches I used to collect my data. The rationale is followed by 

descriptions of the testimonios protocol, the journaling protocol, and the college classroom 

observations protocol. In addition, the data organization and storage, data analysis, validation, 

and researcher positionality are included.  

Participants 

I used a comparison-focused purposeful sampling technique (Patton, 2015). Certain cases 

were selected to compare and contrast the factors that explain students’ socio-academic 

experiences around their home language(s) and academic language. Fifteen, CLD college 

students (EL, RFEP, LTEL as they were formally known prior to beginning college) from CALA 

University completed two portions of the methods, the testimonios and the journal reflections, 

and six students from the subset of fifteen students completed the three methods, the testimonios, 

the journal reflections, and the classroom observations. The subset of six students that were 

observed were selected according to the students’ cultural and linguistic diversity.   

The original proposal for recruitment did not go as planned (I was set to work with 

alumni from a high school in southern California), therefore I had to come up with another plan 

for recruitment. In October 2019, I amended the form of recruitment in my IRB application and 

proposed to advertise my study through the first-generation college students and community 

college transfer students Facebook pages at CALA University. In total, I obtained 29 responses 
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from students interested in participating in the study. After determining whether the 29 students 

fit the inclusion criteria for the study, I ended up with 15 participants. See Appendix B for the 

recruitment announcement.  

On the initial meeting with each participant, I did an informal assessment to gain an 

initial understanding of the students’ experiences as EL students in K-12th grade. I informed 

them about the purpose of the study, and I reviewed the consent form with them (see Appendix 

A for the consent form) and answered any questions the participants had about the study such as 

direct benefits, compensation, duration of the study, etc. I assured all participants their responses 

would remain confidential. I asked the participants to choose a pseudonym. I also assured each 

participant their participation was voluntary, and they could discontinue participation at any 

point in the study. After the data collection of the three methods was finalized, the participants 

were given $50 for their participation in the study. Table 1 below provides participant 

demographic information.  
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Table 1 
 
Participants’ Demographic Information.  

Name 
 

Age Gender Country of 
Birth 

Ethnicity Employment 
 

Community 
College 
Transfer/# of 
years in 
community 
college  
 

Year at CALA 
University/Major/ 
Minor 

Home 
Language/Academic 
Language  

Grades as an 
EL/Total # of years 
as EL  

Delia* 20 Female United 
States  

Hispanic/
Latinx 

Employed full-
time (40+ 
hours a week) 

No  Junior/Sociology/ 
International 
Migration Studies 
 

Spanish & occasional 
English/English 

Pre-K-1st/3 

Lily* 21 Female Iran White/ 
Caucasian 
 

Full-time 
student 

Yes/3 Junior/Psychobiology Farsi/English 11th-12th/2 

Paula 20 Female Philippines  Asian/ 
Pacific 
Islander 

Full-time 
student 

Yes/2 Junior/Psychology Filipino Languages 
(Visaya & 
Dabawenyo)/English 
 

1st-6th/6 

Maria* 20 Female  United 
States  

Hispanic/
Latinx 

Full-time 
student 

No Junior/Chicana/o 
Studies/Education  
 

Spanish/Spanish & 
English  

Kinder-6th/7 

Theresa 21 Female Vietnam  Asian/ 
Pacific 
Islander  
 

Full-time 
student 

Yes/2 Junior/Applied 
Linguistics 

Vietnamese/English 1st 

Osiris* 31 Male Mexico  Hispanic/
Latinx 

Employed 
part-time (less 
than 40 hours 
a week) 

Yes/3 Senior/Sociology Spanish (1yr-8 yrs. 
old)/English  
 

2nd-8th/7  

Amy*  21 Female United 
States 

Asian/ 
Pacific 
Islander  

Full-time 
student   

Yes/2 Senior/Molecular, 
Cellular, 
Developmental 
Biology 

Punjabi/English & 
Spanish 

2nd-7th/6 
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Note. I have three sets of data for the first six participants listed on the table. For the additional 

nine participants, I only have testimonio and journal reflection data. * first-generation college 

students 

  

Leilani* 19 Female El Salvador Hispanic/
Latinx 

Employed 
part-time (less 
than 40 hours 
a week) 

No Sophomore/Human 
Biology & 
Society/Spanish 

Spanish/English & 
Spanish 

Half of 9th; half of 
10th/1  

Daisy 21 Female United 
States  

Hispanic/
Latinx 

Employed 
part-time (less 
than 40 hours 
a week) 

No Senior/Political 
Science & History 

Spanish & 
English/English  

3rd-5th/3  

Nicole* 22 Female United 
States  

Hispanic/
Latinx 

Full-time 
student 

No 5th year/Mechanical 
Engineering  

Spanish & 
English/English 

K-3rd/4  

Cardi* 22  Female United 
States  

Hispanic/
Latinx 

Full-time 
student  

Yes/3 Junior/Chicana/o/x 
Studies/Education 

Spanish/English 1st-6th/6  

Sarah 20 Female Saudi 
Arabia 

Black/ 
African 
American 

Employed 
part-time (less 
than 40 hours 
a week) 

Yes/2 Junior/Pre-
Psychology 

Arabic/English  5th-6th/2  

Cuauhtem
-oc* 

40  Male  Mexico Nahua/ 
Moor 

Full-time 
student 

Yes/20 Junior/Design Media 
Arts/Visual and 
Performing Arts 
Education 

English & 
Spanish/English 

K-9th/10  

Natalie 21 Female Ecuador Hispanic/
Latinx 

Full-time 
student 

Yes/3  Senior/Chemistry Quechua & 
Spanish/English 

8th/1 

Khloe* 23 Female France White/ 
Caucasian  

Employed 
part-time (less 
than 40 hours 
a week) 

Yes/4  Senior/ 
Communications 

French & 
English/English & 
French  

5th-7th/3   
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Research Site  

 The 15 participants were recruited from CALA University, an urban Southern California 

university. In the 2018-2019 school year, 58% of the undergraduate student population were 

female, 42% were male. The transfer student population was composed of 56% female, 44% 

male. The ethnic breakdown was 3% African American, less than 1% was American Indian/AK 

Native, 28% was Asian, 22% was Hispanic, less than 1% was Pacific Islander, 27% was White, 

6% reported two or more races, and 2% reported other. The information on students’ first 

language background is as follows: English only - 45% freshmen; 33% transfer students, English 

and another language – 36% freshmen; 29% transfer students, Another language only – 19% 

freshmen; 38% transfer students. 
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Ethnonarrative Inquiry Research Design  

Narrative inquiry research is referred to in two ways. It can refer to the phenomenon 

under study or the specific methods used to investigate the phenomenon (Connelly & Clandinin, 

1990). Researchers describe the lives of individuals and write about the experience. Moreover, 

narrative inquiry sees education as the construction and reconstructions of personal and social 

stories; teachers and learners are storytellers and characters in their own and other’s stories. 

Later, Clandinin and Rosiek (2006) expanded on narrative inquiry as being an exploration of the 

social, cultural, and institutional narratives within which individual’s experiences are constituted, 

shaped, expressed, and enacted—but in a way that begins and ends that inquiry in the storied 

lives of the people involved. Other researchers consider narrative inquiry research as an 

interdisciplinary field involved in generating and analyzing stories of life experiences (e.g., life 

histories, narrative interviews, journals, diaries, memoirs, autobiographies, biographies; 

Schwandt, 2015). The main reason why narrative inquiry research is used in educational research 

is because people are storytellers who, individually and socially, lead storied lives (Connelly & 

Clandinin, 1990, p. 2). Through their stories, people construct reality of their lived lives 

(Lichtman, 2014). Narrative research techniques can be used in conjunction to other qualitative 

approaches such as in-depth interviews (Lichtman, 2014).  

For this dissertation, I used testimonios (Morales et al., 2001) as an interview method and 

journaling which are both narrative inquiry research methods. Below, I describe what the 

testimonio method is about, what field of research it stems from, and why the testimonio method 

was most appropriate for this dissertation. I also describe what journaling is about, which fields 

of research it is used in, and why journaling was most appropriate for this dissertation. As 

discussed earlier, college classroom observations were the third method used in this dissertation. 
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I also describe why conducting classroom observations was the most appropriate for this study, 

and how the findings from the college classroom observations were used to triangulate the 

findings from the testimonios and the journaling portion of this study.  

Testimonios 

The objective of the testimonio method is to bring to light a wrong, a point of view, or an 

urgent call to action, making it different from the traditional sense of interviewing, oral history 

narration, prose, or spoken word. The testimonio method is intentional and political and its 

purpose is to lift the voice of the narrator who seeks empowerment by narrating their experiences 

(Reyes & Curry Rodríguez, 2012). The origin of the testimonio method comes from literature of 

liberation issues and geopolitical resistance movements to imperialism in Latin America in the 

1970s, which then researchers of Chicana and Chicano studies and cultural studies later adopted.  

For example, the Brazilian educator Paulo Freire (1970) who exemplified the liberationist 

pedagogy used testimonios to allow the narrator to engage in a liberating process by recounting 

their experiences and to engage in a political process that brings awareness to listeners and 

readers. Madera (2008) used the testimonio method to interview undocumented students at 

UCLA and capture their lived experiences. In the same line of research, Oliverez et al. (2006) 

also used the testimonio method to document USC’s College and Financial Aid Guide for AB540 

Undocumented Studies to address the repression of immigration laws.  

Other researchers (Hoy, 2018) have adopted a testimonio framework to explore the 

educational experience of a migrant ELL student from Michoacán, Mexico. The student and his 

parents were interviewed in order to document both of their stories of the student’s academic 

journey in Michoacán to his 12th grade completion in California. The student’s testimonio 

provided an in-depth understanding of his experiences in the U.S. K-12 educational system as an 
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ELL and special education student by considering when to make educational placement 

decisions and how to effectively assess and provide these students with equitable services.  

In the present study, I used testimonios as a method more in line to how Hoy (2018) used 

testimonios in her case study with her ELL student to create knowledge of CLD, first-generation 

college students who historically have been marginalized of educational opportunities in the K-

12 educational system and continue to experience challenges in higher education. As stated 

earlier in the literature review, EL students have the lowest percentage of students who graduate 

from community college and even a lower percentage of students who end up transitioning to a 

four-year university (Núñez et al., 2016). Their day-to-day lived experiences with their home 

language and academic language shed light to the much-needed knowledge about how 

linguistically diverse students make sense of language learning and language use in shaping their 

social and academic experiences in college.  

The rationale for utilizing a testimonio approach was to understand and learn about my 

participants’ linguistic, academic, and social experiences as English Learners prior to their 

transitioning into higher education in their own words. Moreover, I found it necessary to 

document my participants’ experiences prior to transitioning into higher education to tell a 

cohesive story about their lives and build holistic connections of their experiences from 

childhood all the way to adulthood. Personal experiences in narrative research offers practical 

and specific insights (Creswell, 2008) and helps to deepen an understanding of what students 

from underrepresented and underserved groups experience in their education. The use of 

narrations and a story-telling approach lets the participant control the recall and expression of 

their own experiences, creating a sense of power (Coulter et al., 2007).  
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As pointed out in an interview done with Sue McNamara in 2005, the narrative inquiry 

approach is a powerful holistic research tool to deal with the “issues of complexity and human 

and cultural centeredness”. A narrative inquiry approach is much more honest and closer to 

reality than traditional empirical methods that may impose a pre-existing framework on the 

data—the way it is collected and analyzed—that does not take account of the perspectives of all 

participants, particularly those participants from groups that have not typically been part of 

research studies.  

Due to the interpretative nature of the testimonio methodology of the life stories of 

participants, there is less interpretation from the researcher (Delgado Bernal et al., 2012). I 

present my participants as case studies. I organized their testimonios by excerpts organized by 

themes that relate to my first research questions and according to the questions in my testimonio 

protocol. The themes are: a) experiences of learning and using home language as a child at 

home; b) experiences of learning and using English at school; c) language opportunities to 

continue learning and using home language at school; and d) college planning and preparation as 

a first-generation college student and former EL student.  

This dissertation combines the testimonio method with Seidman’s (2013) in-depth 

phenomenological interviewing. I took this approach to ensure students provide their testimonies 

and shed light on their life history as linguistically diverse students in relation to their home 

languages and academic language. Further, this approach helped the students describe their 

experiences in K-12th grade and now in post-secondary education in relation to their home 

languages and academic language and enabled them to reflect on those experiences and the 

meaning they make out of those lived experiences. The questions in the testimonio interview 

protocol and the journal prompts were created with Yosso’s (2005) CCW and Scarcella’s (2003) 
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Multidimensional Framework of Academic English in mind. The questions and journal entries 

around the participants’ home languages and AL were framed around the perspective of viewing 

language as a form of capital that frames students’ social and academic college experiences. At 

the same time, the questions and journal prompts were created to have the participants reflect on 

the different functions of their home languages and AL, not just the linguistic aspects of 

language such as semantics, grammar, and discourse, but also, the cognitive, psychological, and 

social aspects of AE that Scarcella (2003) explained in her framework.  

The 15 testimonio interviews were conducted in person at CALA University. The 

testimonio interviews on average lasted 48 minutes. The testimonios were audio-recorded. The 

three-part interview focused on the language history of the participants, particularly around their 

experiences of learning their home language(s) and academic language; the details of the 

experiences of college preparation and planning as CLD students, and the third part focused on 

the current socio-academic college experiences. Questions such as the systemic processes they 

had to complete to get to where they currently are in college, how their home language(s) play a 

role in their everyday experiences in college and how academic language also plays a role will 

comprise the interview protocol. See Appendix C for the testimonio protocol. Below in Table 2 

is a breakdown of the dates the six case study participants completed the testimonio interviews.  

Table 2 

Testimonio Interview Dates 

Participants Testimonio Date Testimonio Follow-up 
Responses Sent/Received 

Delia October 23rd, 2019 June 10th, 2020/June 16th, 
2020 

Paula October 30th, 2019 June 17th, 2020/June 24th, 
2020 
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Lily October 15th, 2019 June 18th, 2020/June 29th, 
2020 

Maria October 16th, 2019 June 19th, 2020/June 20th, 
2020 

Theresa October 16th, 2019 June 22nd, 2020/June 22nd, 
2020  

Osiris November 4th, 2019 July 9th, 2020/July 18th, 
2020 

 

Journaling 

The practice of journaling has been used extensively throughout various areas of research 

(e.g., challenges students with disabilities experience in higher education [Hong, 2015], health of 

college students [Rowland, 2008], teacher education and learning [Watson, 2010]). Journaling 

has been considered a reliable method for investigating phenomena because participants are 

engaged in a self-exploratory way by disclosing and discovering things about themselves 

(Janesick, 1998).  

By allowing students to reflect on their personal thoughts, emotions, reactions, and 

affections, they become more open and comfortable to express how they feel and what they want 

to see happen, and most importantly, knowing that they will not be judged for telling their side of 

the story (Kim, 2013). By allowing students to journal, they do not feel the pressure of a 

structured setting to express their thoughts. In addition, this methodological approach opened up 

the opportunity for students to face their challenges instead of avoiding them (Diamond, 1993).   

The use of journaling for the current study allowed the students to take ownership of their 

experiences while attending college. Students were given 4 journal prompts (1 journal entry per 

week) asking them to reflect on their home language(s) and academic language and how both 

play a role in their day-to day socio-academic experiences as college students. Students were 
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asked to write ½-1-page journal reflections in the language(s) of their choice. In addition to the 

journal prompts, the participants were provided with a handout that briefly described how home 

language and academic language are defined with accompanying examples of both terms. See 

Appendix D for the reflective journaling protocol and see Appendix E for the home language and 

academic language definitions and examples handout. Below, in Table 3 is a breakdown of the 

dates when the six CLD college students completed each journal reflection. In addition, I have 

included the dates when I followed up with the participants to corroborate that my interpretation 

of their experiences and narratives was accurate.  

Table 3 

Journal Reflections Dates 

Participants Journal #1  Journal #2  Journal #3 Journal #4 Journal 
Reflections 
Follow-up 
Responses 
Sent/Received 

Delia  October 
23rd-
October 
30th, 2019  

October 30th-
November 6th, 
2019 

November 
6th-
November 
13th, 2019 

November 
13th-
November 
22nd, 2019 

May 20th, 
2020/May 
26th, 2020 

Paula October 
30th - 
November 
10th, 2019 

November 
10th - 
November 
17th, 2019 

November 
18th - 
November 
27th, 2019 

December 2nd 
- December 
10th, 2019 

May 21st, 
2020/May 
29th, 2020  

Lily October 
15th-
October 
22nd, 2019 

October 22nd-
October 31st, 
2019 

October 31st-
November 
7th, 2019 

November 
7th-November 
13th, 2019 

May 20th, 
2020/May 
21st, 2020 

Maria  October 
16th-
October 
28th, 2019 

October 29th-
November 5th, 
2019 

November 
6th-December 
4th, 2019 

December 4th, 
2019-
February 4th, 
2020 

May 21st, 
2020/June 4th, 
2020 

Theresa October October 23rd- November November May 21st, 
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16th-
October 
23rd, 2019 

November 1st, 
2019 

4th-
November 
11th, 2019 

12th-
November 
25th, 2019 

2020/May 
22nd, 2020 

Osiris November 
7th-
November 
17th, 2019 

November 
18th-
December 
12th, 2019 

January 10th-
January 25th, 
2020 

January 27th-
February 16th, 
2020 

May 21st, 
2020/May 
22nd, 2020  

 

College Classroom Observations 

Bergey et al. (2018) highlighted the need for college classroom observations to 

understand EL students’ experiences in higher education in their American Institutes Research 

report. For that reason, I conducted six college classroom observations as part of the study to 

learn about students’ experiences with their home language and academic language inside the 

classroom. The first classroom observation I conducted was Lily’s psychology research methods 

course using the post-secondary classroom language observation protocol I adapted from Alicea 

et al., (2011), community college classroom observation form methodology. After conducting 

the first observation, I found that the protocol was too stringent on documenting minute 

characteristics of classroom characteristics and student demographics, and as result it eliminates 

the ethnographic nature of the observations that I wanted to preserve. Due to the ethnographic 

nature of the observations, it is necessary to label this dissertation as enthonarrative inquiry. An 

ethnonarrative inquiry approach combines ethnographic methods and narrative methods in the 

interpretation of narratives and stories. Hansen (2006) argues that narrative research relies on 

analysis of various tests and often ignores context, while ethnographic methods are especially 

attuned to making observations and interpretations regarding the context in which texts are 

produced. 
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The observations were used to triangulate what the students said in their testimonios and 

what they wrote in their journal reflections. I used a macro to micro lens to observe professor-

student communicative interactions and peer-to-peer communicative interactions. See Appendix 

F for the college classroom observation protocol. Moreover, the purpose of the observations 

were to document if students use a non-English language in class, how the professor reacts to 

that, and how peers react to that as well, and to document how academic language is used in the 

classroom and to explore the strategies students use to overcome challenges experienced with 

academic language in the classroom.  

I emailed participants with a google form that asked students about their course schedule. 

I coordinated with each participant about the days and courses that would be best to observe 

depending on the day that worked best for us both. I asked each participant for their professor’s 

or TA’s email to let their professor or TA know who I was going to be observing in their classes. 

The testimonios and reflective journaling complement each other very well as both types 

of methods are used in a narrative research inquiry design. Both methods serve to document and 

highlight the stories of individual’s lived experiences, especially those who are marginalized by 

educational systemic inequalities. In this study, I documented how higher education provides 

space (or does not provide space) for linguistically diverse students to continue learning and 

using their home language on the college space. And as it is known, CLD students may 

experience some challenges in acquiring academic language, so both methods will serve to 

document how students are learning and using academic language, and if challenges are 

experienced, how they go about solving those challenges to their learning and language use. The 

table below show the dates of the classroom observations.  
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Table 4  

Classroom Observation Dates  

Participants Observation Dates and Times  Classroom Observed  
Delia January 30th, 2020, 8 am Chicano/a Studies 188: 

Latino Working Families  
Paula January 28th, 2020, 11 am Life Science 7B: Genetics, 

Evolution, and Ecology 
(Lecture) 

Lily November 19th, 2019, 8 am Psychology 100B – 
Research Methods 
(Lecture) 

Maria November 25th, 2019, 4 pm Central American Studies 
153 (Lecture) 

Theresa January 31st, 2020, 10 am Linguistics 20B: Syntax 
(Discussion) 

Osiris November 19th, 2019, 10 am Chicano/a Studies 113 – 
Day of the Dead Ritual 
(Discussion) 

 

Data Organization and Storage 

In order to organize my thinking process, questions, queries, comments, etc., throughout 

the dissertation, I engaged in researcher reflexivity by writing memos at each stage of the data 

collection, data transcription, data coding, and analysis. This entailed a self-reflection of biases, 

theoretical preferences, research settings, the selection of participants, personal experiences, 

relationships with participants, data generated, and analytic interpretations (Schwandt, 2015). I 

also engaged in dialogic engagement and collaborated with committee members, peers, and a 

group of seven undergraduate research assistants.   

A data organization plan was generated before the data collection began. The testimonio 

interviews were audio-recorded and the files from the audio-recorder were uploaded to an 

external hard drive used only for the purposes of the dissertation and to which only I had access. 
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The external hard drive was accessible only by entering a password on the computer. The 

participants’ journal reflections were also uploaded to the external hard drive. The college 

observation field notes were typed up after each observation and those files were also kept in the 

external hard drive. The audio-recordings were transcribed using a computer assisted 

transcription service called Otter Voice and were then uploaded in a computer assisted 

qualitative data analysis called Dedoose (Dedoose Version 8.0.35, 2018). I maintained a running 

record of the collected data in an excel file to make sure all participants had been interviewed 

and had completed their 4-week journal reflections, and to keep track of the number of 

observations that had been done. 

Data Analysis  

The nature of qualitative research is iterative and generative; therefore, the data analysis was 

generative and recursive. Using Erickson’s (1992) frame of qualitative data analysis, I began by 

reviewing interview transcripts, journal reflections, and observation fieldnotes holistically for the 

six students who contributed all three types of data then identified portions, organization features 

and participation structures within those portions. I used a combination of Excel and Dedoose 

(Dedoose Version 8.0.35, 2018) to thematically analyze and code the tesimonio interviews, the 

journal reflections, and college observation fieldnotes with the help of seven undergraduate 

research assistants. Themes were generated after a scrutinized reading of the testimonio 

interview responses, the journal reflections, and the fieldnotes from the college classroom 

observations. From the themes, I generated inductive codes which served for the creation of a 

codebook using Saldaña’s (2015) Coding Manual for Qualitative Researchers. I created a coding 

memo and used my research questions and theoretical frameworks to guide my coding schema. I 

looked for certain concepts to code the data, such as “repetition in and across various data items 
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and strong and emotive language” (Gibson & Brown, 2009). I used the codebook to generate 

interrater reliability of the qualitative findings. After coding the data with my undergraduate 

research assistants, I calculated the percentage of interrater reliability using 25% of the 

testimonio data and 25% of the journal data. Utilizing Miles and Huberman (1994) equation for 

calculating interrater reliability, reliability = number of agreements/number of agreements + 

disagreements, there was an 85% of interrater reliability for the testimonio data and 88% of 

interrater reliability for the journal data.  

Once the data were coded and analyzed in detail, I looked across the larger data set for 

themes and paid close attention for any data that seemed “discrepant.” Furthermore, I used 

Ravitch and Carl’s (2016) three-pronged data analysis process which involves data organization 

and management, immersive engagement, and writing and representation. These processes were 

recursive during the data analysis stage. I later conducted coding of the remaining nine students’ 

testimonios and journal data to supplement and extend our understanding of CLD students’ K-12 

schooling and current college experiences.  

The data from the testimonio interviews were used to answer the first research question, 

and the data from the journal reflections and the classroom observations were used to answer the 

second set of research questions. The data from journal reflections were used in conjunction with 

the data from the college classroom observations to corroborate the students’ self-reflections of 

how they were encountering, learning, and using their home languages and AL in their college 

classes. I conducted another level of thematic analysis to explain what the similarities in the 

students’ self-reflections were and what was happening in the classrooms around students’ home 

languages and AL. In addition, I revisited the theoretical frameworks I used to conceptualize this 

dissertation, Yosso’s (2005) Community Cultural Wealth and Scarcella’s (2003) 
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Multidimensional Framework of Academic English to see if and how aspects of both theories 

were reflected in the testimonio interview transcriptions, the journal reflections, and fieldnotes 

from the college classroom observations.  

The journal reflections went through three cycles of coding. I printed out all 60 journal 

reflections the 15 participants wrote (4 journal reflections per participant). First, I engaged in 

pre-coding (Saldaña, 2016) where I highlighted, using nine, multi-colored highlighters (I used 

one color to represent different forms of information, and underlined “codable moments” worthy 

of attention; Boyatzis, 1998), their reflections that related to my research questions, my 

theoretical frameworks (Scarcella, 2003; Yosso, 2005) and my conceptual framework, at the 

same time marking quotes that could be used as InVivo codes. In the next cycle of analysis, I 

started writing out preliminary jottings, or preliminary codes of chunks of data (by paragraph in 

each journal reflection). After engaging in the second cycle of coding, taking into consideration 

the feedback and suggestions from my research group about being strategic in my coding and 

thinking deeply about what I wanted my unit of analysis to be (the student as a whole or context-

specificity), I engaged in a third level of coding where I led context be the unit of analysis in my 

coding, involving inductive and deductive codes, and looking at commonalities across the three 

data types.  

 Starting in April 2020, I held weekly meetings I with seven culturally and linguistically 

diverse undergraduate research assistants and they were also instrumental in helping me create 

the final codebook. Two of the undergraduate research assistants’ home language was Spanish, 

two were Japanese, another was Mandarin Chinese, another one was Korean. After engaging 

with them in multiple practice coding sessions, they helped me view the data from another 

perspective, one from current undergraduate, culturally and linguistically diverse college 
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students. For most of the research assistants, it was their first time engaging in any research 

experience, so I taught them extensively about my dissertation, introducing them to relevant 

research, qualitative research methodologies, and coding techniques, and then facilitating 

discussions about the reading materials. See Appendix G for the codebook.  

Validation  

I adopted a rigorous validation framework that has four components: credibility, 

transferability, dependability, and confirmability (Toma, 2006). To address credibility in this 

study, I conducted member checks and follow-up interviews to check my assumptions and 

involve participants in a collaborative relationship. I used member checks by returning to the 

participants and showing them the transcriptions of their testimonios and the interpretations from 

their e-journal entries with the intention of confirming the accuracy and credibility of my 

interpretations of the findings. By doing this, I intended to give my participants autonomy over 

their own data and to take the role of a co-researcher. I believe that by doing this, I validated 

their lived experiences and their voice as a CLD, first-generation college students.  

As for transferability, I connected my data collection methods and analysis to theory so 

that readers can connect the findings to a larger body of work and see beyond the local context of 

the study. I hope that by positioning this work within Yosso’s (2005) Community Cultural 

Wealth and Scarcella’s (2003) Multidimensional Framework of Academic English my work can 

speak more broadly to students social and academic college experiences around language 

learning and language use.  

The next component is dependability which means triangulating multiple data sources 

offers assurance that my analysis is dependable and valid. Merriam & Tisdell (2016) said  
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triangulation is a powerful strategy for increasing the credibility or internal validity of 

your research. As Patton (2015) explains, “triangulation, in whatever form, increases 

credibility and quality by countering the concern (or accusation) that a study’s findings 

are simply an artifact of a single method, a single source, or a single investigator’s 

blinders.” (p. 674) 

The testimonio interviews, the e-journal entries, and the college classroom observations offered a 

wide variety of data sources which can be checked against each other.  

The last component is confirmability, “the concept that the data can be confirmed by 

someone other than the researcher” (Toma, 2006, p. 417). Dialogic engagement was be a regular 

habit of the data analysis of this dissertation. I met with my committee members and fellow 

graduate students to share my analysis plan of my themes and codes and get their feedback of 

how my interpretations can be validated by the data. I made sure to engage in ongoing reflexivity 

throughout the data collection and analysis portion of the study to keep trustworthiness of the 

research design.  

Researcher Positionality  

I was an English learner (EL) from Kindergarten to 9th grade. Because I was classified as 

an EL for more than five years, I was known as what the research calls an LTEL student (Olsen, 

2014). I remember being pulled-out of my mainstream class with others of my classroom peers 

to receive English language instruction. Being pulled out of my normal classroom limited my 

opportunity to learn pertinent academic language necessary to speak, read, and write in academic 

contexts. Due to the lack of academic affordances, I have always questioned my (in)capabilities 

to interact with students in academic contexts and my academic writing (in)capabilities, even 

now as a graduate student.  
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Due to my personal struggles as an EL student, as part of my master’s thesis, I decided to 

qualitatively explore the experiences of secondary EL students through a cognitive/psychological 

lens with the SAT which is a crucial gatekeeper to post-secondary education. Instead of just 

focusing on the challenges EL students usually face with standardized testing, I also explored the 

strategies students were employing to overcome the challenges as they were taking the SAT. My 

master’s study opened a door for me to expand my research interests still in line with EL 

students. I began to inquire about what happens to EL students once they graduate high school: 

What percentage of these students decide to go to college? What percentage of these students 

persist and obtain their college degree? What are their experiences like in the college space, 

especially around academic language in which having the command of it, especially in writing, is 

of great importance? 

I have conducted qualitative research before; such as, a think aloud methodology to 

document students’ thinking processes as they complete a cognitive task7. As part of one of my 

graduate student research assistantships, I was designated to conduct ethnographic observations 

of Social Studies teachers enacting bilingual instruction in their classroom and writing field notes 

about the observations and writing analytic memos. I conducted a case study of a teacher’s use of 

translanguaging practices and strategies in her bilingual classroom, where I did observations, 

interviews, and surveys. Early in my graduate school career, I was a researcher administering 

 
7 Rivera-Torres, K. & Bailey, A. (in preparation). How RFEP students use metacognitive strategies to overcome 
reading challenges on the SAT. Linguistics and Education.  
Rivera-Torres, K. & Bailey, A. (2017). Evaluating the complexity of the SAT: Observations and students’ self-
reports of challenges and strategies on the critical reading section of the SAT. (Master’s Thesis).  
Rivera-Torres, K., & Bailey, A. L. (2017, April). How RFEP students use metacognitive strategies to overcome 
reading challenges on the SAT. Paper presented at the 97th Annual Western Psychological Association Convention: 
Sacramento, CA.  
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various qualitative measures to elementary-school aged students to document their attitudes 

about bilingualism and their attitudes about being in a dual language program.   
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Chapter 4  

Findings  

 This chapter is organized by the narrative elicitation techniques I used in the dissertation. 

The first narrative elicitation technique, testimonios, relates to the social and academic 

experiences as they relate to context-specific languages of the six, CLD college students when 

they were in K-12th grade. The second elicitation technique, journal reflections, relates to 

contemporary social and academic experiences as they relate to context-specific languages of the 

CLD college students. The fieldnotes from the observations are interwoven with the journal 

reflection narratives. The data is discussed thematically below.  

Delia 

Testimonios8 

Delia identifies as a Latinx, first-generation college student, the first in her family to 

attend college. At the time of the study, Delia was a junior at CALA University majoring in 

Sociology and minoring in International Migration Studies. At the same time, Delia held a part-

time job on campus as an event services supervisor for CALA University Student Union and 

worked for less than 40 hours a week. Delia was classified as an EL for three years between 

2004 and 2007 when she was in Pre-Kindergarten through 2nd grade. Delia stated her home 

language is Spanish with some occasional English and her academic language is English. During 

high school as a sophomore, junior, and senior, Delia enrolled in a community college in Los 

Angeles to earn college credit before entering CALA university.  

Experiences of Learning and Using Home Language at Home  

 
8 For reporting the testimonio data of the dissertation, I chose to write in the present tense to convey the sense of 
immediacy of the participants’ experiences of being considered EL students.   
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 In her testimonio, Delia expressed that her parents spoke Spanish to her while growing up 

in the San Fernando Valley, CA. She grew up with her cousins in the same household and they 

spoke in English to her. They found a way to communicate, even though she only understood 

Spanish and they spoke English.  

Language Skills Developed at Home 

Delia shared her parents reinforced her Spanish language development skills through speaking 

and said her parents did not feel comfortable reading to her in Spanish because of the forced 

shortening of their education. Her parents did make it a habit of taking her and her siblings to 

their schools’ book fairs and buying books in Spanish for them and “have us read to ourselves or 

read to them.” Eventually, Delia’s parents began to buy books in English for her and her siblings 

and she learned to like books in English because they helped her to engage with English.  

Experiences of Learning and Using English at School  

Delia’s mother enrolled her in a transitional bilingual program (Bailey & Osipova, 2016) 

in Pre-Kindergarten. She recounted Pre-Kindergarten, Kindergarten, and in 1st grade were 

primarily in Spanish: “we would dedicate an hour of the day to learn English, but it was mostly 

in Spanish, to be honest.” Delia’s English began to be fortified at home by being around her 

cousins at home and reading English books her parents bought for her, but felt more comfortable 

speaking in Spanish because that is the language she utilized with her parents. Delia narrated as a 

third grade student, she was an average student in English. By fourth grade she felt more 

comfortable with English and as a fifth grader, she felt really good in English as she was at the 

top of her class. She performed at the advanced level on the California Standards Test9 of the 

 
9 The California Standards Test was a criterion-referenced test that assessed the California content standards in 
English-language arts (ELA), mathematics, science, and history-social science. This test was part of the 
Standardized Testing and Reporting (STAR) Program, a program rescinded in 2013 (California Department of 
Education, 2019).  
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State’s Standardized Testing and Reporting (STAR) program every year. Given the culture of 

standardized assessments in public schooling and the California Public Schools Accountability 

Act of 1999 (PSAA), it is not surprising that Delia equated her high English ability with her high 

performance on the California State Standards Test (California Department of Education, 2019).  

In her testimonio, Delia highlighted the significance of her fifth-grade teacher in her 

primary schooling experience. She still keeps in contact with him as he was also a mentor, being 

a source of social capital and navigation capital for Delia. He pushed at an administrative level to 

have Delia take the exam to be part of the gifted and talented education program (GATE), a 

program for students who have been identified as gifted or talented. Her teacher had to navigate 

various loopholes to get Delia to test for GATE, however the testing window had ended when 

her teacher completed all the paperwork. Delia finally was able to take the exam at the end of 

sixth grade, and by seventh grade, Delia was in English Honors.  

In sixth grade, Delia shared she was in the lowest level of English. “That was not the 

place that I wanted to be academically. I knew that I had worked hard to get where I was. I 

wanted to be in a better class,” she shared. Delia reflected on a deeper level about her experience 

as a sixth grader in a low-level English course by criticizing her teacher’s lack of investment in 

her students. “That was really hard being in a space where the teacher kind of gave up on 

everyone, on students who were not excelling in the language, and the students kind of gave up 

on themselves as a collective.” She reflected more and shared she wishes students were 

integrated in other classes because the set-up in her class of having all low-performing students 

in one classroom was not the most ideal for the students nor for the teacher.  

When she transitioned to high school, Delia went straight into English Honors, and then 

to AP English Language and Composition, and afterwards in 11th grade to AP English Literature 
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and Composition. At this point, Delia engaged in an interesting conversation about “having to 

prove herself academically” in Honors and AP courses because of her parents’ migration 

background, even though others do not know that aspect of her life history.  

Raciolinguistic Comments Affected her High Confidence in her Spanish Skills  

An incident that happened in first grade marked her subsequent educational experiences 

and her self-perceptions as a student and as an EL. Delia narrated her school had a pajama party 

at the end of the semester; the students came to the school to watch a movie. All the first graders 

were put in one room. Delia pointed out there were two classes that were fully in Spanish—her 

class was one of them. One of the girls from the English-only classroom, blurted out, “Oh, the 

Spanish kids are here” in an annoyed tone, as Delia said with her own words. That statement 

stuck with Delia throughout elementary school and middle school. Her insecurities as an EL and 

Spanish speaker exacerbated even more when she saw the student attended her same high school. 

By high school, Delia had “embraced that insecure identity” and it was difficult to handle 

emotionally.  Comments like those affected her high-level of confidence in Spanish and they 

“invalidated” her sense of pride of having won the Spanish Spelling Bee in the first grade.  

 By second grade, Delia transitioned into a full-English classroom. Transitioning into a 

full-English classroom was somewhat difficult for her because in the first semester of second 

grade, she was really quiet because she perceived the rest of the students in her classroom to be 

“smarter” and “more advanced” than her. Even though she had expressed feeling more 

comfortable with English when she began reading English books at home, being in her second 

grade classroom made her diminish that level of comfortability she had already accomplished by 

knowing how to read in English. At such a young age, Delia questioned herself for feeling that 
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way. “I knew I was always a smart student, but, you know, the only difference was our language, 

our English language abilities.”  

Language Opportunities to Continue Learning and Using Home Language at School  

Delia recounted she had teachers in her elementary school who spoke English and 

Spanish, but she deliberately chose to only speak in English to those teachers because she 

“wanted to push herself to learn English because I knew that nobody was gonna teach me fully in 

Spanish.” Fast-forward to Delia as a high school student, Delia described she attended a 

relatively small high school in the San Fernando Valley. And unlike other high schools that 

offered two or more foreign languages, her small high school only offered one foreign language 

which was Chinese Mandarin. Luckily, when her graduating class entered, the school began to 

offer Spanish as a second foreign language option. She said empathetically, “I didn’t even think 

twice about taking Spanish.” Delia began to retrospectively think that she missed a big 

opportunity to take Chinese Mandarin as a third language. Right after saying that, she reflected 

that she does not regret having pursued the Spanish language track because this choice really 

fortified her Spanish language skills.  

Delia’s Spanish High School Teacher Promoted the Development of Delia’s Social, 

Navigational, Aspirational, and Linguistic Capital  

At her high school, it was mandatory to take two years of Spanish, but Delia ended up 

taking four years of Spanish. Furthermore, Delia recounted she found the first two years of 

Spanish for native speakers very easy. When probed whether the Spanish for native speaker class 

was the only option offered at her school, we engaged in an interesting conversation about her 

Spanish teacher, the one and only Spanish teacher at her high school. Her Spanish teacher was 

instrumental in Delia’s social, navigational, aspirational, and linguistic capital development. By 
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junior year, Delia was already taking AP Spanish Language and Culture, one of the 38 AP exams 

the College Board (2020) offers to high school students across the United States. Delia described 

the AP course was more advanced in writing than the Spanish for native speakers courses she 

had taken as a freshman and sophomore student. 

When Delia reached senior year, there were no more Spanish courses she could take, 

because, again, her high school only had one Spanish teacher. Even though AP Spanish 

Literature and Culture was not a course offered at the school, Delia’s Spanish teacher pushed her 

and some of her other students to take the exam in their senior year. Nobody from her AP 

Spanish Language and Culture class wanted to take the AP Spanish Literature and Culture exam, 

so the Spanish teacher used Delia as an intermediary to persuade the other students to take the 

AP Spanish Literature and Culture exam. After failed attempts to persuade her classmates to take 

the AP exam with her, Delia decided that she would take the AP Spanish Literature and Culture 

exam by herself. So, during Delia’s free period in senior year, she would serve as her Spanish 

teacher’s “service learner.” Instead of helping her teacher with paperwork as a service learner 

would have to do, her Spanish teacher told Delia to study for the AP exam. She gave Delia an 

AP Spanish Literature and Culture review book for free and would have Delia sit in the corner of 

her classroom as she self-taught and self-learned the entire book.  

Self-teaching/Self-learning Spanish Language Skills 

Delia compared the level of Spanish from the AP Spanish Literature and Culture review 

book to “Shakespearean English,” which she identified as challenging and said she enjoyed the 

challenge. She noticed a significant change from the conversational Spanish she was exposed to 

in her first two years of Spanish as a high school student, to a shift into “old” Spanish, learning 

about all the eras of Spanish literature.  
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In addition to learning about all eras of Spanish literature, Delia taught herself new 

words, new ways of communicating in Spanish, and writing patterns in Spanish, which 

consequently helped Delia become a better writer. She provided an example of one of the 

common grammatical rules in Spanish when it comes to placing accent marks on vowels. “Like I 

know that all words that end in ‘-ion’ have an accent on the ‘o.’”  

As for her Spanish teacher, the most she could do was give worksheets to Delia to 

compliment the material in the review book but could not provide much help past that point—

she just “mentored me throughout the way.” Aside from her teacher, there was another person 

who was instrumental in continuing to develop Delia’s social and linguistic capital. This person 

was an entering 11th grade student from Mexico. He was preparing to take the same AP Spanish 

Literature and Culture exam. They ended up helping each other out in preparation for the exam, 

an experience where she learned a lot from the student because of his advanced skills in Spanish. 

Delia shared that she and him continue to be friends now that they are college students.  

Delia Developed her Linguistic Capital to Enhance her Familial Capital 

After realizing the capacity she could achieve in reading Spanish text at the level of 

“Shakespearean English,” Delia realized she could converse at the same level as well. 

Consequently, she became more comfortable in having longer conversations with her mother. 

Delia expanded on the previous point about her conversations becoming longer with her mother, 

and father as well. Before high school, she would have “small” conversations with her parents 

about how her day was at school. Once she was in the AP Spanish courses in high school, her 

conversations with her parents became longer and more complex, to the point of Delia wanting 

to share every single detail in Spanish about what she learned at school.  

Delia’s Attitudes About Spanish 
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Delia expressed throughout her testimonio that she has always felt “weird” and 

“uncomfortable” speaking in Spanish in academic settings, as she made evident earlier in her 

testimonio. Delia felt especially weird when her high school Spanish teacher would speak to her 

in Spanish outside of the classroom. She described it “kind of threw her off” because when she 

was in elementary and middle school, her teachers would speak to her only in English, “so it 

made sense to talk in English.”  

Eventually, there was a switch in Delia to begin responding and speaking in Spanish to 

her high school Spanish teacher, even though she was not fully comfortable, as she expressed in 

her testimonio. The switch happened at the end of senior year when she was intensely studying 

for the AP Spanish Literature and Culture exam with her friend from Mexico. She would observe 

how he would take over the conversations with their teacher, so she told herself she would also 

speak in Spanish to contribute to the conversations as well. While she pushed herself to speak in 

Spanish, she felt uncomfortable and intimidated because she considered her friend much more 

advanced in Spanish than she was. For Delia, it was an internal battle because she knows she is 

capable of her Spanish language skills.  

There were other ways when she was not actively speaking in Spanish but would hear 

Spanish around her at her high school which was composed of 99% Latinx students, like in the 

lunch lines, for example. When I asked Delia whether she spoke in Spanish with her friends, 

during lunchtime, for example, she mentioned she did not because her friends were third-

generation students, implying that her friends had already experienced loss of Spanish as their 

home or primary language.  

Delia expanded on her experiences as a witness of raciolinguistic incidents at her school. 

She shared certain students “stigmatized” other students who spoke Spanish outside of classroom 
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settings. She recounted a specific group of girls who spoke in Spanish outside of classroom 

settings and said they felt comfortable speaking in Spanish. She was in awe of that group of 

students who made deliberate decisions to speak in Spanish. She felt good for them, but even 

then, she did not feel comfortable speaking Spanish, just because of the stigmatization that 

existed from other students for speaking in Spanish. Delia shared a significant anecdote of 

Spanish stigmatization she witnessed at her high school. She said, 

There were students that would say, like, “Oh the paisas10 are here.” And so, at first, I 

didn’t understand what that was. Why are they calling them like that? That’s not what it 

means. My family members [and I] use that word in a very different context, not in the 

context of people just speaking Spanish. And I learned that it was just being used as a 

way to kind of chastise the students from using their language. And I noticed that those 

students just weren’t really strong in their English skills, so they found comfort in 

Spanish. I can see why maybe subconsciously, I didn’t want to talk in Spanish. I just kind 

of internalized that, even though I knew that was wrong.  

Raciolinguistic incidents like Delia described above have contributed to her own self- 

perceptions as a Spanish speaker. Seeing what other students had endured from their rude 

classmates was something she did not want to experience, so she chose to not speak Spanish in 

school. This is a sentiment that has followed her throughout as a student, even now as a college 

student which she described in her journal reflections.  

I probed Delia to tell me more about this particular anecdote by asking her where the 

students who made the derogatory remark were from and she said that they were Latinx students.  

 
10 Paisa is someone who is from the same country, region or town as you 
(https://www.wordreference.com/es/en/translation.asp?spen=paisa). In some contexts, like Delia described in her 
testimonio, the word paisa can be used as derogatory and to offend Latinx and Hispanic people  
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They were Latinx and that’s the thing—that’s why it’s interesting. Your parents speak 

that language. You speak to your parents that way, but I don’t know why. Maybe, it’s an 

identity part of themselves that they don’t want, or I honestly can’t speak for them. But 

yeah, it’s really sad to watch because I’m really proud of … my ethnic background. I’m 

proud of my parents’ migration background. So sometimes it’s not even outsiders that 

come and judge. Sometimes that’s even your own community that can do that. 

College Preparation and Process as a Former English Learner Student and First-Generation 
College Student  
 

As a senior applying to colleges, Delia shared in her testimonio she would have longer 

and more complex conversations with her mother about everything that pertained to her college 

preparation and process, where she used words that she did not even know she knew in Spanish. 

The change in the way she was speaking was even noticeable in her siblings. One of her sisters 

asked her why she was speaking the way she was speaking. Even though Delia’s sister said this 

to her, she continued to speak at a “higher level of Spanish” similar to the level she was reading 

at the time for AP Spanish Literature and Culture. “It made me more comfortable in the language 

because I felt like I was in Pre-K again, where like, I knew the accent rules and you know, that 

kind of stuff.” It is interesting that Delia made a comparison to her level of comfortableness with 

Spanish as a senior to when she was in Pre-K. It seems like the little Delia in Pre-K Spanish was 

somehow present in the 17-year old, senior student Delia preparing for the AP Spanish Literature 

and Culture exam.  

When asked about her college preparation and process, Delia began by sharing that she is 

a first-generation college student, meaning she was the first in her family to attend college. 

Unfortunately, her high school only had one college counselor. Delia visited her college 

counselor’s office once to ask for help but found that her help was not “good quality.” After that 



 

  68 

unhelpful experience with her college counselor, Delia decided she would do the research about 

her college planning and preparation on her own.   

Delia engaged in self-research on the kind of information needed to fill out the Free 

Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) and other information she needed to apply to 

colleges. She added even though she was doing this process on her own, she always wanted to 

share the college application process and college experience with her parents. Her parents did not 

speak the English language and “they couldn’t read the forms, or they couldn’t help me through 

my personal statements,” nonetheless, Delia involved her parents in the process by translating 

everything into Spanish. For example, she would say, “Hey mom, I have to write these prompts. 

I’m thinking of writing about this.” At the same time, the college application process was 

stressful for Delia; her parents could not help her due to the language barrier.  

Delia resorted to her teachers for help, but at the same time, it became a complicated 

matter because teachers had other students to help out as well with their college applications. So, 

Delia scouted other networks like some of her older cousins who had already gone through the 

process of applying for college; some of them had already even graduated from college. 

Unfortunately, some of them were not willing to help and others who did help, showed no 

investment in the process, as she pointed out in her testimonio. “I remember I asked older 

cousins that had already graduated from university, asking like, ‘hey, like how [is] this 

question?’ It was just really like, you could tell they didn’t want to help. Or if they did it was not 

like, ‘Oh, let me help you?,’ you know?”  

The fact her college preparation was somewhat an isolating endeavor had an emotional 

toll for Delia to the point of becoming depressed and crying for many days. As a result, she 

would imagine the worst possible scenarios that could happen to her. Her worst nightmare was 
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the FAFSA because she had so much trouble filling it out and feared that she would not get any 

financial aid. She got to a point in her college preparation process where she was not going to 

submit her college applications to any schools and had made her mind up that she would go to 

community college. Nonetheless, Delia pushed through and was awarded a full-ride scholarship 

at CALA University. Now she realizes she had it in her; she had the confidence and the skills 

necessary to get where she is now.  

Delia added in her testimonio that she reflects on her experience and offers herself as a 

resource for her younger siblings and cousins. She recounted the time when she helped her 

younger sister with her college preparation. 

 Like with my sister, she’s a year younger than me. When she was going through the 

college process, I was not like harassing her, but I was on top of [her]. “You need to start 

in the summer, you need to start looking at schools, you need to start drafting essays.” 

And I noticed that she was really overwhelmed, and she was really annoyed [by] me. But 

I wish someone was there the way I wanted them to be. 

Delia’s Four-Weeks of Journal Reflections 

Delia wrote four journal reflections beginning on October 23, 2019 all the way to 

November 20, 2019. For journal one, Delia wrote about the week of October 23rd to October 

30th; journal two from October 30th to November 6th; journal three from November 7th to 

November 13th; and journal four from November 14th to November 19th. In the first journal 

reflection, Delia shared three different experiences which I describe below by context.  

Journal Reflection #1  

Context One. “I wish my sisters and I would feel more comfortable talking in 

Spanish because speaking in Spanish has an emotional tie that English simply doesn’t have 
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for me.” Delia described she was with her sister (who is a year younger than she is) at her 

college campus on Friday, October 25, 2019. She shared her sister’s university has a reputation 

for being a school with a predominantly White and affluent student population, so visiting her 

college campus for the first time was a culture shock for her. Delia wrote that on that day, she 

and her sister engaged in conversations about school and their personal lives, utilizing “high 

vocabulary” in their mutual languages which she said to be English. Delia shared she loves 

having critical and thought-provoking conversations with her sister, however she wishes her 

sister and her would feel more “comfortable to speak in Spanish because speaking in Spanish has 

an emotional tie that English simply doesn’t have for me.”   

At the end of May, May 20th to be exact, I contacted Delia through email letting her know 

I had analyzed her journal reflections and would appreciate having her thoughts about my 

interpretations. I engaged in member checking or respondent validation (Merriam & Tisdell, 

2016) by sending my interpretations of her journal reflections to Delia as I did with the other five 

participants. I also included clarification questions about things she had written for the first 

context. First, I asked her what led her to use “high vocabulary” with her sister in their mutual 

academic language of English. She said, 

At that moment, my sister and I were talking about social justice topics (I am a Sociology 

major and she is a Philosophy major), and those words are typical in our academic 

vocabulary, so it seemed natural and appropriate to use that high vocabulary in our 

conversation. I guess I should also explain what I mean by “high vocabulary.” By this I 

am referring to the academic language and vocabulary that I am exposed to as a 

Sociology student. I could always talk about social justice topics with my parents, for 

instance, but I would have to rephrase and find synonyms to these words as a way to 
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code-switch from my academic vocabulary. This is not to say that my vocabulary outside 

of the academic setting is not “high,” it’s just more complex, but is still as valuable. 

Delia reflected on the phenomenon of code-switching from her academic vocabulary to 

communicate to her parents in Spanish. She acknowledged that just because she code-switches 

with her parents does not mean the vocabulary she translates into is not “high” or is not valuable, 

it is just that she has to adjust her language according to her audience. This behavior is similar to 

her role as a language broker; she shared in her testimonio of having to translate important 

documents for her dad when she was six years old. She shared about her language brokering 

experience later in this same journal in context two, and again in her third journal reflection.  

I then asked her about what she meant by the word “comfortable” when she shared that 

she wished her sister and her were more comfortable speaking in Spanish, and she replied:  

By “comfortable” I mean feeling more confident in speaking Spanish outside of my 

home/familial settings. My sister and I both speak Spanish very well, but for whatever 

reason, it’s awkward to talk in Spanish together. The few times I tried talking to my 

sisters in Spanish in public, they just laughed and pointed out that it was awkward. 

From Delia’s response, it is clear she and her sister speak Spanish very well, but for some 

underlying reason, it becomes awkward and I wonder whether that sentiment of awkwardness 

stems from the raciolinguistic educational experiences Delia shared that were part of her K-12th 

grade experience in her testimonio.  

Lastly, I asked Delia to clarify what she meant when she wrote Spanish has an emotional 

tie that English simply does not for Delia. Delia shared:  

When I speak English, I feel like it’s just too academic. In my brain, I associate English 

with school, reading, academics, and a strange/foreign culture that I had to adopt when I 
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was in grade school in order to “succeed” as a first-generation student. Because my 

parents do not speak English, I have to speak Spanish with them in order to feel included 

in the family. When I talk with my parents (in Spanish) it’s usually not about academics 

and trying to sound fancy. Instead, speaking in Spanish is directly connected to the 

emotional/affectual aspects of my life: my family, my childhood and my culture/heritage. 

In her reflection, Delia highlighted a distinction between Spanish and English. On one hand, 

Delia associates English with academics, associating the language with anything that has to do 

with school, a language she had to “adopt” in order to “succeed” as a first-generation college 

student. On the other hand, she associates Spanish as the language of her family, a language she 

utilizes to connect with her family and does not find the need to “sound fancy” or “academic.”  

Context Two. “Having to translate between English and Spanish makes no sense 

when all five of us understand and speak Spanish very well.” Delia shared that spending time 

with her family the weekend of the weekend of October 25th-26th was “therapeutic” for her as she 

had a chance to engage in long conversations with her parents about the ups and downs of 

school. She described an interesting linguistic dynamic that occurs at home when she and her 

two younger sisters are at home with their parents. At the dinner table on Sunday evening, Delia 

and her sisters were speaking in English. Then, Delia translated for her parents in Spanish what 

she and her sisters were speaking about. She shared this linguistic dynamic occurs quite often 

given she and her sisters spend most of the day in school and doing homework in English which 

has become “our default language with people our age.”  

Even though Delia’s mother complemented her at the dinner table for her expert 

translating skills, Delia feels translating for her parents is an “inefficient” way of communication 

because all five family members understand and speak Spanish very well. Delia feels an added 
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pressure because her parents rely solely on her to translate and fill out important documents in 

English.  

Context Three. “Feeling at home while being away from home.” Delia shared one of 

the few times she had the opportunity to use her home language on her college campus. She was 

looking for a table to have breakfast and she approached a CALA University worker and asked 

her in English because she did not want to assume her language if she could sit at the table. The 

worker nodded her head in approval. Someone else approached the table and greeted the worker 

in Spanish, at which point, this small Spanish interaction made Delia smile and feel happy 

“because it makes me feel like I’m at home away from home.” 

Journal Reflection #2 

 Delia wrote her second journal reflection during the week of October 30th-November 7th, 

2019. She shared about two different experiences that happened to her that week. 

 Context One. “I instantly felt at ease and comfortable in a situation that I was 

uncomfortable with prior.” On Halloween, Delia was working as an event services supervisor 

training a new student hire on a career fair hosted by CALA University’s Student Union on 

campus. Delia and the White, male student worked a four-hour shift together attending to the 

event and speaking with clients and the attendees. Delia shared the student was very nice and 

talkative but she was intimidated by him at first because she thought they would have nothing in 

common, and also because she normally does not interact with that type of demographic. To her 

surprise, she ended up sharing a lot of stories with him. In the follow-up phase of the 

dissertation, I asked Delia what types of stories she shared with the student and she mentioned 

she told him about her upbringing in the San Fernando Valley, growing up in a low-income 

immigrant household, and about her high school experience, which was notably different from 
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his in terms and race and social class. I also asked her why she does not tend to interact with a 

White and male demographic, and she responded:  

Well for one, growing up in the SFV [San Fernando Valley] my community is 

predominantly Latino. Specifically, my K-12 peers were 98% Latinos! I only 

encountered White people through my high school teachers which were half White. But 

for some strange reason, I didn’t find that awkward—I just saw them as my teachers 

(maybe because the majority of my peers looked like me). But when I went to CALA 

University, I realized that I felt awkward around White people, especially those from 

middle/upper-class. I naturally gravitated to Students of Color while at CALA University. 

However, at work, I encountered more White individuals, and I eventually felt more 

comfortable. 

In Delia’s follow-up reflection, she revealed a sentiment of comfortability when she grew up and 

attended school in the San Fernando Valley because most of the people surrounding her were 

Latinx. That sentiment changed when she started attending CALA University, as there was a 

complete shift in the demographics of people she was used to seeing and encountering back 

home.  

As Delia and her co-worker’s four-hour shift ended, they had to empty out the trash cans 

at the venue. They took the trash bags to the trash compressors located in the basement of the 

Student Union building. When they got there, there were two gentlemen already sorting out the 

trash. She smiled at them and asked in English how to use the compressor. One of the gentlemen 

gave Delia instructions in his “English accent” as she described out in her journal reflection. In 

the follow-up phase of the dissertation, I asked her why she initiated the conversation in English 

and what she meant by, “English accent” and she explained that just because they share the same 
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brown skin color she did not want to assume the worker spoke Spanish as well. She has 

experienced too many awkward encounters with people who she assumes speak Spanish and 

they respond back in English. As to the comment about the worker having an “English accent,” 

Delia explained:  

Well, by “English accent,” I am referring to the fact that it sounded like his English was 

not like those of native-English (or long-term English) speakers. When they spoke, their 

English reminded me of my dad’s whose English has a heavy accent because he has very 

little practice with it. 

As with the encounter with the university worker Delia shared in her first journal reflection, she 

drew a connection between language and home, especially with hearing the gentleman worker’s 

accent reminded her of her dad’s “English heavy accent.” The worker then proceeded to give 

Delia directions in Spanish on how to use the trash compressor. Hearing the worker speak in 

Spanish made her feel at ease and comfortable in a situation which was first uncomfortable. 

Delia and the university worker laughed about how confusing it is to use the trash compressors in 

Spanish.  

 Context Two. “I can read advanced Spanish, so reading the Spanish research would 

not be a problem at all for me. My concern is being able to talk the same way I read in 

Spanish. While deciding which classes to take for winter quarter 2020 in between classes at the 

library, during breaks at work, during dinner, while waiting for lecture to begin, and while taking 

homework/study breaks in her dorm, Delia was frustrated and ran into a dilemma. She was 

frustrated because there were no reviews on the professors, or some classes had negative 

reviews, and other classes had no syllabi to help her determine whether to take the class or not.  
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In the class listing, Delia saw a Mexican migration course offered in the Sociology 

department, a class which aligns with her academic and research interests, she said. The dilemma 

was whether she should take the course that was only being offered in Spanish. She found the 

syllabus was in Spanish and it stated the class was being offered in Spanish to “better understand 

the Mexican literature in a more nuanced way.” The syllabus also stated the students would have 

to give oral presentations on the readings in Spanish.  

Delia described her gradual change in attitudes as she decided whether she should take 

the course. At first, she felt excited. Then, she felt intimidated and discouraged because she had 

to give oral presentations on the readings in Spanish. She felt scared about giving an academic 

presentation about migration literature entirely in Spanish because she is not confident about 

using her Spanish skills in that way.  

She then engaged in metacognitive reflections about her own Spanish language skills. 

She explained she utilizes Spanish only in basic conversations. She is aware that she can read 

advanced Spanish, therefore reading research articles in Spanish would not be a problem. Her 

challenge would be speaking in Spanish in the same way that she reads academic Spanish. She is 

afraid she might not make sense, or sound contradicting, or that she might stutter too much, or 

that she might take a long time to find the right word “to provide advanced yet efficient analysis 

of academic literature” the same way she can in English as her experience as an academic 

scholar has been in English. She also assumed the professor might have high expectations of 

students’ Spanish skills. At the end of that reflection, Delia shared she ended up deciding not to 

take the course and felt sad and disappointed with herself for lacking the confidence in her own 

native language skills.  
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In the follow-up phase of the dissertation, I asked Delia to tell me more about her lack of 

confidence in her Spanish skills and not wanting to take the Mexican migration course and she 

responded:  

I mainly speak my home language, Spanish, in informal situations. Namely, I speak 

Spanish mostly with my family in a way that doesn’t require me to use an extensive 

academic Spanish vocabulary. The closest that I have had to using Spanish in a highly 

academic setting was when I took AP Spanish Literature during my senior year in high 

school. I just wanted to avoid being in a space where the professor might mark me down 

points for being unable to articulate myself in a high academic Spanish 

vocabulary/diction. 

She reflected after taking AP Spanish Literature in high school which she speaks about in her 

testimonio, she has not used Spanish in an academic way because when she speaks with her 

family, she code-switches her Spanish by not using “extensive academic Spanish vocabulary.” 

Therefore, her reasoning for not taking the Mexican migration course was out of fear that the 

professor would be too meticulous about her way of speaking and utilizing academic Spanish.  

Journal Reflection #3 

Delia wrote her third journal reflection during the week of November 7th-November 13th, 

2019. She shared about two different experiences that happened to her that week. 

Context One. Delia Language Brokers for Her Dad. It was Veteran’s Day on Monday, 

November 11th, 2019, therefore, Delia took advantage of the long three-day weekend and spent 

time with her family back in the San Fernando Valley. She shared she enjoys her time at home 

because she gets to spend time with her two younger sisters, driving her mom to do errands, and 
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interpreting documents for her dad and translating for her dad while they make important phone 

calls.  

Language brokering has been a recurring element in her life as she shared in her 

testimonio when she had to translate insurance documents for her dad at age six, and in her 

second journal reflection, for being the oldest sibling and having a higher grasp of Spanish 

language skills than her younger sisters. After reading Delia’s third journal reflection, I probed 

her in the follow-up phase to share more about what types of documents and phone calls she had 

to interpret and translate for her dad on that weekend she home. She responded:  

… during that time, I was probably translating IRS forms … and/or car insurance 

documents. I first had to translate for my dad upon looking over the document, and then 

he wanted to call the agency (IRS or car insurance) and at that point I had to interpret. 

Delia’s response depicts the intricate processes of language brokering CLD students engage in 

with their family members, one which requires time and to be conducted with diligence to make 

sure that we, language brokers, transmit the correct information to our parents and family 

members.  

Language brokering was one of the topics of discussion in Delia’s Latino Working 

Families course I observed on Thursday, January 30th, 2020. The course was bright and early at 8 

am and was taught by a lecturer who earned her Ph.D. in Education from CALA University. The 

professor introduced students to the topic of work and gender in relation to the different 

populations in Latinx countries, primarily Mexico and Central America and the United States. 

She introduced terms such as “gender fluidity” and “transnationalism” by having students 

discuss the following: “Gender is fluid over time within different social situations. How can this 

be applied to transnational families?” After students discussed in groups for five minutes, the 
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professor brought the whole class back together to share their thoughts. Each group had a chance 

to share. When it was Delia’s group turn to share what she had discussed with her group, Delia 

spoke for the group and connected the question to immigrant families. She mentioned she does 

not know what “transnational” means, but she said when families come to the United States, they 

sometimes have to change gender roles; for example, men may engage in more feminine roles 

such as cooking and cleaning.  

After introducing graphics of the disproportionality in women’s labor force in Latinx 

countries and the labor market participation of men versus women from 2000-2018 from the 

United Nations Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean, the professor introduced two 

women presenters, students from the same class. She introduced their names, where they are 

from, their majors, and their post-graduation plans. The presentation was titled, “Responsibilities 

of children in Latinx immigrant homes.” The presenters delved deep into one of Dr. Majorie 

Orellana’s research articles which highlighted the responsibilities of children with chores and 

language brokering in their homes. After the students presented the research article’s 

methodology and findings, they showed a video by a music group named, La Santa Cecilia and 

their song titled, ICE (Hielo). The song was in Spanish with English subtitles. The video 

depicted the detrimental effects of ICE invasions in the homes of undocumented families in the 

United States. 

After the song was finished, the two women presenters introduced two discussion 

questions: 1) How can the fear and act of deportation have an effect on the responsibilities of 

children of immigrant families?; and 2) How would you describe language brokering? What 

comes to mind? The students went back to their groups to discuss these two questions. After a 

few minutes, the presenters brought the students back to discuss as a whole group. Delia raised 
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her hand to share. She shared her experience of being part of a mixed-status family11 and 

language brokering serving as a “tool.”  

Other students shared very deep and personal stories about being part of an 

undocumented family and the responsibilities they and their siblings have to protect their parents. 

One student shared they have to drive their parents around to do el mandado (run errands). 

Another student shared they have to take care of their siblings, while their parents work long 

hours. Another student shared he is from a mixed-status family similar to Delia and that he had 

to mature at a young age because he grew up with fear and anxiety of immigration officers 

knocking on their door and taking his parents away. Another student said, “language brokering 

gives us so much privilege—it’s a survival thing.”  

Returning to her journal reflection, that same weekend, Delia spent some time with her 

neighbor’s baby. The baby was less than two years old. Delia shared she enjoys spending time 

with the baby because she has not spent time with a baby in the last 14 years since her youngest 

sister was born. Delia is conscious and is observant of what the baby likes to do: “The baby is so 

energetic, loves to play with building blocks, likes to run and explore new corners and rooms of 

our house.” She shared an interesting linguistic dynamic of speaking to the baby mostly in 

Spanish, especially when counting and when cleaning up. When the baby was being too loud, 

Delia spoke to the baby in English. She shared she found it interesting she chose to communicate 

with the baby mostly in Spanish as “it just comes off more naturally for some reason.” She then 

engaged in a reflection about her language ideologies (Errington, 2001). She shared when she 

has children in the future, she plans to speak to the baby only in Spanish and her rationalization 

 
11 A mixed-status family is composed of members of varying legal status. “While this term refers to families with 
both citizen and non-citizen parents and children, these families may consist of members with any combination of 
legal status. A prevalent situation is one in which the children have citizenship by being born in the U.S. and at least 
one parent is a non-citizen.” (Beuch, 2014).  
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is “to preserve and honor my culture.” In the follow-up phase of the dissertation, Delia expanded 

that she does not want her future children “to lose sight of their immigrant and cultural roots” 

and making Spanish the home language for her future family is what she will do.   

Context Two. “I don’t know why my brain refuses to talk in Spanish with my 

college friends...it just does.” After the long Veteran’s Day weekend, it was time for Delia to 

come back to her dorm at CALA University. Delia’s roommate is also Latinx. She was raised by 

Mexican and Guatemalan immigrant parents. Delia shared her roommate’s parents spoke to her 

in English while growing up, instead of Spanish because they devalued Spanish, “they viewed 

Spanish as a barrier to her academic and social advancement.” Now, as a college student, her 

roommate is trying to reconnect with her parents’ cultures and language by listening to Spanish-

speaking artists and speaking more Spanish.  

In her quest to reconnect with her parent’s cultures and language, Delia’s roommate 

inserts Spanish words and phrases in their conversations, codeswitching between both languages. 

Delia never responds in Spanish even though she is aware her Spanish speaking skills are at a 

higher level than her roommate’s. She just finds it “odd” for her roommate to be speaking 

casually in Spanish all of the sudden when she had never done it before. In the follow-up phase 

of the dissertation, I probed Delia to explain why she found it odd that her roommate was 

speaking casually to her in Spanish and she responded:  

Our first year at college, my roommate barely spoke Spanish. I remember when I said her 

name I would pronounce it the “Spanish” way, but she didn’t like it and corrected me by 

pointing out that she goes by the English-pronunciation of her name. Then, all of a 

sudden, our second year, this changes. I guess she wanted to reconnect with her Latina 

roots and speak more Spanish. Now, she wants us to call her by the Spanish-version of 
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her name, listen to Spanish music, and speak Spanish during our casual talk. I hate to say 

this, but it made me uncomfortable. It almost feels forced. And I know where she is 

coming from; she just wants to reconnect with her roots, and I respect that. But at the 

same time, it just doesn’t feel natural. This has been the case with all of my other same-

age group relatives and friends. I guess I just associate Spanish with my parents and 

adults, and I reserve English for friends and others of my same age group. 

In the reflection above, Delia alluded to a notion of language separation, where she reserves 

Spanish with her parents and older adults and English with the relatives and peers from her same 

age-group. When her roommate tries to speak in Spanish with Delia it just feels forceful and 

uncomfortable.  

Interestingly enough, on the day Delia arrived back to her dorm, she actually responded 

back in Spanish to her roommate. She responded with a Mexican dicho [saying], “In my family, 

there’s a lot of dichos that we use to creatively express or describe a situation/experience. In my 

conversation with my roommate, our conversation compelled me to use a dicho as my response, 

which was in Spanish.” In her follow-up reflection, Delia highlighted the role of situational 

context that led her to use Mexican dichos to convey a message and contribute to the 

conversation with her roommate. 

She concludes her third journal entry by reflecting on why her “brain refuses” to speak in 

Spanish with her peers her age. She does not feel embarrassed or incompetent of her Spanish 

skills (although she does speak about not feeling that her Spanish skills are adequate to take a 

Spanish college course in her second journal reflection). Speaking in Spanish with people her 

age “triggers a sense of confusion.” The sense of confusion is similar to why she feels odd when 

her roommate speaks to her in Spanish. She feels confused because she only speaks in Spanish 
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with her parents, relatives, and older adults. She is hopeful that her brain will move beyond that 

“shock” when her peers her age speak to her in Spanish and beyond her socialization of reserving 

Spanish “for the intimacy of my family and for respecting elderly Latinos.”  

Journal Reflection #4 
 

Delia wrote her fourth journal reflection during the week of November 14th-November 

20th, 2019. She shared about three different experiences that happened to her that week. 

Context One. “While I have a strong work ethic and I know I try my best in my 

reading and writing, I still get slightly surprised when my professors compliment my 

work.” For the first context, Delia wrote about her Migration Theory, Research, and Methods 

course which required her to read between four and five research articles each week on topics of 

international migration research, and then write two to three-page analytical reflections on the 

readings she completed at her campus library “for peace and quiet.” Delia reflected that at this 

point in her academic career she is used to reading an enormous number of pages and enjoys the 

process because she is a “very diligent note taker and analytical reader.” In her writing and 

synthesis process, she puts readings in conversation with one another.  

Reflecting on her own self-identity as a student, Delia shared she holds very high 

expectations for herself, her work, and her professors. For that reason, she spends a significant 

amount of time on her written reflections so that she can submit the best paper. Even though she 

knows she gives it her all, she still becomes surprised when her professor comments on how 

impressive her written reflections are as she thinks that there is always room for improvement on 

everything. This connects to her strong work ethic.  

Context Two. “I stutter sooooo much, and I have a hard time articulating my 

thoughts in English.” During that week, Delia participated in her Migration, Theory, Research, 
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and Methods course. She reflected on her language skills and noticed a stark difference of how 

she speaks in English and how she writes in English. She said, “I stutter sooooo much, and I 

have a hard time articulating my thoughts in English.” When speaking in English she knows 

what she wants to say but experiences a hard time saying it in a simple and straightforward way. 

That week, when she participated in class, she noticed she was stuttering a lot and experiencing a 

hard time in articulating her thoughts. As she was speaking, she noticed her professor’s confused 

facial expression which made her feel very insecure about herself. This incident made her 

remember about all of the times as a young girl in school when she struggled with her English 

speaking skills. Contrary to not enjoying speaking in English, Delia enjoys writing in English 

because she can take her time in outlining her thoughts.  

When I probed Delia about why she thinks she has trouble with articulating her thoughts 

in English, she shared:  

I have no idea. Maybe I should clarify that I don’t “stutter;” what it is, is that I use “uhm” 

A LOT! This is always something that I do when speaking in English, but I only realized 

it when I was in 10th grade giving a class presentation and my AP European History 

teacher called me out in front of the whole classroom and said how much I say “uhm.” I 

was totally embarrassed by this. Ever since, I cannot help but be self-conscious of it. I 

hate it because I am afraid that people might think that I am saying “uhm” because I 

don’t know what I am saying. Anyway, a reason might just be that I think too fast 

(LOL)? Or maybe it’s the opposite, and I am trying to be elaborative when I speak in 

English and that causes me to say “uhm?” 

Delia’s follow-up reflection speaks about the repercussions of teachers’ comments on students’ 

insecurities, like her AP European History teacher commented in front of the class that Delia 
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says, “uhm” a lot, which has followed Delia all throughout schooling, even now as a college 

student. 

Context Three. “To my own surprise I was actually singing along...something I have 

never done before with Spanish music.” From November 15th-17th, 2019, Delia attended an 

annual retreat with the Coalition for Humane Rights (CHIRLA) which is part of the California 

Dream Network (CDN) in Northern California. The purpose of her attendance was to build 

community with the attendees, her friends, and new friends who were college undergraduates 

from all over California and to learn information about current immigration issues, to then share 

that information with friends and family.  

Delia wrote that she felt safe and happy at the retreat as she was able to share the same 

traumas, fears, hopes, and emotions with the rest of the attendees. In the follow-up phase of the 

dissertation, I probed Delia to describe more about the fears, hopes, and emotions she shared 

with the attendees, and she wrote:  

CHIRLA is an immigrant-rights organization, so all of the issues and policies that the 

organization focuses on surround immigration. As a U.S.-born citizen, I am an ally of the 

immigrant rights movement. However, I have friends and relatives that are negatively 

impacted by the current immigration policies and enforcement in place. This instills fear, 

sadness, anger, and trauma within myself and the youth at the retreat. So, as an ally with 

a close connection to immigrants, I attended this retreat in hopes of being surrounded 

with other people that either share similar experiences as me, or that are equally as 

passionate about dedicating their spare time to be immigration advocates.  

Delia described herself as an ally to the immigrant community and immigrant rights movement 

given that she was born in the United States and she comes from a mixed-status family as she 
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shared in her Latino Working Families course I observed. She attended the retreat in hopes of 

meeting others who share similar experiences and emotions and feel connected.  

Being at the retreat and being around other Latinx folks was a breakthrough for Delia as 

she shared that she spoke in Spanish with peers of her own age. The space and the people made 

her feel very comfortable as she shared a deep emotional connection that she even began 

conversations in Spanish. She was in a space where she could reclaim her Spanish without being 

self-conscious about having to change to English which happens to her in the college context. On 

the bus ride back to her campus, Delia and her friends listened to music in Spanish of artists who 

she grew up listening to. To her own surprise, she was singing along to the songs, something she 

had not done before with peers of her same age. “I was happy and proud to be Latinx, daughter 

of immigrants, and a Spanish native speaker this past weekend like never before.”  

Lily  

Testimonio 

Lily is a 21-year-old community college transfer, first-generation college student, and 

junior at CALA University majoring in Psychobiology at the time of the study. Prior to CALA 

University, Lily attended a community college in Southern California for three years. Lily was 

born and raised in Iran along with her two younger sisters. Their home language was Farsi and 

continues to be Farsi as she continues to use it with her family when she visits them in Orange 

County where they moved to when Lily and her family came from Iran. Lily came to the United 

States at age 16, right at the start of her junior year in high school. She was labeled an EL in 

2014-2016, her junior and senior years in high school. Lily considers English to be her academic 

language.  

Experiences of Learning and Using Home Language  



 

  87 

Learning and Using Farsi at Home and at School in Iran  

In her testimonio, Lily shared her parents taught her Farsi by mainly speaking and 

reading to her at home. As she grew older, she enjoyed listening to Farsi music and reading Farsi 

novels. Lily explained learning the Farsi alphabet and spelling in school in Isfahan, Iran, was 

very difficult. This struggle was common with other peers because there are a lot of letters in 

Farsi that sound the same but look different. She provided an example, “Farsi letters tend to have 

the same phonetics but look very different. For instance, there are three letters that have the 

sound ‘S’ and four letters that have the sound ‘Z.’” Although she experienced challenges with 

learning and spelling, Lily recounted learning to speak in Farsi was not a challenge for her. To 

help Lily learn how to spell, her mother would be the main person who helped her improve all 

throughout elementary school. At home, her mom would give her spelling tests and practice 

writing the same word over and over again until she learned how to spell. In the follow-up phase 

of the dissertation, Lily shared her Farsi spelling improved by third and fourth grade.    

Experiences of Learning and Using Academic Languages at School  

Lily described the educational system in Iran further. She explained the middle school 

and high school education required students to learn the Islamic religion which required students 

to learn Arabic. She highlighted the Arabic alphabet is very similar to the Farsi alphabet—only 

four letters of the Arabic alphabet are different from that of the Farsi alphabet. Learning how to 

read and write in Arabic is facilitated for learners by knowing how to read and write in Farsi. 

Now, as a college student, Lily is not able to speak Arabic as well as she did when she was in 

high school, but she can still read and write it.  

Learning English in Iran and Continuing to Learn English in the United States.  
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Prior to coming to the United States, Lily learned English in Iran outside of her school 

context for three years. She learned basic components of the English language like basic 

grammar. Once she moved to the United States, it became difficult for Lily to understand 

English because people would speak faster and had different accents from her English instructors 

back in Iran. Lily relied heavily on English-Farsi translators when she had to write essays and to 

try to understand others.  

Lily came to the United States in October of her junior year in high school. She 

remembered being a quiet student as she was trying to grasp what others said around her. She 

was placed in ESL classes, but quickly passed the “exit proficiency” exam at the end of her 

junior year by scoring at a level four on the English reading, speaking, listening, and writing 

skills the exam assesses EL students on. Lily shared the basic foundation she acquired of English 

in Iran was fundamental in helping her exit out of the ESL program early.  

Even though Lily had tested out of the ESL classes, her English teacher would proofread 

her essays before turning them in and allowed her to use Google Translator during exams. Other 

teachers did not allow the use of Google Translator, but she was allowed to ask them about the 

meanings of words. Overall Lily’s teachers were very understanding because “they kind of knew 

that … I needed the help with language, not that I wasn't … having the knowledge.” 

Lily described her ESL teacher was a fundamental social network as a junior and senior 

in school. Even though Lily was not in the ESL program anymore, her teacher would stay with 

her after school to proofread her essays or help her with other assignments she did not 

understand. She did not go to her main English teacher for help because she did not have 

experience with ESL students, so she felt her English teacher “wasn’t making it clear the way I 
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wanted to.” I probed Lily in the follow-up stage of the dissertation about what she meant by that 

phrase and she said:  

My English teacher did not have any experience with ESL students and the type of 

struggles English language learner[s] face. My ESL teacher used to understand the 

language barrier and break down sentences and words for me in a more understandable 

way.  

In her testimonio, Lily described her ESL teacher had also learned English as a second language, 

so she felt she had a better connection with her ESL teacher as she was able to understand Lily’s 

difficulties with the English language. They even shared similar questions about the English 

language that Lily and her ESL teacher could connect on. Some of the questions they shared 

were about location propositions, such as “on,” “over,” “at,” and “in.” Another difficulty was 

determining the distinction between “taught,” “thorough,” “through,” and “throughout.”  

Lily Did Not Feel a Sense of Belongingness at her High School; She just Wanted to Get Out  

Lily shared she felt like she did not belong at her high school. She was just getting by to 

get out. There was a significant lack of diversity at her school and she described the students as 

not welcoming nor nice. The students lacked the knowledge of the geographical location of Iran 

and did not know about the language spoken in Iran. Lily also attributed the lack of sense of 

belonging to the language barrier: “Like in high school here, like nobody really knew me. I think 

it was the language barrier. And I also didn't really like the, the vibe and how it was so I didn't 

really even try.” Students already had their groups formed, so as a junior, Lily felt it was difficult 

to integrate with the groups. In her senior year, she would hang out with her ESL classmates 

from junior year, but even then, that sense of connection she wanted was not there. On the other 

hand, Lily kept a close connection with her friends back in Iran, “because with a lot of them we 
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like basically like grew up together, like we spoke the same language, like we have the same 

roots.”  

Language Opportunities to Continue Learning and Using Home Language in School in the 
United States  

In Lily’s high school, there were no opportunities for her to continue learning Farsi nor 

were there other Iranian students whom she could connect with. She did continue watching 

movies in Farsi and speaking to her parents in Farsi. She described her high school as 

homogeneously White America. Lily did not expand further in reference to this theme.  

College Preparation and Process as a Former English Learner Student and First-
Generation College Student  
 

Lily’s high school offered a college and career class to seniors which informed students 

about what they needed on their college applications but did not necessarily help students to 

submit their applications. In that space, she learned about the SAT and ACT as no one had 

informed her about these assessments in her junior year. She learned if she did not take the SAT 

or the ACT she would have to go to community college, and then transfer to a four-year 

university. Lily knew she wanted to save money, so she set her mind about going to community 

college.  

When I asked Lily about the role of college counselors at her high school, Lily revealed 

the college counselors were more invested in students who were applying to four-year 

universities. Her high school had a big stigma over students who wanted to go to community 

college, partly due to many students from very rich families populating her high school. Given 

the lack of guidance from her college counselors at her high school, Lily had to figure out by 

herself how to apply for community college.  
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 One day after class in high school, I just asked my mom to drive me to the closest 

college where I actually ended up attending [in Orange County, CA]. And I just went 

inside … counselors’ office, and I asked them, like, “how do I sign up?” 

The counselor there told her it was an easy process, she just had to open up a free application, 

pick her classes and that was it.  

Using Farsi to Prepare Community College Applications  

Lily reflected on her college preparation experience and highlighted her uncle as a source 

of familial capital in helping her with her applications. There was no type of language 

accommodation for English learners at her community college, therefore her uncle was 

instrumental in answering any questions and helping her fill out the FAFSA application. Through 

the process, Lily and her uncle codeswitched between Farsi and English. For example, if Lily did 

not know how to say something in English, she would say it in Farsi and her uncle would 

understand. She diverted the conversation to share her favorite way of communicating is by 

codeswitching between Farsi and English and vice versa. Codeswitching is how she 

communicates with her family members and friends. She provided a specific example about her 

communication behaviors with her family members:  

 If I'm just talking with a family member, that speaks both, and they're asking about … 

how's my day I talked in Farsi, but then if they asked … what major I'm studying and …      

what is the quarter system, I think I just go back to … English because that's … how I 

know how to say it and like that.  

From Lily’s reflection, she revealed she utilizes Farsi with her family members when speaking 

about mundane topics such as information about her day, but when asked about topics that relate 
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to school, she switches to English because she has learned to talk about school-related topics in 

English.  

Social and Academic Experiences in Community College  

Contrary to Lily’s social experiences in high school in the United States, her social 

experiences in community college completely changed. There were more immigrant and English 

learner students—there was more diversity. Lily reflected that her English skills were better by 

the time she was in community college. It became more comfortable for her to know she was not 

the only one making grammar mistakes which helped with her confidence in her English 

language skills.  

 Lily expanded on her social experiences in community college as being positive as she 

made many friends at the tutoring center at her community college campus. In addition, she 

made many friends in her science and mathematics classes as these classes required students to 

study for many hours in the library. She interacted with her classmates during office hours as 

well and they planned study sessions to prepare for exams. There were students from many 

different countries, including from Iran, who she was able to relate to because they shared the 

same migration story of coming to the United States during their teenage years. Lily reflected 

that her community college was more diverse in comparison to the student demographics in her 

high school. She did not feel embarrassed to make mistakes in English because other students 

were alike. Her sense of comfortability and confidence grew significantly in community college.  

When Lily entered community college, she had to take a placement test to determine if 

she could be placed in transferable English.12 She reflected her grammar and reading 

 
12 Transferable English is two semesters of English classes a student must pass in community college to transfer to a 
4-year university in California. (Can I attribute this systemic requirement to the entire CA community college 
system?)   
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comprehension were not at the level of transferable English, so she was placed two levels below. 

The two English classes before enrolling in transferable English focused on how to speak 

“proper professional language and write proper MLA essays.”  

As a community college student, Lily took advantage of office hours which would later 

open up a big opportunity for her in her second semester as a first-year student in community 

college. As an elementary English student, Lily would often go to her professor’s office hours to 

get her essays proofread. Seeing Lily’s academic capacity, her professor nominated her to be part 

of the Honors program at her community college. Lily shared being nominated was a huge 

accomplishment because only one student is nominated a year, while the rest of the students have 

to apply for the Honors program.  

At first, she did not like the idea of being nominated because that would mean taking 

only honors courses and she feared that would negatively impact her GPA, as she still considered 

her English not to be great at the time. The English professor who nominated Lily played a big 

role as a source of social capital. Her professor helped her think past the mistakes she makes in 

English and focus on her academic skills, such as her excellent interpretation skills shown in her 

argumentative essays. Her professor provided Lily with reassurance that she was a great 

candidate for the Honors program.  

The transition to the Honors program was difficult at first because the readings became 

more extensive and more difficult. Lily continued to take advantage of office hours to get her 

essays proofread. She shared her confidence grew while she was in the Honors program because 

her professors focused their grading on what students knew and how well they criticized and 

analyzed scientific research articles, rather than students’ English grammatical skills.  

Lily’s Four-week of Journal Reflections 
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Lily wrote four journal reflections beginning on October 15, 2019 all the way to 

November 13, 2019. For journal one, Lily wrote about the week of October 15th to October 22nd; 

journal two from October 22nd to October 31st; journal three from October 31st to November 7th; 

and journal four from November 7th to November 13th. Each journal is divided into different 

numbers of contexts, depending on what Lily shared in each journal entry. In the first journal 

reflection, Lily shared about one experience which I describe below by context.  

Journal Reflection #1 

Context One. “To this day, I feel like my English becomes weaker and less fluent if I 

am sleepy or exhausted; however, this does not really happen with my Farsi skills as I 

could probably speak it in my sleep!” Lily took the opportunity to expand on her experiences 

of learning and using Farsi, and the challenges she has faced with English when she moved to the 

United States in her first journal reflection. As she had shared in her testimonio, Lily expressed 

she learned Farsi at home by speaking and listening to her parents. She also said her mother 

would occasionally read to her to help Lily familiarize herself with new words, which is 

something she did not share in her testimonio.  

The rest of her journal reflection focused on her challenges with learning and using 

English in the United States. Lily highlighted her biggest challenge was the language barrier 

between herself and her peers as it was challenging to keep up with the fast-paced conversations 

and understanding slang and different English accents as she pointed out in her testimonio. When 

I probed Lily about the types of slang she had challenges with, she shared:  

From what I remember, “hang out,” “hang up,” hang in,” as well as similar phrases such 

as “give up or give in” would sound arbitrary and confusing to me. I remember I was 
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really confused when my classmate asked me to “hook her up” with the answers to our 

English homework! 

She highlighted a sentiment of language separation by writing Farsi made her more comfortable 

as it is a language of emotion, one she can use to express her feelings, while English requires a 

lot of “mental energy and concentration.”  

To this day, I feel like my English becomes weaker and less fluent if I am sleepy or 

exhausted; however, this does not really happen with my Farsi skills as I could probably 

speak it in my sleep as well! 

Journal Reflection #2 
 

Context One. “I get to freely and openly complain about my hard classes and the 

busy dining halls in Farsi and be assured that no one else around us understands.” Lily 

wrote that after a long day of interacting in her academic language (English), she looks forward 

to coming back to her dorm and chatting with her Farsi-speaking dormmate as this makes her 

feel “relaxed and comfortable.” “I get to freely and openly complain about my hard classes and 

the busy dining halls in Farsi and be assured that no one else around us understands.” As in her 

first journal reflection, Lily shared speaking in English requires a lot of “mental energy” and she 

has to worry about sounding “proper” by using the correct English words and grammar.  

Context Two. “I still seek any opportunities where I can take a break from English 

and enjoy a few minutes of Farsi.” Lily shared about the few times she can spontaneously 

interact with Farsi at her university campus other than with her Farsi-speaking dormmate. On the 

week of October 22nd to October 31st, Lily was studying at one of CALA University’s libraries. 

When she got up to buy a cup of coffee, she passed by several shelfs full of books and saw a 

book with Farsi writing. She instinctively stopped and grabbed the book and spent almost 10 
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minutes “enthusiastically flipping through the pages and staring at the Farsi words as they gave 

me a type of joy that I cannot put into words',' even though she had hours of studying and 

cramming to do for her physics course. Lily wrote she felt “connected” and “inspired” as she 

read the Farsi words, feelings that she does not feel when using English.  

Journal Reflection #3 
 

Context One. “I believe it is quite unfair that I still got evaluated the same way as a 

native English speaker, even though I simply needed more time to understand the 

questions to be able to fully demonstrate my knowledge.” Lily described the week of October 

31st to November 7th as difficult since she was studying and preparing for midterms. Her 

reflection was particularly focused on how her status as an EL has impacted the difficultness of 

her midterms. She described she is a slower reader when she needs to comprehend information 

which affected her performance on her psychology midterm which consisted of 40 questions, 

each one being 4-5 lines long. Her challenge on the exam was managing her time as she was not 

able to finish answering all the questions as she was confused by some wordy questions.  

On Thursday, November 19th, 2019, I observed the same psychology course Lily wrote 

about in her journal reflection. The psychology research methods course was held in a big lecture 

hall style classroom with more than 200 students. The course began sharply at 8 a.m. We entered 

the classroom and almost the entire big lecture hall was full, so we had to very embarrassingly 

squeeze through the aisle between students’ backpacks as we wanted to take two seats in the 

middle of the lecture hall. As I sat down, I noticed a very youthful woman professor. I glanced 

up at the projector and noticed the class was going to be about confidence intervals. This 

automatically gave me flashbacks to my first research methods course as a psychology 

undergraduate student. At the same time, I was so perplexed as to the size of the class. I had 
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never been in a class of that size. I wondered how students are able to learn in an environment 

like that where there are so many students and so many distractions.  

As the class carried on, Lily shared that the students are struggling a lot in the class, so 

the professor has been assigning extra credit. As the professor began lecturing, I noticed that she 

emphasized statisticians use confidence to explain confidence intervals, and told students words 

like, “likely” or “probably” are used to describe confidence intervals. Students followed the 

lecture through the slides and all formulas for how to calculate standard deviations and the t-

statistic. At this point, I noticed the professor explained everything with no context which makes 

me understand why the class can get complicated. It is very abstract.  

When Lily went back to look at her midterm key and read the questions more 

“thoroughly” and “accurately,” she realized she could have performed better on her midterm as 

she knew most of the material. “I believe it is quite unfair that I still got evaluated the same way 

as a native English speaker, even though I simply needed more time to understand the questions 

to be able to fully demonstrate my knowledge.” 

 Context Two. “The only time I used my home language was when my mom called 

me on the phone to check on me.” Lily shared during the week she did not have any social 

engagements as she was entirely focused on studying for her midterm exams. The only 

opportunities she has to use Farsi is when she speaks with her mother on the phone. She speaks 

to her when walking from one class to another. She would talk to her about what she did during 

the day and about her upcoming midterm exams. They would also talk about when she would go 

back home for the weekend. As in her previous journal reflections, there are hints of language 

separation ideologies where she associates Farsi as her “social language” and English as purely 

her “academic language.”  
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To try to understand Lily’s language separation ideologies, I proved her in the follow-up 

phase of the dissertation and asked her whether she unconsciously or consciously separated Farsi 

and English depending on the context and Lily replied:  

I feel like I can separate Farsi and English depending on the context and the environment 

I am in. For example, it is a lot easier for me to speak Farsi at home with my parents and 

stick to English at school. However, I sometimes catch myself mispronouncing an 

English word if I am in a situation where I have to speak English and Farsi at the same 

time. 

In her reflection, it is evident Lily consciously separates Farsi and English depending on the 

situation, even though sometimes she experiences interference from the other language. It is 

interesting Lily does not mention her codeswitching behaviors with her parents and family 

members which she talks about in her testimonio.  

Journal Reflection #4  
 

Context One. “When events like this happen, I feel disadvantaged and challenged as 

my limited knowledge of English words impacts my grades, regardless of my 

understanding of the actual material and information.” During the week of November 7th to 

November 13th, Lily shared that she experienced a less stressful week given she had finished her 

midterms. She shared she had taken a quiz for the same psychology research methods course 

which she wrote about in her last journal reflection. She mentioned she was able to demonstrate 

her knowledge better and felt less overwhelmed by the questions because the professor made the 

quiz less complicated after receiving complaints from the students about the length and 

wordiness of the questions in the past exams. She even allowed students to use a cheat sheet 

during the quiz. She reflected again on her status as an EL as she did not know the meaning of 
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the word “inference.” Moments like these make her feel “disadvantaged and challenged as my 

limited knowledge of English words impacts my grades, regardless of my understanding of the 

actual material and information.”   

Context Two. “These quick getaways from my academic language allows me to stay 

positive and prevents me from getting overwhelmed and burnt out while I am in school.” 

As opposed to last week, Lily shared she was able to engage in some social getaways. She spent 

the long Veterans Day weekend in San Diego with some of her Iranian friends, where she solely 

spoke in Farsi, speaking about school and updating each other about their relationships. She 

spoke about her psychobiology major and pointed out she has not heard of any Iranian 

universities that offer her major. She finalized her reflection by saying the “quick getaways from 

my academic language allows me to stay positive and prevents me from getting overwhelmed 

and burnt out while I am in school.” 

As with Delia’s last journal reflection where she had a breakthrough moment as she 

spoke in Spanish with peers her age and sang along Spanish songs while at the annual CHIRLA 

retreat, Lily also had a breakthrough moment where she spoke about school-related topics like 

her psychobiology major in Farsi. In her testimonio, and in her first journal reflections, there was 

a recurring theme of language separation ideology, where she only used Farsi to speak about 

personal and emotional topics with her mother and family members, and resorted to English 

when speaking about school-related topics because “that is the language in which she learned 

about those topics.”  

Paula  

Testimonio 
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Paula was born in the Philippines and identifies as an Asian/Pacific Islander. Paula has 

two younger sisters. At the time of the study, Paula was 20 years old and she was a junior at 

CALA University, majoring in Psychology. Paula is a community college transfer student. She 

attended a community college in Southern California for two years. When asked about her home 

languages in the demographics questionnaire, she mentioned Visayan and Dabawenyo are her 

home languages, and English is her academic language. Furthermore, she shared she was an 

English learner from first grade to sixth grade, from 2005 when she arrived in the United States 

to 2010. Paula and her family relocated to the United States in 2005 when she was six years old 

and lived in Irvine and attended first to third grade in the United States. In 2008, Paula and her 

family moved back to the Philippines when Paula was eight years old and lived there until 2010, 

and she attended third to fifth grade there. In 2010, when Paula was 10 years old, she and her 

family came back to Irvine and she began to attend fifth grade in the United States. In 2012, she 

and her family moved to Rancho Santa Margarita where her family currently lives. 

Experiences of Learning and Using Home Languages 

Learning Filipino at Home  

Paula shared learning her home language was difficult because she grew up learning two 

languages: Tagalog and English and the dialect of her hometown, Visaya. She shared her 

experience as the following:  

So whenever people would ask me, “Oh, how do you say this?” I would mix everything 

up. And I started saying, “I don't know.” I would just say it in our native language, even 

though they wanted an answer in the official Filipino language and in English. So I would 

just say, “I don't know, I don't know.”  

Throughout the testimonio, I became curious about the similarities and differences 
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 between Visaya and Tagalog. When probed, Paula revealed a big surprise to me that Visaya has 

many similarities with Spanish like accents, but Tagalog was completely different in that sense, 

and went on to say Tagalog is an “angry” language.   

“Encouragement” to Speak English at Home  

The school curriculum in the Philippines is focused on having students learn Tagalog and 

English. Paula grew up with her grandparents who enforced an English-only household and 

whenever Paula used Filipino at home, her grandparents would say, “Oh no no. I don’t 

understand what you are saying. You have to say it in English. You have to asks us in English.” 

Paula shared even though she had already passed the ESL test in sixth grade, her grandparents 

would still “encourage” her to speak to them in English, and they would not respond back to her 

if she did not speak in English to them.  

Given English was made to be an important language in her grandparents’ home, I was 

curious to know whether Paula considered English to be a home language just like she did 

Visaya. In the follow-up questions, she answered English is and always has been an academic 

language for her. Even though English was so present at home, she always thought that its 

presence was just to help her do well in school.  

Paula emphasized throughout her testimonio that her grandmother played an instrumental 

role throughout her schooling in the United States, and her role became even more prominent in 

high school. Whenever Paula was assigned a project, her grandmother encouraged her to start 

working on her project by just jotting down ideas in whatever language she could, Visaya, 

Tagalog, or “broken English.” Even though Paula grew up in an English-only family speaking 

policy household with her grandparents, her grandmother allowed her moments to use her entire 
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linguistic repertoire to have Paula get an early start on her school projects from elementary 

school until high school.  

The elementary education system in the Philippines is quite different from the system in 

the United States. Paula shared she attended Kindergarten, Kindergarten one, Kindergarten two, 

and then first grade. In those grades, they were already being exposed to English. After first 

grade is when the writing in English intensified, and Paula shared that as a kid she could not take 

learning English seriously, “when I moved here[United States] [it’s] when I was forced to take it 

seriously.”  

Experiences of Learning and Using Academic Languages at School  

Learning and Using Tagalog and English  

In regard to her schooling in the Philippines, Paula shared students have subjects in 

Tagalog and English and she did not perform well “[be]cause I just was dependent on my native 

language ever until now.” She further articulated that she “let go” the learning of Tagalog. When 

asked in the follow-up stage of the dissertation what she meant with the phrase, “let go” she 

wrote:  

I let go in a way that I have given up learning it, because I do not see it as a 

 language that I have to hold on to much. Hardly anyone in my family speaks  

 Tagalog. We all speak either Visaya or Dabawenyo. I don’t really find Tagalog to be  

needed as much. If there is anyone who just speaks Tagalog, I would just resort to 

Visaya.  

Paula went back to the Philippines for third and fourth grade and she recalled there was an 

English and Tagalog-only policy in class whereby the teacher would place a pin on students’ 

lapels to “encourage students to speak in English and Tagalog.” She then made an interesting 
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retrospective reflection that teachers should allow home languages in schools, “Looking back, 

it’s still kind of pointless because you need to go further beyond that. You have to be consistent 

with home settings, too.” It is interesting that Paula used the word “encourage” as she did when 

she described her grandparents English-only family policy at home. And then later, said it was an 

enforced system. It seems like there is cognitive dissonance going on, where there is an ingrained 

narrative of English-only policies being something that is encouraging but also forced upon her. 

It seems that the word “encouragement” is a word that she has borrowed from her grandparents 

and from her third and fourth grade teachers because they want to make it seem that speaking 

and using English and Tagalog only is a “good thing.”  

Expanding on the English and Tagalog only-policy in her 3rd and 4th grade classes, 

Paula reflected that having to wear the pin so many times made her feel stupid and the policy 

was just plain silly because she knew how to communicate in Visaya. When asked in the follow-

up phase of the dissertation why she felt silly, Paula declared: “I understand that Tagalog is one 

of the official languages in the Philippines, but I did not understand why we had to wear the pin 

as a consequence for speaking Visaya. They made Visaya seem so shameful and bad.”  

Experiences of Transitioning Schooling from the Philippines to the United States  

When probed about her experience of transitioning schooling from the Philippines to the 

United States, Paula shared as a first grader in the United States, she would use a lot of “sign 

language and gestures to express what I wanted to say to my teachers.” She reflected it helped to 

live in Irvine because there were other immigrant students from Asian countries around her and 

so she learned a lot of hand gestures from them. For example, Paula used hand gestures to get 

clarifications about mathematics assignments. The hand gestures helped her to some extent, but 

the language barrier was still present.  
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 In her English classes, Paula’s experiences with English were completely different. Her 

grandparents and her family served as sources of familial and social capital as they helped her 

immensely with her English writing from first to sixth grade. Paula found it particularly difficult 

to express herself in writing, especially in social studies as she found the analysis questions 

unnecessarily hard for a fifth grader. Anecdotally, she recounted, “my papers would be filled 

with writing and eraser marks because I wouldn’t know how to express myself and they would 

eventually rip.” As I read this quote when I was analyzing Paula’s testimonio, I reflected on my 

own experience as an EL student in elementary school and remembered my homework 

assignments would eventually rip like Paula from all the erasing I would do.   

Eventually, Paula came back to the United States a second time and so she had to get 

reacquainted with the American school system again—she had to start from zero. The following 

quote depicts this sentiment:  

So fifth grade I had to start over from scratch basically. I thought, “Oh, I would still have 

the same skills and I would still speak in English conversely like pretty well. But then 

when I spoke to my friends and classmates, I lost it. I lost it a few times. The flow was 

just not there anymore. So I had to relearn. My grandma had to talk to me about 

practicing homework, reading everyday, read and write everyday, talk to us in English. 

In the above quote, Paula alluded to a sense of English language loss and highlighted her 

grandmother’s role in her relearning of English and creating an English-learning space at home. 

When asked what she meant by, “the flow was just not there anymore,” Paula shared the flow 

refers to the level of comfort with speaking English.  

Experience of being in English as a Second Language Classes in Elementary School in the 
United States  
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Paula shared that she did not feel any different being in the ESL classes because there 

were other immigrant students in her class. Her insecurity as an EL student kicked in when she 

was a third grader because she and her classmates had to write journals and she reflected that 

many of her journals were shorter than her peers’ entries. She did not know how to make her 

journal entries more extensive and had a hard time expressing herself in English subjectively, 

meaning expressing her emotions in English through writing.  

A school assignment in the sixth grade was life changing for Paula in relation to 

developing her English writing skills. The school assignment asked students to write about their 

personal experiences, so Paula wrote about her experiences as an immigrant in the United States, 

having to leave her mother back in the Philippines. The writing assignment made her realize that 

she can express herself well and is a good writer if she is allowed to speak about her own 

experiences. She described that as being “a critical moment” because she improved “socially, 

academically, and linguistically.”  

Experience of Learning and Using Academic Language in High School  

Paula narrated her relationship with reading became estranged in high school because she 

was focusing more on mathematics and other subjects. By her sophomore year of high school, 

Paula stepped down from English honors because she got a C in that class and her “English 

language speaking skills academically were decreasing [at] that time.” When I probed Paula as to 

why she thought her English speaking skills were decreasing while being in the English honors 

class, she shared, what I think, it is a very analytical reflection about the English honors 

curriculum at her high school:  

 My school just didn't have a good curriculum for English...I think there should be mo::re 

collaborative activities:: to like foster ... a more like reading comprehension, writing 
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activities to encourage people to actually do the work. And not just, oh, the student got to 

take the quiz. Do bad. Put it in grade. That’s your grade. So it was just felt so black and 

white? I just don’t think I learned much. I don't think I learned at all...So I stepped down 

of honors, stepped down into regular. And we read Macbeth. And that was when I started 

to like take things slower and enjoyed it. 

Language Opportunities to Continue Learning and Using Home Language in School  

Paula shared she continued to use Visaya in high school to help her connect ideas in 

school. She recounted she had to complete writing assignments in high school that required her 

to do a lot of subjective thinking, talking to herself in Visaya first and then translating her 

thinking into English. When I asked if she still engages in this translation practice as a college 

student at CALA University, she answered not really, although in journals #2 and #3, Paula 

narrated how she uses Visaya to help her understand the difficult concepts she was learning in 

her Cell and Molecular Biology course during the fall quarter 2019 at CALA University.  

Reflecting on her Tagalog skills, Paula shared she can speak it, but very terribly. She did 

not continue reflecting about her Tagalog skills13, but instead began to recount her experience of 

learning Spanish in high school. She became very enthusiastic when sharing that part of her 

schooling because she realized how similar some Spanish words are to Visaya. She gave a 

specific example with the double “ll” in Spanish. 

I think in Spanish the double “Ls” are pronounced as “elle” right. <1> Uh-hum. <1> 

Yeah, right for us we pronounce it all the way. So <LNspa> cuchillo <LNspa> would be 

 
13At that point, I wondered if Paula chose not to continue sharing about her Tagalog learning and using experiences 
because of her bad experiences with it in the Philippines? 
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<L1vis> cuchillo <L1vis> 14. So I started to keep track of the differences which was 

really fun for me.  

She went on to reflect about the differences in sentence structure and verb conjugations between 

Visaya and Spanish. She realized the sentence structure is more “logical” in Spanish than in 

Visaya. Paula also realized a big difference in verb conjugations between Visaya and Spanish.   

But it was really hard for me to learn the sentence structure especially in Spanish too, 

because it doesn’t work the same logically in Visaya and in Spanish. It’s more efficient, 

it’s more standard in Spanish, it actually translates well to English, but with Visaya it’s 

like not … Yeah conjugations, that’s what I had the hardest time on in Spanish 2 which I 

took as a sophomore in high school. Because in Spanish 1, I could get away with it, 

[be]cause it’s just the nouns. Spanish 2, I relied so much on my knowledge on my native 

language and I thought it would save me, but the conjugation was hard for … the 

sentence structure. 

As reflected by Paula’s recounting, Spanish 1 and 2 were big learning curves for her in terms of 

learning sentence structures, conjugations, and grammar, and she relied a lot on her knowledge 

of Visaya in Spanish 2 since Visaya and Spanish share similar vocabulary15.  

Her knowledge of Spanish was fortified even more as a junior in high school because she 

worked in the dining hall of a retirement home, so she learned Spanish words pertinent to her job 

from the cooking crew. The crew would ask her to do certain things in Spanish and she would 

 
14 <L1spa<1> = Spanish; <L1vis<1> = Visaya    
15 Visaya is also known as Visayan, Bisaya, or Cebuano language. It is an Austronesian language spoken in the 
southern part of the Philippines. The language has its origins from Cebu island, spoken mainly by various Visayan 
ethnolinguistic groups who are native from the island and surrounding areas. As Paula pointed out in her testimonio, 
Visaya and Spanish share many similar vocabulary as a result of the 300-year Spanish colonial period in the 
Philippines in the 18th century.  
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respond back to them in Spanish. The older cooks were surprised Paula understood what they 

were saying to her. She would tell them, “Yeah, I understand. I could just pick out the words.”   

College Preparation and Process as a Former English Learner Student and first-generation 

college student  

“My college planning wasn’t really that typical.” 

 In her description about applying for a four-year university in Riverside, California for 

their nursing program, Paula spoke about her aspirational capital, “I was only there for nursing 

and plans and hopes for just nursing.” She found the essay-writing process easy because the 

essay prompt asked her to write about herself by describing her faith, her goals, and dreams, 

similarly to the writing assignment she was given in sixth grade which asked her to write about 

herself. Paula shared these experiences have helped her become a better writer in English.  

Although Paula was set to pursue her nursing dreams she could not continue after a week 

of being there due to financial reasons, so her alternative option was to attend a community 

college in Orange County in southern California for two years. Paula recounted she did not enjoy 

the essay writing process when she applied for community college, nor when she transferred to 

CALA University because those essays tend to ask students to quantify their accomplishments 

and she did not enjoy doing that.  

Experience as a Former English Learner Student in Community College  

Paula shared having the opportunity to attend online classes in community college and 

engaging with the class materials helped her with her expressive skills. Online discussion forums 

and other students’ posts helped Paula learn a lot because she saw the vocabulary others used and 

so she asked herself, “Oh, how do I start using that?” Paula expressed the online learning 
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experience was fundamental in helping her improve her speaking, vocabulary, and writing skills 

in English.  

As part of her community college honors program course pathways, Paula mainly took 

social sciences and humanities courses, including Anthropology, History, Sociology, 

Psychology, and even a History of Animation course where she learned about the history of 

Disney. Specifically, she recounted she enjoyed learning the material in her Philosophy course a 

lot. Paula’s humanities course was an Introduction to Self where they read literature on 

Buddhism and the Russian novelist Fyodor Dostoevsky. She recounted she especially enjoyed 

reading the novels of Dostoevsky because “he writes [in] a stream of consciousness, so I could 

relate to that like my own. It's like reading my own thoughts.” Paula expanded that her Cultural 

Anthropology, Humanities, and History of Animation courses were “three good foundations for 

me to start my college career.” She extended her in-person courses were small-group, discussion-

based, very collaborative, and very helpful. All students had to read the class materials before 

going into class because the professors would ask about the class readings every time.  

Paula’s Four-Weeks of Journal Reflections  

Each journal is divided into different numbers of contexts, depending on what Paula 

shared in each journal. In the first journal reflection, Paula shared three different experiences 

which I describe below.  

Journal Reflection #1  
 

Context One. Leveraging Linguistic Capital to Engage in a Private Speech Study 

Method. In the first context, Paula reflected about one of the core Psychology courses she was 

taking at the time of data collection. She complained the course did not have a listed textbook so 

students must learn the course material through PowerPoint slides and the teacher expected 



 

  110 

students to read and learn the material before going into class. She reflected that it is difficult to 

learn the class material through this medium because the class is in a big lecture hall with more 

than 300 students. Given the quantity of students in the course, Paula shared these types of 

courses are audio-recorded and the recordings are uploaded to CALA University’s online 

learning and assessment platform.  

Paula then recounted an interesting study method, that she described as, “private speech,” 

to learn the material from this course. She relistened to the lecture audios on the online platform, 

following the PowerPoint slides at the same time, while she explained the material “as if I were 

to explain to somebody.” For more challenging concepts, Paula leverages her linguistic capital 

as she uses Visaya, her home language, to understand the main point/conclusions of concepts. 

She provides examples in Visaya, and practices “lecturing” in English after, to make sure she is 

truly understanding the “logic of the concepts.” Paula expressed what makes the “private speech” 

method difficult is being able to understand how concepts tie together and how using Visaya and 

English at the same time benefits her studying.  

In the follow-up questions Paula answered about her journal reflections, I asked Paula 

whether engaging in the “private speech” method is the only strategy she uses for challenging 

course concepts and she said:  

No, I usually reread the concepts and start from the beginning or introduction of the 

concept to really follow it concept by concept. Always going back from the beginning 

actually makes me engage in private speech to help me connect and flow from concept to 

concept.  

In the reflection above, Paula described that she rereads the information that pertains to a 

particular concept or multiple concepts and this process then allows her to engage in the “private 
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speech” study method which allows her to make deeper connections between her academic 

concepts.  

Context Two. “Socially, I wish I have more experience to use my home language at 

CALA University.” In reference to her social experiences at CALA University, Paula shared 

she has not found any opportunities to use Visaya at CALA University because she has not met 

anyone who speaks her “dialect.” Paula has tried to expand on her social capital and linguistic 

capital by seeking out Filippino clubs on campus; however, many of the students in those clubs 

can barely speak any of the Filippino languages or only speak Tagalog. This experience made 

her reflect on the value of Visaya in helping her to enhance her academic and social lives and 

finds it would be beneficial for students who speak and think in the same languages to form 

study groups on campus.  

Context Three. “Being bilingual and making mistakes in speaking in both languages 

make[s] [me] feel very much stuck in the middle.” In the same journal entry, Paula engaged in 

a reflection about her identity as an EL student. She associated her continual difficult 

experiences of trying to get points across to her teachers and peers verbally and through writing 

with the English language to her EL identity. She feels she has internalized those insecurities but 

is cognizant she needs to work past those challenges of expressing herself through speech and 

writing. She described a feeling of “being stuck in the middle” when people do not understand 

her well in either Visaya or English.  

In direct relation to her English language skills, Paula shared in the follow-up phase of 

the dissertation that she notices changes in the way she speaks in English and in Visaya when she 

visits family for extended periods of time. Specifically, she notices her English speaking skills 

become worse and notices differences in her diction and tone, notices difficulties in pronouncing 
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certain words, and becomes more hyper aware of her stuttering in Visaya and English which she 

has always been conscious about since she was in middle school.  

No One Definitive Home Language. Throughout her journal reflection, Paula referred 

to Visaya as her native language, and never as her home language as I had it written in the 

journal prompt. In the follow-up questions, I was curious to know if Paula considered Visaya to 

be her home language as well as her native language. She responded that she thinks of Visaya as 

her home language as well, “however, at home realistically, it is a mixture of Visaya, English, 

and a little bit of Dabawenyo (my father’s dialect).” As I worked on triangulating the three 

sources of data from the testimonios, journal reflections, and classroom observations, I noticed in 

her testimonio, Paula reiterated many times throughout that her grandparents, especially her 

grandmother, “encouraged” her to speak, read, and write in English at home because she believes 

in the importance of English, although she would not be mad if Paula “slipped some Visaya here 

and there.” Given the overt presence of English at home, I asked Paula whether she considered 

English another home language and she explained: “No, not really. It really just feels like an 

academic language to me. Yes, we spoke/speak it at home, but I thought it was for the sake of 

doing well in school.” She alluded to a sense of language separation in regard to English as being 

a language of school, even though the presence of English at home has followed Paula from 

childhood all the way to adulthood.  

Journal Reflection #2  

Context One. Translation Ambiguity with Family Poetry. During the week of 

November 10th-19th, 2019, Paula shared she spent the Veteran’s Day holiday weekend with her 

family. Her family is a big fan of poetry and they write poetry themselves. That weekend, her 

dad wrote a poem in his native dialect, Dabawenyo, Paula’s grandaunt translated the poem into 
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English, and then, Paula and her sister translated the poem into Visaya. Paula and her family had 

fun translating the poem into three different language varieties and saw how much the poem had 

changed in tone and rhythm across the board. Paula included the three different titles in her 

journal reflection and provided an excerpt from the poem in English: 

Dabawenyo Title: Sa Pagpanaw ni Depuntang Enda 

English Title: On Grandma Enda’s Passing 

Visayan Title: Sa Pagwala ni Lola Enda 

“join them who tiptoe on wave crests 

who dance in the lightness of the clouds 

and embrace the Source of the eternal sun” 

As I read Paula’s journal reflection, I found it interesting that the poem was translated from 

Dabawenyo straight into English, so I probed Paula as to why that was the case and she wrote 

her father and her grandaunt are more fluent in English than they are in Visaya.  

When reflecting about her experience of translating the English version of the poem into 

Visaya with her sister, Paula shared they noticed they did not know a lot of words in Visaya, like 

more “deeper, more poetic words,” even though Visaya is their native language. When asked to 

describe what she meant by “deeper, more poetic words,” she reflected directly about the three 

English line excerpts from the poem: 

For example, like the line with “join them who tiptoe on wave crests,” firstly, we do not 

know whether we should translate the poem into Visaya more literally or not. We do not 

really know how to translate words figuratively like that. We do not know how to 

translate “tiptoe” or “wave crests” into Visaya. We can translate them to some words that 

are close in meaning, but are not very fitting in a figurative sense meant to be in poetry.  
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In her follow-up reflection, Paula revealed she and her sister realized they lack the knowledge of 

figurative language in Visaya, even though it is their native language, so they experienced some 

difficulties in translating the poem from English to Visaya. 

Context Two. Paula Leverages her Linguistic Capital to Learn Easy and Hard 

Concepts from her College Course Lectures. In the second context of her journal reflection 

Paula engaged in a deep metacognitive reflection about her experience of learning easy concepts 

and hard concepts from her college course lectures. In regard to easy concepts, Paula reflected 

she understands easy concepts better in English than in Visaya because she has already 

internalized them in English. It is an expectation she has set for herself to think about easy 

concepts in English because if she thinks about easy concepts in Visaya, then she feels that she 

will most likely “confuse herself and complicate the stuff” she has already learned. Paula 

provided two examples of what she considers to be easy concepts from her Cell and Molecular 

Biology course (Paula was taking the course at the time of data collection) and how she thinks 

and explains these concepts in English.  

Figure 2 

DNA visual from Paula’s Cell and Molecular Biology course 

 
 
Note. Used with permission.  
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Figure 3 

Paula’s English explanation of a carbohydrate from Paula’s Cell and Molecular Biology course 

 
 
Note.  Used with permission.  
 

On the other hand, Paula engages in a different method to learn concepts she considers to 

be more difficult from her lectures. She shared she uses Visaya and English (academic language) 

to explain the pathways (she uses the word pathways to understand the starting point to get to 

another point) and main points of those harder concepts. She does not know if she thinks of 

harder concepts in English or Visaya first, but she is “comforted” she can think of the concepts in 

English, for the most part, to aid her understanding. Then, when she questions her “lack of 

understanding,” she switches to Visaya. This is when she resorts to the “private speech” study 

method that she wrote about in journal reflection #1 to make sure she has a “solid grasp” of the 

concepts. She provided an example of how she uses Visaya to explain a hard concept from her 

Cell and Molecular Biology course.  
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Figure 4 

A molecular structure of amino acids from Paula’s Cell and Molecular Biology course 

 

         
 
Note.  Used with permission.  
 

For the figure above, she is required to explain the molecular structures of amino acids 

and how differences to the structures contribute to different functions in protein folding. She 

wrote about this in Visaya as follows:  

Visaya: Ok, ang “R group” nila kay lain 

             Ang ilang “R group” kay ni dikit sa “amino group”, mao nay pentagon 

             so dili kaayo ka move ang mga “bonds” 

             so dili kaayo flexible, dili pud comfortable mag fold ang protein then 

English translation: R group is okay. This is because their R group is different due to 

their amino acids being next to each other. That is why there are lines that make a 

pentagon. So, that is why the bonds cannot move around a lot. So, that is also why the 

(molecule) is not that flexible. Also, so the protein is not comfortable to fold. 

With this specific example from her Cell and Molecular Biology course, Paula allowed me to tap 

into her metacognitive thinking in trying to explain, understand, and study a hard concept from 

her course. Paula shared she engages in this type of thinking specifically for her Biology and 
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Psychology courses. It is evident the multi-layered ways of thinking CLD students engage in to 

study and understand difficult concepts and ideas from their college courses, and highlights the 

significance of CLD students’ home languages in their college academics. In her concluding 

paragraph, Paula wrote in a hopeful manner the importance of ESL students studying with other 

students who speak the same language and other language varieties, as thinking about more 

complicated processes in one’s native language would be very beneficial for students.  

Journal Reflection #3 
 

Paula wrote about two different experiences which I write about below by context.  
 

Context One. Paula Continues to Leverage her Linguistic Capital by Creating a 

Cheat Sheet to Help her Understand Content from her Statistics Class. During the week of 

November 18th to November 27th, Paula was reviewing and studying for her final exams and 

learning how to use RStudio.16 In this journal, Paula described how she uses Visaya to shape her 

understanding of statistics. In her statistics course, Paula is allowed to use a cheat sheet for 

quizzes and tests. In her journal, Paula explained her process for studying for quizzes and exams 

for the class:  

I used to write notes and then write my cheat sheets after. But, what I have been doing 

recently is just going into writing my cheat sheets. What I am finding out is that I usually 

end up rewriting my cheat sheets a few times to ensure that the concepts make the most 

sense and are the most condensed explanations on the cheat sheet. With this process, my 

academic and home language are working together to create the shortest and effective 

explanations to aid my understanding. 

 
16 Paula describes in the follow-up questions that RStudio is a software her and classmates use to run statistics. She 
expands that RStudio is very difficult for her so she has to learn the concepts from the book before running any 
codes in the program. RStudio is an open-source programming, statistical software. https://rstudio.com/about/.  
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In her reflection, Paula revealed that she realized doing the extra step of writing notes 

and then developing her cheat sheet when studying was time-consuming. So, she decided the 

most effective way for studying for her statistics class was to skip the note-taking step and jump 

straight into developing the cheat sheet. In doing so, she uses her home and academic languages 

to explain the statistical concepts she is learning and help her understand.  

When asked in the follow-up phase of the dissertation why she changed her method of 

study, she explained: 

The format of the book really confused me. I am used to traditional, physical copies of 

books or just the pdf version. We read our “book” chapter through canvas and the format 

was different. It made me more confused, and I would take more time reading it. It would 

take even more time if I had made notes too before writing the cheat sheet. Since the 

cheat sheet can save me during the test, I decided to focus on coming up with one that 

had the most practical and enough information. That said, I focussed [sic] more on 

reading and my cheat sheet by missing out on 1 part (the note taking).  

Paula spoke about the “unconventional” book format her statistics teacher provided for students, 

by providing a digital format through Canvas. Paula also shared the professor used different 

words to mean one concept, diverting from the content that is presented in the “book.” She also 

felt the book has explanations that are poorly worded. Given this format is confusing for Paula, 

she decided it was best to focus more of her energy on preparing the cheat sheet which would 

serve as a helping hand on the quizzes and exams. In her reflection above, it is evident how she 

continues to leverage her linguistic capital to study for her statistics quizzes and exams by using 

both Visaya and English to help her understand the statistical concepts.  
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Context Two. Utilizing “Private Speech” to Think About the Concepts from her 

Statistics Course. Paula included Figure 5 below in her journal reflection to write about her 

process of creating her cheat sheet for her statistics exam. She engaged in the “private speech” 

study method again to explain each concept to herself. With hard concepts like the ones in the 

cheat sheet, she said she has to stop and think to herself: “Am I overthinking these concepts? Am 

I letting these words confuse me and this is actually just [an] easy concept?” When she engages 

in these metacognitive thoughts, she shared she thinks in Visaya to “make the words a lot less 

intimidating,” again seeing Paula’s home language continues to play an essential role in her 

metacognitive thinking and her college study methods such as when she was high school as she 

shared in her testimonio. 

Figure 5 

First draft of Paula’s cheat sheet for her Statistics exam 

 

Note. Used with permission.  
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Following that, Paula provided more evidence of her hyper awareness about how she uses 

both English and Visaya to continue studying and understanding the concepts from a chapter in 

her statistics book. She thinks about the “flow of concepts'' in English and Visaya, by 

categorizing smaller concepts under the bigger concepts. She keeps track of the concepts that 

have a cause and effect flow and provides an example from her statistics course: “with an empty 

model mean ---> we would assume that the mean is imperfect.” Prepositions that have a cause 

and effect connotation help her with her learning, such as, “but” →“pero”, “if” → “kung”, 

“then” →  “para” or “tapos.”  

In order to get to her final cheat sheet (see Figure 6), Paula categorized the concepts by 

finding words that connect with one another, using Visaya and English to contain the 

information in her head, and by formulating questions. In her draft cheat sheet (see Figure 5), 

Paula asked herself: “How can we figure out what expected population is?” In the final draft, she 

ended up with, “What to do if we only have this sample or don’t know DPG?” She shared if she 

is able to think about the processes to answer these two questions in both languages, then she has 

succeeded in understanding the concept.  

Paula provided an example of what the process of utilizing English and Visaya looks like 

when answering her own questions: 

English: If we do not know the DGP, then we can think about using the mean of the 

sample as the best representation of the DGP as it is the best estimate. But, our estimated 

mean would be closer to the supposed DGP, if we sample a large sample size. 

Visaya: Kung wala ta kabalo sa DGP, gamiton nato ang info sa atong sample para ma 

guess nato ang info sa DGP. Pero, mas maayo ang estimate nato kung ni gikan sa 

dakong sample nato. Dapat dako atong sample. 
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After reading this reflection in her journal entry, I was curious as to whether she thinks first in 

English or Visaya. In the follow-up process she said:  

Since what I am reading is in English, English does come first. However, Visaya is what 

I use more in times [out] of frustration like when I do not understand more difficult 

concepts. Once I realize that this is truly a difficult concept that could cause me more 

frustration, then that signals that I need to go to thinking about it more both in Visaya and 

English.  

Again, Paula provided evidence of the metacognitive processes she goes through, navigating two 

languages in her brain to understand statistical concepts that carry a big cognitive weight such as 

sample size and mean. Thinking in both languages is consistent with how Paula thinks about 

concepts while attending her college classes, lecture, and discussion sections. She described 

thinking in both languages during her classes in a “cluttered” manner, meaning that it would be 

difficult to verbalize her bilingual thoughts to someone.  

On another note, Paula’s color-coded cheat sheet reminds me of her note-taking strategies 

I observed her doing during her Genetics, Evolution, and Ecology course on January 28th, 2020. 

The class was held in a big lecture hall, with over 200 students in the desks. I observed Paula 

using multi-colored pens, utilizing mostly black and red. Her note-taking strategies struck me by 

surprise because most of the students in this new technology-driven generation take notes on 

their computer. As a matter of fact, I observed other students during that class period, and 

noticed that some were reading research articles, and others were shopping online.  

 

 

 



 

  122 

Figure 6 

Final draft of Paula’s cheat sheet for her Statistics exam 

 
 
Note. Used with permission.  
 

In her concluding paragraph on the same third-week journal, Paula reflected on the role 

of her bilingual identity in processing and understanding information from her courses. For 

Paula, being bilingual allows her to take “intimidating textbook language” and process the 

information using her entire linguistic repertoire, while at the same time this process helps her 

become a better English speaker. Paula also reflected on the perspective that English from 

textbooks is “foreign,” however, her “private speech” strategy of translating information from 

English to Visaya helps her understand the “intimidating textbook language.”  

 After reading the phrase “intimidating textbook language,” I wondered what she meant 

by that and in the follow-up phase of the dissertation, Paula wrote:  

Textbook language to me has the tendency to not make sense. It is a very different 

language I read from, say essays and fiction books. Textbook language uses a lot of 
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terminology, and I find myself scrambling through pages going back to find the definition 

of one word in a sentence that is defining another term.  

From her response, Paula elaborated “textbook language” is exactly that language or keywords 

that appear in a textbook and requires students to look for their definition in the glossary section.  

Journal Reflection #4 
 

Paula wrote about three different experiences which I write about below by context.  
 

Context One. Paula Communicates Past Language Barriers with her Partner.  

During the week of December 2nd-December 10th, 2019, Paula reflected on how learning the 

Visayan translations for English words helps her with her academic and social experiences. Paula 

and her partner face a significant challenge when communicating with one another. He speaks 

Tagalog; however, Paula does not speak Tagalog very well as evident from her testimonio 

narrative where she shared her struggles with learning Tagalog when she was in school in the 

Philippines. Given this, Paula uses Visaya to communicate with her partner and he understands 

her sometimes because his mother speaks a similar dialect to Visaya. When Paula and her 

significant other study together, they use three languages, Visaya, Tagalog, and English. Paula 

reflected communicating in three languages is a strength because she is able to understand the 

content from her college courses with “extra contextual help.”  

Context Two. Utilizing Visaya, Tagalog, and English to Learn About the Cell Cycle. 

Paula provided a concrete example of how she and her partner learn about the cell cycle in three 

languages. Their study process is to read the textbook first and then watch the videos and 

animations that accompany the course textbook. When she gets confused, she reads the text over 

and over again, before thinking about the information in Visaya and “seeing the process in my 
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mind’s eye.” Paula’s partner steps in and helps her break down the information by translating it 

into Tagalog and helps her remember key words that stick and help her understand.  

This written reflection is related to an observation I saw in Paula’s Genetics, Evolution, 

and Ecology course. On that day, Paula’s professor who identified as a first-generation college 

student as that week was dedicated to first-generation college student awareness across the 

United States, was lecturing her 200+ students about evolution, particularly related to phenotypes 

and genotype tables; homozygous and heterozygous recessive genes, gametes, probabilities of 

genotypes; and genotypes frequencies. After lecturing on genotype tables and recessive and 

dominant genes, she asked the entire class to complete a Hardy-Weinberg equation. The word 

problem about the equation was posted on the slide. The professor set a 30-second timer on the 

gigantic white screen in front of us. With the miniature remote control17 Paula and her classmate 

Vee had ready on her hands, Paula read the word problem out loud three times while Vee kept 

responding “yeah” to Paula.  

Context Two. Tagalog, the Language of Curriculum in the Philippines. Paula 

reflected back to her struggles with Tagalog when she was in third and fourth grade—the same 

struggles that she reflected about in her testimonio. Although she does not speak Tagalog that 

well, she is able to understand it fluently. She described the fact that she “mistakenly” translated 

into Visaya what she had to translate from English to Tagalog. Her “mistake” turned out to be a 

benefit for her in the long run because now as an adult she can process her thinking better from 

English to Tagalog to Visaya. When I asked her in the follow-up phase of the dissertation to 

describe more about her Tagalog skills, she said:  

 
17 Earlier in the observation of her class, Paula explained that the miniature remote control is called a clicker and it’s 
a device that students use to participate in class whenever the professor asks the whole group a question. The clicker 
allows students to participate which then helps them with participation points in the class.  
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I understand it better than I can ever speak it. In my hometown in the Philippines, a lot of 

my family members spoke Tagalog or a mixture of Tagalog, Visaya, and English. TV 

shows were in Tagalog. The past instruction at school in Tagalog and English also 

helped. At school, Visaya was called the vernacular language and one could get 

consequences in speaking Visaya (I got in trouble many times). Teachers favored 

Tagalog more, but since I could hardly speak it, I spoke lots of Visaya and got in trouble. 

In short, I understand Tagalog well and decently (not as well as Visaya though), but 

cannot speak it well. I find it hard to find the right words to say in Tagalog.  

This follow-up reflection alluded to the pin system her third and fourth grade teachers had in 

place for students who spoke the “vernacular language” in class and that Paula spoke about in 

her testimonio.  

Context Three. Paula’s Frustration with English. In the final paragraph of her last 

journal entry, Paula expressed she would feel less frustrated if she had the opportunity to study 

and explain concepts in Visaya with somebody else. She is not able to do this with her partner 

but she appreciates that Tagalog is a good “middle language” and helps her break down complex 

processes like the cell cycle and words in English.  

Maria  

Testimonio 

 Maria identifies as a Latinx, 20-year-old female student. She is a first-generation college 

student who at the time of the study was a junior at CALA University majoring in Chicanx 

Studies and minoring in Education. When asked about her home language on the demographic 

questionnaire, she identified Spanish and her academic languages she identified Spanish and 

English. When asked about her EL history, Maria shared she was an EL from Kindergarten to 
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sixth grade (2005-2012). Maria was born and raised in Northeast Los Angeles and has three 

older sisters and she and her family currently live in Highland Park.  

Experiences of Learning and Using Home Language  

Learning Spanish at Home  

In her testimonio, Maria revealed she does not remember much about how she learned 

how to speak in Spanish at home due to childhood trauma and quickly shifted the conversation to 

how she learned English at school. Later in her testimonio, Maria shared that when she was a 

fourth grader, her father got in a terrible accident, so he was at home all the time. Her dad would 

use her cousin’s Spanish textbooks he would bring from Mexico and would have Maria practice 

her Spanish every day after school. The textbooks contained things like verb tenses and 

conjugations, grammar, and accent marks. Her dad would also make Maria read things out loud 

from the textbooks. Maria remembers the first big text and book her father had her read was El 

Laberinto de Soledad by Octavio Paz in the sixth grade.  

Maria shared that her dad would do this because he wanted Maria to sound “proper,” 

“academic,” “fluid,” and “successful” in not only Spanish but also in English as well, therefore 

her father was a source of both familial and linguistic capital for Maria. In the follow-up phase of 

the dissertation, I asked Maria, what the words “proper,” “academic,” “fluid,” and “successful” 

meant to her, and she shared: “Well, my dad wanted me to be able to read and write in Spanish 

and speak it in a more eloquent way because he would always state that bilingual individuals get 

more opportunities and better jobs.” Maria’s reflection alluded to navigational capital, as her dad 

was leveraging Maria’s linguistic capital to prepare Maria for better opportunities for her future.  

Experiences of Learning and Using Academic Languages at School and at Home  

Learning English in Elementary School and at Home 
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After quickly shifting the conversation away from Maria’s home language situation, 

Maria revealed that she enjoyed learning English through songs, like singing the song about the 

days of the week and through literacy as her teachers read her different books, especially the 

board-page picture books for children. She recounted a specific anecdote:  

They're like hard books and they have like one page is like a picture of a duck and then it 

says duck underneath. And like they would make me say like, oh like, like, what is this 

and then I'd be like, oh, like <L1spa> pato {duck} </L1spa> @@@@. But then they’ll 

be like, no like it's like this.  

Maria’s testimonio about learning English through literacy reflects a push for language 

appropriateness from her elementary school teacher and an erasure of her Spanish by telling her 

“no, it’s like this” when Maria would say the Spanish word for duck when reading the board-

page books in school.  

These types of incidents of her home language erasure continued with her first-grade 

teacher, Ms. B. Ms. B would separate Maria from the other students in her classroom to prevent 

her from speaking in Spanish. As a result of these types of incidents with her teacher, Maria did 

not see the point in learning Spanish with her dad. She felt like she should be learning only 

English so that she would not be separated from her friends in her first-grade classroom.   

As an EL, Maria remembered having to take English proficiency assessments like the 

ELPAC from elementary all the way to high school. She reflected on needing a lot of help with 

her English in third and fourth grade with English composition. She would always excel in 

mathematics, science, and art, but would always be behind in English language arts and reading.  

To help Maria with her English language arts and reading, her three older sisters who at 

the time were entering high school would help Maria with learning English. Maria remembered 
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that they were not very patient with her at home. Maria highlighted a specific anecdote about this 

experience with her sisters. One of her older sisters, Jessica, who was considered to be the 

smartest in the household, would be the one who helped Maria with her school assignments and 

her English language development at home. Maria always struggled with the word, “the.” Her 

other sisters would hear her yelling, “Fool, it’s the!” Maria would pronounce the word as “tay” 

or “tea.” She described it as a real struggle.  

As she expanded on her experiences as an EL in elementary school, Maria described that 

she struggled a lot with her grades, and she attributed this to not having the best teachers. Her 

teachers would lack the patience needed to work with struggling students. She felt like her 

elementary school teachers would just “brush her off” and group her with the special education 

students in the classroom. When I probed Maria for the reason why her elementary school 

teachers would group her with the special education students, Maria wrote: “Because they 

thought I was ‘slow’ and took more time and attention as compared as the other “regular kids” in 

my class.” From Maria’s reflection it is evident that she did not see herself as a slow student as 

she indicates with the quotation marks. At the time, Maria was an EL so her teacher’s indication 

of Maria’s “slowness” could be associated to her trying to catch up to what the teachers were 

saying in English.  

In second grade, Maria stopped being treated as a “slow” student because she described that she 

had an Asian teacher who was a big source of capital for her as she was patient with Maria’s 

learning. Maria described that as a second grader, she did not know “that there was like a correct 

way of speaking English.” In the follow-up phase of the dissertation, I asked Maria what she 

meant by that phrase, and her reflection was: “I didn’t know everything had to follow rules and 

[I] also had such a hard time learning what pronouns, nouns, adjectives, and different things you 
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learn in ELA. Learning all of this made everything more complex for me.” When she said that 

she did not know there was a correct way of speaking in English, she was referring to the 

grammatical components of the English language as she says, “pronouns, nouns, and adjectives.”  

Maria went on to describe that her second grade teacher created a homework rewards 

system. At the end of the week when Maria completed a certain number of ELA worksheets, her 

teacher would give her stickers and a prize, so Maria correlated the reward system with her 

getting better speaking in English. She recounted the reward system made her feel “accepted” 

and “smart” like the other kids whom she considered to be more advanced than her. The rewards 

system made her feel more confident and she spoke more in class with her other classmates.  

Experiences with Learning Academic Languages in Middle School and High School  

Maria shared that she went to a very small charter 6th-12th grade school in her hometown 

of Highland Park, so the student background reflected that of her neighborhood, predominantly 

Latinx and Filipino. She went on to describe her school as “hippy dippy” as the school was a big 

believer of “autonomous scholarship” in which the students are in charge of their own learning. 

The school was humanities-focused where they offered subjects such as music, Latin, and 

writing. Maria explained the school was very “radical” as the classes always began with the 

students speaking first before the teacher. She described this classroom structure was helpful for 

her because: 

I was able to speak my mind and my opinions. I also felt that I wasn’t boxed into this 

typical ELA box that I was contained in for so many years in elementary school. I felt 

free and actually enjoyed humanities a lot in high school. It ended up becoming my best 

and favorite class/subject. 
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Maria extended that being allowed to speak first in class gave her an opportunity to speak her 

mind out and she did not feel boxed-in as she had once been in her elementary school which 

made her enjoy her class subjects in high school. She described that students even spoke their 

home languages in class and teachers would not say anything against it.  

Regarding EL students, Maria described the school as being “open about English 

secondary like language folk.” In the follow-up phase of the dissertation, I followed-up with 

Maria asking her to describe what she meant when she said the school is “open about English 

secondary like language folk,” and she described,  

The school as a whole is … specifically the two main directors of the school. They were 

open with everyone. All the classes were integrated and everyone would take the same 

academic classes, no one was ahead of no one.  

The “openness” of the school means that the administrators and the teachers were inclusive of all 

of their students’ abilities and believed in student integration in every classroom.  

She also recalled the school would not get worry about on students’ EL statuses until it 

was testing time. Again, I was curious to know more about what Maria meant with this 

statement, and she wrote in the follow-up phase of the dissertation: 

Me being an ESL learner never even came up until I had to take the exams at the end of 

the year. I remember the teachers even in disbelief about the types of questions that were 

in the exam and knew we did not have to take them to prove that we had knowledge 

about English. My school didn’t believe in exams as a whole. The only exams we would 

take were the required standardized tests by the state. 

Maria described that her school did not believe in assessments and could not believe the types of 

questions that were on standardized tests like the ELPAC for EL students. The school made sure 
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EL students knew the standardized tests were not an indication of their identities as students and 

their academic capabilities.  

In middle school, Maria shared she began to really enjoy reading. Reading Esperanza 

Rising and other books which contained Spanish words and were about stories she could relate to 

helped her build that connection and enjoyment about reading. There was also a shift in her 

attitude towards essay writing. The teachers at her charter school were not against Maria 

inserting Spanish words in her essays which made her feel “smart.” Maria attributed her 

navigational and institutional capital to her charter school. “I feel like I'm here [CALA 

University] [be]cause of them, [be]cause they like really gave me like extra push and support.”  

In the follow-up phase of the dissertation, I asked Maria about what the “extra push and 

support” look for her and she wrote:  

I had very close and tight relationships with a lot of my teachers and they personally 

supported me a lot throughout my high school years. They made me love learning and 

love going to school everyday. I felt like they granted me with the support that my prior 

teachers didn't give me. 

It is evident from Maria’s follow-up reflection that her charter school and the teachers in the 

school were instrumental in her academic success and college pathway, as she attributed her 

humanities curriculum which exposed students to the relevant and current social and political 

issues to her pursuance of a Chicano Studies major at CALA University.  

Learning Latin in High School  

As the testimonio progressed, I became interested in Maria’s experience of learning Latin 

in high school. She revealed that it was boring. The class just focused on translation. She 

described her Latin teacher as a 70-year old White man who spoke Spanish, Portuguese, Latin, 
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Greek, Italian, and English. He held a Ph.D. in Latin, wrote books about learning Latin, and did 

research at the Getty Center18.  

Maria attributed her ease of learning Latin to her Spanish knowledge, “I always felt that I 

was better at Latin than other kids because of my knowledge of Spanish.” She felt the same way 

about other Spanish-speaking students in the class and the Filippino students as well because of 

the similarities between Spanish and Tagalog. Her Latin teacher knew of Maria’s Spanish 

knowledge and that of other students in the class and leveraged linguistic capital to help Maria 

and her peers to learn Latin. He would utilize Spanish in class and make connections to Latin. 

For example, he would say, “Oh, it's like this word or it's like this sentence.”  

In the follow-up phase of the dissertation, Maria described how she would use Spanish in 

her Latin class. She wrote:  

… it helped me understand things more. It helped me translate the language and grasp it. 

My Latin teacher would even have me recollect words in Spanish that might be similar to 

a word that I was having trouble translating and I was able to figure it out on my own. 

Again, Maria reflected on the role Spanish played in helping her learn Latin, and her Latin 

teacher facilitating that process for her, when she had trouble translating a Latin word into 

English.  

Language Opportunities to Continue Learning and Using Home Language in School  

Maria recounted that in her elementary school there were other Latinx students with 

whom she could speak in Spanish. She also spoke to the lunch workers and other workers at her 

school in Spanish. She specifically remembered about Maria who was a source of social and 

linguistic capital for her. Maria was a coach at the school and would take care of the students 

 
18 The Getty Center is an educational center and museum dedicated to the study of the arts and cultures of ancient 
Greece, Rome, and Etruria.  (From Wikipedia)  
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during lunch, recess, and afterschool programs. Maria was able to speak in Spanish with this 

coach. Maria felt comfortable around Maria because she lived on the same street and her and her 

family. Maria created opportunities for herself and her friends to continue using and learning 

Spanish at her “hippy dippy” charter school by taking the initiative to create a Spanish acapella 

group as the school gave the power to students to be autonomous learners.  

College Preparation and Process as a Former English Learner Student and First-
Generation College Student  
 

When asked about her college planning and preparation experience, Maria began by 

speaking about the standardized assessments students must take as an entry requirement such as 

the SAT and ACT. Maria remembered taking the SAT and the SAT Spanish Subject Test, for 

which she did not find it necessary to study and still passed. She attributed her success on the 

SAT Spanish Subject Test to the many years of Spanish preparation her father put her through at 

home.   

Maria shared that she always wanted to major or minor in Chicano Studies influenced by 

“a very radical and political father that taught me about our people’s history and I was always 

passionate about it.” However, her parents looked down upon Maria wanting to pursue Chicano 

Studies as a field of study or anything that was humanities related. Having three older sisters 

who pursued science as their field of study and who are now doctors and psychiatrists, Maria’s 

parents wanted her to pursue a field that makes money. They would tell her, “<L1spa> No ese 

major, ¿cómo te va dar dinero? [Not that major, how are you going to get money?] ¿Cómo vas a 

comer con ese major? [How are you going to eat with that major?] </L1spa>”  

As a senior in high school, Maria applied to all colleges and universities others at her 

high school applied for like Cal State Universities. To comply with her parents’ wishes, Maria 

also applied to Harvard University like her oldest sister, Jessica, even though she did not want to 
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apply. So, Maria applied to schools that would impress her parents because of the schools’ 

names. At this point of the testimonio, Maria began to cry as she revealed that it was the first 

time she talked to someone about her negative experiences with applying to universities. I 

apologized for bringing the subject up, however, Maria said it was okay and she felt that it was a 

good release. She also revealed that she was waitlisted at Harvard, however she told her parents 

that she was not accepted, and to this day, they still do not know the truth. Aside from Harvard, 

Maria mainly applied to colleges and universities in California, including a liberal arts college as 

she was looking for spaces where she could continue her humanities-based training.  

Maria’s Opportunities to Use Spanish During her College Preparation and Planning 
Experience  
 

In her college personal statements, Maria shared her essays focused on her EL experience 

in school and made the choice to use Spanish in her statements.  

I tried to be very true to … my … past and … my history … in my personal statements. I 

even wrote about being … an English secondary language. I specifically wrote about my 

struggles in school and felt so misunderstood and unintelligent because I was an ESL 

learner. 

She also highlighted her troubled youth as another education barrier in school. As symbols of 

hard work and determination, Maria described her experience of cleaning houses with her mother 

at a young age, an experience that Maria and I share. In addition, Maria also wrote about her 

initiatives to create Spanish-speaking spaces at her charter school such as the Spanish acapella 

group she talked about earlier in her testimonio and other spaces for students to read political 

texts in Spanish, books in Spanish, and have discussions about the texts, so that students could 

feel more included at their school.  

Maria’s Four-Week of Journal Reflections 
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Maria wrote four journal reflections beginning on October 16th, 2019 to February 4th, 

2020. For journal one, Maria wrote about the week of October 16th to October 28th; journal two 

from October 29th to November 5thth; journal three from November 6th to December 14th; and 

journal four from December 4th to February 4th. Each journal is divided into different numbers of 

contexts, depending on what Maria shared in each journal. In the first journal reflection, Maria 

shared two different experiences which I describe below by context as it was my unit of analysis 

when I engaged in the coding process.  

Journal Reflection #1 
 

Context One. “I had the advantage of not having to use the subtitles at all.” During 

the week of October 16th to October 28th, Maria mainly reflected her language skills and 

abilities in relation to her courses at CALA University. She wrote about communicating in 

Spanish, her home language, and spending time with her peers from her Chicanx Studies course 

while watching a documentary entirely in Spanish on the migration process of Central American 

refugees. She described knowing Spanish as an advantage because she did not have to read the 

English subtitles and for that reason, she was able to connect the documentary on a deeper level.  

Given that Maria was using her home language in an academic context, I asked Maria 

during the follow-up phase of the dissertation whether she saw Spanish beyond just being her 

home language and she wrote: “I see it as being a language of comfort and connection.” I also 

asked Maria why she felt connected to the documentary on a deeper level and she shared:  

Mainly because it [the documentary] was about Central American migration. My 

mother’s migration story resonated a lot to those in the film. Also the type of Spanish that 

they spoke is the Spanish that I am used to and tend to speak more of. My mother is from 

El Salvador.   



 

  136 

Again, Maria highlighted having the opportunity to hear and speak Spanish in her Chicanx 

Studies course by watching the documentary on Central American refugees they watched that 

week transported her back to her mother who is a Central American refugee from El Salvador. 

Her connection was deeper because the speakers in the film spoke Spanish that she is used to 

hearing—Central American Spanish.  

The course Maria spoke about in her journal reflection is titled Central American Studies 

which I observed on Monday, November 25th, 2019 at 4 p.m. The course was taught by a 

renowned professor in the Chicana/o and Central American Studies Department at CALA 

University. I have learned from personal accounts with conversations I have had with graduate 

and undergraduate students I know on campus and from campus events I had attended in the past 

where she has been a guest speaker that the instructor is renowned and muy querida (very loved) 

among the Central American undergraduate student population at CALA University. I have also 

crossed paths with her at the very few events and spaces I have enthusiastically scoured for at 

CALA University to connect with other Central American students and create community.  

The class period focused on highlighting the success of Central American refugees in the 

United States in the midst of the xenophobic narrative president Donald Trump and others who 

think like him have created about undocumented folks from Mexico and Central America. One 

of the successful Central American refugees the instructor introduced to the class was Central 

American author, Rosamaria Segura and her book Central Americans in Los Angeles which 

depicts the Central American population as a significant group in Los Angeles behind the 

Mexican population. 

Afterwards, the instructor introduced a video of Salvadoran writer, Leticia Hernández-

Linares. In the video, the writer recounts her story of growing up as a child and the challenges 
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she had to face because she wanted to be a writer. She wanted to be free and wanted to do things 

that were out of the norm as a Latina woman which her Salvadoran parents did not approve of. 

Leticia went to the University of Pennsylvania to pursue her Ph.D. in English. Learning about 

this writer made me think about Maria’s testimonio confession about her parents not approving 

of her wanting to pursue a humanities-based major because it would not generate money for her. 

I hope Maria felt her experience resonated with writer Leticia Hernández-Linares and gave her 

the assurance that she can be successful even with a humanities-based degree, contrary to what 

her parents think. While Dr. A lectured on a reading on Salvadoran and Mexican relationships, I 

thought of how privileged I felt to be presente (present) in this space because the content of the 

course is related to my life as a daughter of Central American immigrants who migrated to 

Miami, Florida in 1984 in escape of political and economic turmoil.  

After finalizing the discussion of the chapter on Salvadoran and Mexican relationships, 

the instructor introduced “Chapter 5: The symbolism of Central American parades.” At this time, 

I noticed that the instructor utilized various types of media to accompany her instruction—art, 

audio, and literature. I thought the discussion about this chapter was going to be positive, given 

the celebration of cultural parades call for the gathering of people who share the same languages, 

ethnicity, and cultural customs. However, the instructor problematized the Central American 

parades because they tend to sexualize women. In particular, the Central American parades that 

are celebrated in Los Angeles do not represent all Central American identities. At this moment, 

the instructor asked students to think, “Who are these parades benefitting?” Then, the whole 

class (the students in the front of the class mainly) engaged in a discussion about the Central 

American parades serving as a form of commercialization event dealing with inclusion and 

exclusion of certain groups of people, therefore it reproduces inequalities in the community. An 
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alternative way Central Americans can take up healthy spaces in Los Angeles is through 

different mediums like art and films that portray the history of Central Americans. After the 

discussion of the parades, the class engaged in the topic of settler colonialism and problematized 

the discussion by asking the whole class whether migrants are in the United States to colonize.   

The second half of the course focused on students’ creative projects about the celebration 

of Central American migration and settlement in the United States. Through these projects, I 

learned the instructor’s teaching curriculum is rooted in culturally relevant pedagogies as 

students leveraged their own life experiences and those of their families to contribute to the 

celebration of Central American migration that was thematic about the students’ creative 

projects.  

The students did a walk and talk presentation, posting an array of projects all across the 

four corners of the classroom, including paintings, picture collages, writing pieces, essays, even a 

pair of white Nike shoes with the Salvadoran flag painted on them. I went around the class, and 

read and observed some of the students’ presentations. The major themes of the projects were 

about the U.S. intervention in Central America during the 1980s and 1990s, migration stories, 

and Central American art and traditions. Maria decided to present a digital picture on her laptop 

of her mother sitting at home surrounded with objects that represent El Salvador since that is the 

country Maria’s mother is from. Some of the other observations I did of the students were: 1) 

The majority, if not all the students in this class are from Central America or are from Central 

American descent; 2) Students shared their families’ stories; 3) Students used Spanish in their 

poems and artifacts; and 4) Student painted, did picture collages, drawings, poetry, and essays. 

After all the students had a chance to walk around, observe and ask questions of students’ 

projects, Dr. A asked the students to share their reactions about the projects. A student shared the 
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project helped her father open-up about his migration story coming from Honduras to the United 

States. It was an emotional moment for her father as it was the first time he opened-up about his 

migration story to her. 

Evidenced by the Central American Studies course I observed Maria in, it is clear why 

Maria wrote in her journal reflection that she feels “connected,” “comfort,” and “empowered.” 

Being in those kinds of spaces allows Maria and other CLD college students to hear their voices, 

their life stories, and those of their families, and the connection is fortified even more when they 

hear their home languages like Spanish in a college academic setting where it is not “normal” or 

“common” to hear it in and not feel judged about the languages they speak in.  

Context Two. “A few challenges that I have with my academic language is that it 

tends to make me very anxious to use [it] in front of my fellow peers and professors.” 

Maria’s experiences with language in her education course are very different from the ones she 

experienced in her Chicanx Studies course. She described using her academic language, English, 

causes her anxiety when using it with her professors and peers. That week, Maria spoke up in the 

lecture component of her education course which made her feel quite “nervous” and “anxious,” 

and it is “hard” and “draining” because she had to use a lot of mental energy to think about what 

she was going to say and how she was going to say it. At the same time, Maria feels “afraid” that 

when she uses her academic language, she will say something incorrectly or say “something that 

does not sound as intelligent as others. I always have anxious/insecure feelings of being 

considered less than or stupid.” Maria’s follow-up reflection highlights the psychological 

emotions that English as an academic language triggers for her. I connect this to the experiences 

Maria had as an elementary school student when her teachers wanted or perhaps were 
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unconscious about “erasing” her Spanish language to get her to speak English in class and with 

her peers.  

Context Three. “It makes me feel very empowered to have these opportunities and 

less anxious on campus. I think not being able to use my home language on campus makes 

me feel limited and also small on campus.” In the last context in her first journal reflection, 

Maria reflected about the overall occasions when she is able to use Spanish on campus. She 

reflected feeling “empowered” and “less anxious” when she has opportunities to use Spanish in 

Latinx social gatherings and with friends on campus. For that reason, she makes the intentional 

effort to gravitate towards peers with whom she shares the same home language. Finally, she 

described not having many opportunities to use her home language makes her “feel limited and 

small” on campus. Again, Maria revealed the psychological emotions English as an academic 

language makes her feel which has an effect on her sense of belonging to CALA University.  

Journal Reflection #2 

Context One. “It was mandatory for me to learn and I had to speak it or else I 

would have been forced into the special ed program at my school.” As Maria recounted in 

her testimonio, Maria wrote in her second journal reflection about being “mandated” to learn and 

speak in her academic language, English, if not, she would be placed into the special education 

program as she also recounted in her testimonio. Currently, as a CLD college student, Maria uses 

her academic language in professional settings and when she is in public settings that are 

predominantly White, like at CALA University in her classes, work meetings on campus, and 

during internships.  

Context Two. “I also felt a fear of using my educational language at home because I 

would catch myself mixing my English and Spanish unconsciously and my parents would 
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get upset and tell me to speak Spanish right and that I was basically becoming white.” 

Using her academic language, English, in “educational spaces” has always been a source of fear 

for Maria because she wanted to avoid getting in trouble with teachers as she revealed in her 

testimonio that would get in trouble with teachers for saying the Spanish word instead of the 

English word for things and for speaking to her peers in Spanish in class. In this reflection, Maria 

referred to her academic language as her educational language which she would catch herself 

mixing both English and Spanish “unconsciously” at home and her parents would scold by 

saying to speak Spanish right and accusing her of becoming White.  

After reading her journal reflection and her reference to academic language as her 

“educational language,” I probed Maria in the follow-up phase of the dissertation to describe 

what she means by “educational language” and if it was any different to academic language, and 

she wrote:  

I personally see my educational language as English. All languages are simply languages, 

but I have always seen and used English as a way to make me feel heard/seen more in 

professional settings. Also[,] I was forced to use it in educational spaces, so this is why I 

have always considered it my “educational language.”   

In her follow-up reflection, Maria revealed she has always seen English as an “educational 

language” because she has been forced to use it in educational spaces—it has been a language 

that helps her be heard and seen in professional settings.  

Journal Reflection #3  

Context One. “My friends and people I feel comfortable with on campus (as I have 

mentioned in previous journal entries) are the individuals that I choose to use my home 

language with, most times it also comes naturally, primarily when they are also Latinx or if 
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they understand Spanish words.” As the data collection phase of the dissertation was nearing 

December, students were nearing the finals week of their quarter system at CALA University. 

Maria reflected she had several final exams, two papers to write, and a presentation to do in one 

of her classes, all in her academic language, English. Because of this, Maria did not get a chance 

to get together with her friends with whom she feels comfortable speaking in her home language, 

Spanish, like she has expressed in previous journal entries.  

Context two. “I feel like having my home language present in a place that makes me 

feel isolated, stressed, and anxious is so crucial for my own mental health on campus.” 

Similar to her first journal reflection, Maria reflected using her academic language makes her 

feel anxious. Doing her final presentation for her class made Maria feel particularly anxious 

because she hates public speaking due to her bad experiences as a kid when other students would 

make fun of her. In the follow-up phase of the dissertation, I asked Maria to describe how these 

incidents looked with her peers, and she described: 

I remember getting looks and even getting questioned why I didn't know how to say 

certain words by classmates. I remember one time we had to write letters for our 

grandmothers and I wrote mine in Spanish and my desk partner in second grade looked at 

my letter and saw that I wrote words in Spanish and would say things like “Ama, what's 

an ama[?] Why are you writing that? These words are weird.” After this, the teacher 

forced me to write it [the letter] again in English. Also, we had days where we would do 

out loud popcorn reading and I hated getting called on because sometimes I would mess 

up on words, stutter, or take longer than the rest of the kids to sound it out. 
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From her follow-up reflection, Maria provided additional context as to why public speaking is 

anxiety-provoking for her as a current CLD college student. She also provided a clearer picture 

of her experiences as an elementary school student which she had not revealed in her testimonio.  

In addition to public speaking making her feel anxious, Maria finds herself overanalyzing 

everything single thing she is going to say and finds that she remains anxious even after giving 

the presentation. She becomes hung up on the presentation by going over everything she has to 

say which produces “negative thoughts” and “insecurity” for her. She then reflected that if she 

would have more opportunities to use her home language in a “place that makes me feel isolated, 

stressed, and anxious” then her mental health would improve. 

Journal Reflection #4  

Context One. Staying Together. For her last journal reflection, Maria wrote about a 

modeling job for an American Eagle campaign that she and her partner did in a retirement home 

in Marfa, Texas, where everyone was old and White. As a result, she felt forced to use her 

academic language, English. She considered the clients as important for her modeling career and 

this was her first big campaign with a big named brand. There were White models, a Black 

model, and she and her partner were Latinx.  

Maria also reflected that she was not able to use her home language (Spanish/Spanglish) 

with anyone else, other than with her partner because they missed their home, their family, and 

spaces with People of Color. It is the first time Maria mentioned Spanglish as her home 

language. In the follow-up phase of the dissertation, I asked Maria why she considers Spanglish 

to be a home language for her, and she wrote:  
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I primarily use Spanglish with my partner because he also uses Spanglish. His Spanish is 

not really the best and he learned it when he was older. I don't like making him feel left 

out so I use Spanglish when I know he won't understand a few things. 

Maria highlighted her partner’s Spanish is not the best, so they communicate by using both 

languages and not make him feel left out if she were to use entirely Spanish.  

After the days passed, Maria and her partner began to hang out more with the Black 

model, teaching him jokes and words in Spanish. Maria shared she and her partner’s shared 

language with him because he made them feel “comfortable and safe while we were surrounded 

by whiteness.” In the follow-up phase of the dissertation, I asked Maria why the Black model 

made herself and her partner feel safe and she wrote:  

Like us, he was also from the hood. He was not like the White people that were around 

us[.] [A]nd we felt like we had to stick together. We taught him words like paisano [a 

person who is from the same country], hola[,] ¿cómo estás? [hi, how are you?], a mi me 

gusta comer [I like to eat] (whatever he liked), and since he was also from a low-income 

community[,] he knew some words … 

As a Person of Color, Maria reflected that she felt she had to stick together with the only other 

Person of Color who was in the modeling campaign. In addition, Maria reflected that although 

she did have opportunities to use Spanish particularly for the modeling campaign, she felt 

“uncomfortable” because she felt tokenized by the White clients to attract their Latinx 

consumers. People in power take advantage of minorities’ languages for their own benefit, in this 

case, for their own commercial and monetary benefits.  

Theresa  
 

Testimonio 
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Theresa is a 21-year old, Asian/Pacific Islander, woman student at CALA University. She 

was born in Vietnam and came to the United States when she had eight months to finish high 

school and enter university. At the time of the data collection of the dissertation, Theresa was a 

junior at CALA University, a first-year community college transfer student, majoring in Applied 

Linguistics. She identified her home language as Vietnamese and English as her academic 

language. Theresa stated she began learning English in 2004 when she was in the first grade at 

six-years-old and still considers herself an EL. When she relocated to the United States, she 

came to Panorama City while her parents remained in Vietnam. She has a sister who is two years 

younger than her. Theresa had to repeat 11th grade while her sister attended 10th grade. She 

attended a community college in Southern California from 2017 to 2019.  

Experiences of Learning and Using Vietnamese  

Learning Vietnamese at Home  

In addition to learning how to speak in Vietnamese at home, Theresa shared her father 

was the main person who taught her how to read and write in Vietnamese before going into 

primary school. There was a stark difference between herself and her sister and the investment 

Theresa’s dad took in teaching reading and writing in Vietnamese only to Theresa. While 

Theresa’s sister learned Vietnamese in school, her dad taught Theresa at home as she has always 

been a curious person. When Theresa saw her dad reading the newspaper, she always asked him 

about what he was reading.  

Theresa was already reading and writing by age four, while her sister was reading and 

writing by age six or seven. I probed Theresa more about the differences in dynamics between 

Theresa and her sister in the follow-up phase of the dissertation, and she explained when she 



 

  146 

graduated kindergarten, she could already read an article in the newspaper while her sister could 

not read the whole thing.  

Learning Vietnamese at School in Vietnam  

Theresa reflected that her elementary school grades focused on learning how to read and 

write in Vietnamese. At that point, her father stopped helping Theresa as intensely as before. 

When she transitioned to middle school and high school, Theresa and her peers learned how to 

analyze poems, including how to analyze figurative language such as “simile[s], metaphor[s], 

hyperbole[s], alliteration[s], personification[s], idiom[s], and onomatopoeia[s].” When asked 

how was her process of analyzing poems in Vietnamese at school, Theresa shared, “I think that I 

have talent in <@> language. <@/> So that's why I feel like it's not bad until I have to write a 

long essays, that is when the struggle coming in.” When asked what she means by, “I have talent 

in language,” Theresa shared she thinks she is talented in languages because,  

I was the only student in the kindergarten that could understand how to read the clock, 

read the instructions in the workbook. So, yes, when saying that “I have talent in 

language,” I think I [am referring to] this period of time.  

Theresa shared that in general it was difficult for her and her peers to write essays and interpret 

what authors communicate in their poems. And if they know what the author is trying to 

communicate, they have a difficult time expressing their ideas on paper, “because writing 

straight what you think won’t give you the grade you want.”  

Experiences of Learning and Using English at School in Vietnam 

When Theresa entered primary school, there was normally one or two classes as part of 

the intensive English program, continuing to their middle school grades (sixth-ninth). Each of the 

classes were composed of 35 students. Every year, they would finish a level from a book titled, 
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Let’s Go from the Oxford University Press and other books from the Cambridge Assessment 

English.19 They did this to prepare the young students for three series of tests so the students 

could obtain the Cambridge English Qualification designed for young learners certification. 

Students in the intensive English program must take extra exams to test their listening, speaking, 

reading, and writing English skills, with some singing components. In the non-intensive English 

classes, students did not begin using the same books until third grade.  

Theresa reflected she felt like a robot because of the ways she was being taught English 

in her intensive classes. The conversations in the book would be something like, “Hi, my name is 

blah blah, blah. And how are you? I'm fine, thank you, and you?” When the teacher called on a 

student, they had to recite the same conversation to the teacher over and over again, with no 

flexibility to use other vocabulary. One aspect Theresa did enjoy was learning English songs—

songs about the days of the weeks, the colors, the numbers, and the weather. The students in the 

intensive English program in elementary school were the only ones who were tested using the 

songs they had learned in class.  

When Theresa transitioned to middle school, she continued the intensive English program 

while being tracked with students from other elementary schools. At that point, Theresa was 

already cognizant English was her strength because she was always in the top tier of her English 

classes. “I said it is my strength because it could push my GPA when my other subjects’ grades 

are low.” For Theresa, grades and GPA are a continual part of her student identity and her 

English skills.  

 
19 The Cambridge Assessment English is a consortium of English language experts around the world. They provide 
the world’s leading range of qualifications for learners and teachers of English. They have gathered their expertise 
from over 100 years of language learning and assessment which has led them to work with educational institutions 
and local and regional governments around the world. https://www.cambridgeenglish.org/about/.  
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In middle school, she was introduced to an English book developed by the Vietnamese 

government which was less open to topics like dating like the Cambridge Assessment English 

books were. Both books were utilized side-by-side in middle school. By high school, the 

intensive English program ended as this program only applies to primary and middle school 

grades. By these grades, students were only assigned to use the English book developed by the 

Vietnamese government.  

Theresa missed using the Cambridge Assessment English20 books and the Oxford 

University Press books like Let’s Go21 because those books included topics about cultures from 

England and the United States. At the middle school level, Theresa was learning about dating, 

cheating, and breaking up with a group of friends, while the English books developed by the 

Vietnamese Ministry of Education and Training just included topics about family and school in 

Vietnam with illustrated pictures of Vietnamese people on the pages.  

In high school, Theresa was introduced to a third language, German. She took German 

for two years. She recounted she would have enjoyed German if she were not too busy with the 

rest of her 13 subjects.22 German was an optional class and it would not go on her transcript but 

she still worried about passing her German course. As a senior in high school, her main priority 

was continuing to learn English because that is one of the topics that appears on the university 

entrance exam. In the follow-up phase of the dissertation, Theresa shared the English section of 

the university entrance exam23 includes the following types of questions:  

 
20 More information about the Cambridge Assessment English book series Theresa provided in her testimonio 
follow-up answers: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cambridge_English:_Young_Learners.  
21  More information about the Let’s Go book series Theresa provided in her testimonio follow-up answers: 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Let%27s_Go_(textbooks). 
22 More information about the 13 subjects in high school that Theresa provided in her testimonio follow-up answers 
23 More information about the university entrance exam that Theresa provided in her testimonio follow-up answers: 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Education_in_Vietnam#High_school_education.  
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● Which words have different pronunciation? 

● Which words have different stress placement? 

● Fill in the blank with appropriate words for sentence, paragraph 

● Fill in the blank to complete a passage. 

● Find a sentence that has the closest meaning. 

● Find an error in a sentence. 

● Answer some questions about a reading paragraph 

Throughout Theresa’s schooling, there was an English-only policy imposed by her English 

teachers. However, Theresa would codeswitch between English and Vietnamese behind her 

teacher’s back. If she was caught, she was fined a small amount of money (less than 25 cents). 

The accumulated amount would be used for the end-of-the-year party.  

Transitioning Schooling from Vietnam to the United States  

 With just eight months to graduate high school and after taking an English class, a math 

class, and a literature class to prepare for the university entrance exam, it came as a surprise for 

Theresa when her mother decided to send her and her sister to the United States. Once they were 

in the United States, Theresa had to begin 11th grade. When she began school in the United 

States, she was very shy and she did not connect much with the international students at her high 

school, mainly because they were all Chinese students and did not know if they had the “same 

learning style or the same strategy” as Theresa. When asked in the follow-up phase of the 

dissertation what she meant by same “learning style or the same strategy,” Theresa said:  

I just feel that they have different lifestyles as well. And maybe the way they study [is] 

different from me. For strategy, I don’t know if they want an A or just a B to pass a class. 
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I found out that some of them don’t comprehend English well too [referring to the 

international students]. And by observing, some of them showed me that they were not a 

hard-working student. They played with their phones during classes … 

In her follow-up reflection, Theresa revealed the other international students in her 

classes had different expectations and goals from her. For that reason, she described her peers as 

having different learning styles and different strategies from her. In the testimonio, she 

associated her shyness and lack of communication with her peers to earning an F in her history 

class. After failing the class, she began asking her peers to share their study techniques with her. 

By putting herself out there, she started making new friends who would help her with her classes. 

At the same time Theresa was not shy to ask her teachers for help.  

College Preparation and Process as a Former English Learner Student and First-
Generation College Student  
 

For senior year, Theresa attended a different high school, so she explained she had to 

make new friends again, but this time around, it was easier for Theresa because at that time she 

considered herself to be more outgoing. Even though Theresa was outgoing, it was still difficult 

to make friends because students already had their group friends made, and also, she considered 

their lifestyle to be different from hers. In the follow-up phase of the dissertation, Theresa shared 

how their lifestyle was different from hers:  

So they talked about sports, boyfriend/girlfriend stuff. Then they would do a lot of make-

up. They have Snapchat, they have Twitter … It was mainly about cultural shock and I 

had to endure to catch up with the class (I attended the school one month later due to the 

visa). I was quite a traditional girl too. One of the groups of friends I [was] quite close 

with end[ed] up in the same Art school in LA, so some groups have a same specific 

interest that I might not fit in. Or they are in the same clubs that I was not in it. 
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Theresa considers herself a “traditional girl” who shares interest in art with some of her peers 

from high school who she still keeps contact with.  

Knowing she had to plan and prepare for college in her senior year, Theresa tried to build 

a close relationship with the college counselor at her new high school. They helped her a lot, but 

there were still some problems she had to figure out on her own like figuring out which English 

proficiency tests international students had to take, either the International English Language 

Testing System (IELTS) or the Test of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL) test. Theresa did 

not take any of those exams on time, so she had to restructure her college plans to go to 

community college.  

When she went to enroll in community college, Theresa used her navigational capital to 

maneuver the community college system. The counselor at her community college told her if she 

did not have the English proficiency test scores, then she said, “If you don't have those test 

scores, you have to attend a high school here for four years.” Theresa responded back to them 

and said, “So I have to write back to them and explain it. Even the UC system, just asked for 

three years in high school, and (you ask for four) years. That’s ridiculous!” So, she negotiated 

with her community college and she was able to enroll without the English proficiency test score.  

Because she performed low on the reading section of the ACT, she asked her counselor 

about the low-ranked schools she could apply for. She attributed her low reading score to having 

a short time to prepare for the assessment and time pressure as playing a detrimental role in her 

performance as well. Even though she scored low on the reading section, Theresa scored 

significantly high on the math section and attributed this to math being a “universal language.” 

Though the steps to solve a problem is different, but people can follow it base on 

understanding the numbers. And if you got the same answer at the end, then it’s not really 
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a matter of what steps you take to solve it. I said it “universal” because I think people can 

still understand the number without having to ask someone what does this number mean. 

When Theresa referred to mathematics as “universal,” she meant that anyone can understand 

numbers, and anyone can follow the steps to solve a mathematical problem.  

Opportunities to Use Vietnamese During the College Planning and Preparation Experience 

 Technology and social media were great sources of social capital for Theresa to learn 

about the American college planning process. She relied on a Facebook forum in for Vietnamese 

students which contained information about the process of applying to college in the United 

States. There were a lot of Vietnamese international students who shared their experiences on the 

forum so she learned a lot through online sources. 

In addition, Theresa’s sister served as familial capital because both were learning about 

the college planning and application process together, even though her sister would be applying 

to college a year after. They learned about what AP exams are, honors classes, how to calculate 

your GPA, the college common application, and how to write college essays. Because both are 

international students, Theresa said, “… we have to learn the process and carefully calculate 

what is good for us.” With this statement, Theresa meant that she and sister had to consider the 

different requirements for international students and consider which school offers more money, 

so they do not have to pay out of pocket.  

Theresa’s parents stayed in Vietnam, therefore she and sister were taken on by a family 

friend as their guardian. Her guardian communicated to her parents about Theresa’s college 

planning and preparation experience. The communication she had with her parents about her 

college planning and preparation was bare minimum.  

The Process of Using English to Prepare College Applications  



 

  153 

When Theresa was preparing her personal statements, her English teacher became a 

source of social capital as she helped Theresa fix her statements, mainly on grammar and word 

structure mistakes. If Theresa had questions about the application itself, she would head straight 

to the community college.  

Decision-Making Factors to Decide on Which Community College to Attend 

Theresa revealed she only applied for one community college, particularly because many 

of her peers at her high school were also applying to the same community college. A second 

factor is that tuition for a four-year university is too high, therefore she wanted to save money. A 

third decision-making factor was she believed she had too low of ACT scores to apply to any 

“reputative school in America.” When asked about what she means by “reputative school” in the 

follow-up phase of the dissertation, she meant “top-tier schools like the University of California 

system, Ivy League universities, or other good universities from other states.” A fourth decision-

making factor that made her decide to go to community college was she did not know what she 

wanted to study, so she figured by going to community college she would have more time to 

explore what she wants to study.  

Community College to Four-Year University Transfer Process  

Theresa began preparing for the four-year university transfer process at the end of her 

first year in community college. In the summer, she began writing her essays. In September and 

October, Theresa leveraged her social and institutional capital by asking her co-worker from her 

campus job at her community college’s tutoring center to edit her essays. She also asked her 

Critical and Analysis English teacher to help her edit her essays. When I asked Theresa in the 

follow-up phase of the dissertation about the types of things both her co-worker and her Critical 
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Analysis English teacher edited her essays on, and she wrote: “So, I wrote a lot in my draft. And 

they tried to tell me to cut out things that are not ‘promoting myself.’”  

The only time she reached out to her counselor at her community college was to make 

sure she had been taking the correct courses and had the adequate number of credits to graduate 

and to transfer to a four-year university. When asked about which four-year universities she 

applied for, Theresa shared that she applied to eight universities, six in southern California and 

two in northern California. She was accepted into all of the universities, except for one where she 

got waitlisted. When asked about why she decided to come to CALA University, Theresa shared 

she chose CALA University mostly because her uncle recommended it as he was an alum. He 

told her if she attended CALA University, she would have a better future.  

Theresa’s Four-Weeks of Journal Reflections  

Theresa wrote four journal reflections beginning on October 16, 2019 to November 25, 

2019. For journal one, Theresa wrote about the week of October 16th to October 23rd; journal two 

from October 23rd to November 1st; journal three from November 4th to November 11th; and 

journal four from November 12th to November 25th. Each journal is divided into different 

numbers of contexts, depending on what Theresa shared in each journal. In the first journal 

reflection, Theresa shared two different experiences which I describe below by context as it was 

my unit of analysis when I engaged in the coding process. 

Journal Reflection #1 

Context One. “Sometimes, there are a lot of words, which make me tired to 

translate all.” As mentioned in her testimonio, Theresa considers her academic language to be 

English which she uses in academic contexts such as in CALA University, to understand 

“lectures, to communicate with classmates, and people at school.” She also uses English to speak 
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with her community college transfer mentor and another community college transfer mentee in 

the Community College Transfer Program at CALA University. In addition, she uses English to 

tutor mathematics to her high school students. Since she considers herself competent in 

mathematics, she is very familiar with the concepts and technical terms of mathematics, but at 

the same time she experiences linguistic challenges with concepts on her tutees’ homework she 

has not learned in English yet.  

Theresa experiences these types of linguistic challenges in her university classes as well. 

She finds it difficult to continue learning and understanding a lot of new vocabulary and new 

terms in some of her classes. To try to remedy those challenges, Theresa engages in what she 

calls “self-study” by re-studying her class materials in Vietnamese. In the follow-up phase of this 

dissertation, Theresa provided an example by describing what she does in one of her Linguistics 

classes and her C++ class: “For Linguistic class as well as C++ class[,] [b]asically, I checked for 

terminologies, if Vietnamese have better definition and easier to understand.” In her reflection, 

Theresa indicated that she goes the extra step to find the Vietnamese definitions of the 

terminologies she learns in English from her classes to make her understanding process easier. 

When there are a lot of words she has to “self-study,” it gets tiring to translate them all, so she 

forces herself to remember the words in English.  

Context Two. “This, of course, help[s] me to keep “my style” of speaking in 

Vietnamese. Being so long in America often makes me forget how to word a sentence.” 

Other than using Vietnamese as a form of “self-study,” Theresa mainly uses her home language 

on social media to read the news and chat with her friends from Vietnam and to text her sister. 

She feels these instances when she uses Vietnamese positively shape her social experiences as 
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her social experiences at CALA University are “not really active.” When probed in the follow-up 

phase of the dissertation about what the news and the chats are about, Theresa shared: 

… Entertainment news, short clips that have Vietnamese subtitles, normal news on online 

newspaper[s] about things [that] happen in Vietnam and other countries. Take an 

example right now: I mainly read about COVID-19 in Vietnam. When I chat with friends, 

it is just a casual talk about daily life, what interesting thing[s] I learn in school. Or new 

things that I found when I studied at CALA University. 

As I read her reflection answer, I find it interesting that Theresa has not stopped reading the 

newspaper, even now that it is an online medium, as this was an activity her father taught her 

when he was teaching Theresa how to read and write as a child. So, it was an activity unique 

between her and her father.  

Theresa shared she also uses Vietnamese when making phone calls to her Vietnamese-

speaking friends to ask something that she does not understand about the homework assignments 

from her C++ course. In the follow-up phase of the dissertation, she shared more about the 

specifics she asks her friend about: 

I did not get the concept of function, class, etc., and my friend, who is a CS major, 

instructed me how to do the homework. It was not easy because he is not good at English, 

so I have to translate the question, and then tried to code as much as I could so that he 

had an idea of what I was doing. However, he was quick to pick up and understand the 

logic behind my code. When he instructed me to code, he used terms in Vietnamese to 

describe. I did not get that … so we have to try to understand each other. Last solution is 

he pointed out for me what he mentioned earlier by a sample code he made.  
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Theresa’ follow-up answer reveals the complexities involved to try to understand the homework 

assignments from her C++ course. Because her friend’s English is not very good, as Theresa 

indicated, she has to translate the English question into Vietnamese so her friend can understand 

and try to conduct some of the coding so he can give her some directionality with her coding 

logic. However, when he gave Theresa instructions on how to correct her code, he did so in 

Vietnamese, which Theresa then had to translate into English. Her reflection reveals the 

translation intricacies that Theresa has to engage in to understand and complete her C++ 

homework assignments.  

Theresa reflected that engaging in the different contextual moments when she preserves 

her Vietnamese language help her keep “her style of speaking in Vietnamese,” as having lived in 

the United States for so long makes her forget how to put Vietnamese sentences together; “I feel 

like I am losing the sense of Vietnamese.”  

Finally, Theresa reflected that as an EL, she finds it funny how she utilizes words in 

English and considers that others find her humoristic or weird. Because of that, she finds that she 

has to reword her questions two to three times for others to understand. I asked her in the follow-

up phase of the dissertation if she finds herself having to reword her questions often and she 

replied: “It often happens when I am new to any concepts. This is the feeling when you don’t 

even know what you don’t know. When I have a better understanding, I word the question 

better.”  

Journal Reflection #2  

Context One. “My experiences this week in the academic language was great. I had 

a chance to talk and discuss homework with other classmates, which made me quite 

confident in my speaking skills.” In the first context for her second journal reflection, Theresa 
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reflected that her experience with English as an academic language was positive for the week of 

October 23rd to November 1st as she had a chance to engage with her classmates about their 

homework assignments and this experience made her confident in her speaking skills. She also 

engaged in common topics like discussions about their Linguistics majors, why they chose that 

major, and the Los Angeles lifestyle with her classmates which helps her be more outgoing and 

social—two things she has battled with when she came to the United States and entered high 

school, as she revealed in her testimonio. One of her friends even gave her a compliment for her 

English speaking skills and this was important for her because English plays a big role in her 

academics as sometimes she does not understand 50% of her lectures. Theresa says it takes her a 

significant amount of time to understand vocabulary on her slides like “allophone” and features 

in phonology like “dorsal, coronal, obstruent.” After her lectures are done, Theresa goes the extra 

step and reads her textbook more carefully with a dictionary at her side.  

Context Two. “I still have a problem when wording questions to ask the professor or 

the TA. Usually, it takes me 2-3 trials to ask and get the answer that I want.” As in her first 

journal reflection, Theresa reflected about her challenge with formulating questions as it takes 

her two to three times to ask the question she wants to get across to get the answer she wants. 

Again, it happens when she tutors math at her local high school. Sometimes she forgets the word 

organization in sentences and other times she pronounces terms incorrectly. She experiences 

Vietnamese interference as she explained in her first journal reflection. For example,  

In trigonometry, sin[e], cos[ine], tan[gent], cot[angent] symbols are used the same in 

Vietnam. So when [I] see these words, I unconsciously said it in Vietnamese. For 

example: sin[e] (English: /sai/, Vietnamese /sin/)  
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Theresa’s follow-up reflection highlights the Vietnamese interference she experiences when 

trying to explain a trigonometry concept in English to her high school students as her brain has 

already stored this trigonometry concept in Vietnamese. These linguistic instances confuse her 

high school students sometimes, but she appreciates their patience as it does not make her feel 

discouraged.  

Context Three. “I wish I had more chances to use it but on the other hand, I want to 

think and use my English more so that my reflex with surrounding will be increased.” 

Similarly, as in her first journal, Theresa reflected she had the opportunity to use Vietnamese 

when texting and video calling with her family and friends to ask about their health and the 

activities they did during the week, read Vietnamese news, her friends’ Facebook posts, celebrity 

scandals, or anything else that is popular in the Vietnamese Facebook community in her social 

media. She feels this keeps her “Vietnamese strong” even though she has to use English all day 

in school. She wrote about a cognitive dissonance she experiences about wanting more 

opportunities to use Vietnamese highlighting the lack of opportunities she has to use her home 

language with other students at CALA University, but still wants to use English more so that her 

“reflexes” with her English surroundings improve. When asked in the follow-up phase of the 

dissertation what she means by the word “reflexes,” Theresa wrote:  

This reminded [me of] a saying from my prof, “She wants to use English as much as 

possible so that even in her dream, she could dream in English.” This means similar. 

Us[ing] English more will prevent me from having the habit of translating words to get 

the Vietnamese meanings. When you stop the process of translating, you actually can pay 

more attention to the abstract idea behind that word. This explains why there are many 

words I understand in English context, but I did not bother to translate it to Vietnamese. 
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Theresa’s reflection indicates the recommendations she has received from her professor to use 

English as much as possible to the point of even dreaming in English! She believes following 

these instructions will help her stop relying so much on translating words into Vietnamese so that 

she is able to understand the abstract meanings behind the words she learns. This then turns into 

a challenge for Theresa because many times when she is texting in Vietnamese, she is not sure 

whether what she has written is correct and it is frustrating that phones do not have autocorrect 

for the Vietnamese language.   

Journal Reflection #3  

Context One. “The language barrier also makes me have a second thought about my 

major.” For her third journal reflection, Theresa reflected that she sees her “language barrier” as 

an impediment to her academic performance. In her linguistics class, she was marked-off a lot of 

points on questions about definitions and those that involve technical terms. She questioned 

whether her language barrier was a factor in her low performance on her Linguistics midterm, or 

she did not study “deeply,” or because the questions were not clear to her. This made her have 

second thoughts about having pursued a Linguistics major because a lot of their homework asks 

students to know the meaning of English words and place them in the correct categories, for 

example, verbs, adjectives, nouns, and adverbs. It is an extra struggle for Theresa, because many 

times she does not know the meaning of certain words.  

Context Two. “My professor also agrees and encourages me to try to understand 

everything in English if I can because the time limit during the test won’t let me translate 

back and forth those terms in my brain.” In another Linguistics course which she was also 

having trouble with, Theresa tried to learn the course concepts in Vietnamese, but has realized 

that it is causing her trouble to remember the technical words and the meaning, so leveraging her 
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linguistic capital has resulted in a challenge. Engaging in this practice stops her from engaging in 

her language expectation to think about and practice her course topics in English. At the same 

time, her professor tells her to try to understand everything in English if she can because the time 

limit during the test will not allow her to translate from one language to another. When I asked 

Theresa in the follow-up phase of the dissertation what her thoughts were about her professor’s 

recommendation to try to understand everything in English, Theresa said: “It was good advice. It 

could help me save time. It could help me try to engage more in class to understand the concept, 

rather than trying to find the right translation for that word.” 

On Friday, January 31st, 2020, I observed Theresa in her Syntax Linguistics class. It was 

taught by a teaching assistant, a Ph.D. student in the Linguistics department. The class was 

dedicated to fixing the writing of English sentences and drawing out syntax trees for those 

sentences. I noticed Theresa was very enthusiastic about participating in her class because she 

was the first one to raise her hand and volunteer to answer the questions on the handout the T.A. 

handed out in the beginning of class.   

As I observed Theresa draw out the syntax trees for the rest of the exercises in the 

handout, I interpreted that she has a good grasp of the content of the class. As the class period 

progressed, the T.A. instructed students to determine whether the syntax tree for the sentence, 

“Mary bought the book” was correct or incorrect. As the students began to work on the exercise 

first individually, the T.A. walked around to help students. When the T.A. came around to where 

Theresa and I were sitting, Theresa asked the T.A. a question about proper pronouns and nouns 

and the T.A. answered her question by making a comparison to proper pronouns and nouns to 

modern Greek. The interaction Theresa had with her T.A. reminded me of Maria’s experience in 
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her Latin class in high school when her Latin teacher would leverage Maria’s Spanish knowledge 

to help her learn Latin as she shared in her testimonio. 

Context Three. “I think Y knows my ability to understand English, and I would ask 

Y more for a deep explanation, so Y usually pretends to be busy, and postpones to help 

me.” In the third context of her journal reflection, Theresa wrote about the challenging effects 

her language barrier has with one of her classmates from her Linguistics class. Theresa and Y 

attend office hours together to receive help on the homework. She notices Y rarely helps or 

explains to Theresa any of the problems from their Linguistics assignments. Y tends to speak to 

Theresa when she has the homework assignment done. On the other hand, Theresa sees that Y is 

more enthusiastic when speaking with other students from the class. This makes Theresa feel sad 

because she feels that her English abilities impact her social experiences with Y and other 

students.  

Context Four. “… these days, I don’t feel like I want to read those documents in 

Vietnamese… because the translation is so bad (maybe) or there are no words to describe 

well that word in English.” As Theresa reflected in her previous journal reflections, outside of 

the classroom context, she uses Vietnamese to communicate with her friends and family in 

Vietnam. Even though Theresa has shared in the past that she wants to stop relying on 

Vietnamese for translation, she reflected this week she did look for Vietnamese sources to try to 

understand certain topics she is learning about. Lately, she does not want to rely on looking up 

Vietnamese sources because sometimes the translations are bad, or the words are too technical 

for Theresa even to understand. When this happens, Theresa turns to YouTube to find 

explanations about certain Linguistics topics which makes things sound simpler. At the end of 
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her reflection, Theresa provides an example of a morpheme homework assignment that she has 

to complete in her journal24.   

Journal Reflection #4  
 

Context One. “Using the tool on a laptop helps me see the right word in a sooner 

time.” Theresa shared she has changed her note-taking strategies. Before she would take notes 

by hand in a notebook, but she transitioned to taking notes in her laptop as the autocorrect option 

comes in handy when a professor says a word and Theresa does not know how to spell it. While 

before, she would do her best to spell out the word and rarely checked back on the spelling when 

she returned home. Theresa reflected her new way of taking notes has improved her English 

listening skills and “conversing” with her classmates has helped to improve those skills.  

Context Two. “Due to the rush of the quarter system, I’ve forced myself to read the 

textbook and all the info that relates to the lecture in English.” Due to how quickly the 10-

week quarter system goes by at CALA University, Theresa feels forced to read her textbooks and 

everything that relates to the lectures in English because she is afraid if she reads the information 

in Vietnamese she will take more time to understand a concept. In her quest to avoid translating 

everything into Vietnamese, in her academic practices at home, Theresa finds more sources 

about the concepts she has to learn in English. There will always be a website or video that 

explains things in a simpler way for Theresa to understand. At the same time, this helps her learn 

multiple ways of explaining a concept. As in her last journal reflection, Theresa provides an 

example of her Syntax homework25 where she has to break down the sentence based on the 

category of each word. When the sentences get longer, having to analyze the structure of a 

 
24 Example of Theresa’s morpheme homework https://www.scribd.com/document/353708187/Homework-1-and-2-
Morphemes. 
25 Example of Theresa’s syntax homework https://www.coursehero.com/file/7528550/hw4-key-1/.  
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sentence becomes more difficult, plus the added layer of the intricacies of the English language 

makes the assignment more difficult. In the follow-up phase of the dissertation, Theresa 

explained: 

We have to analyze [the] structure of a sentence. So for example: an apple (Determiner+ 

Noun), buy a book (Verb, Determiner+ Noun). Imagine doing this for a longer sentence 

with many elements in linguistic[s]-- it will be harder and you might have no idea where 

to start. 

Context Four. “… there will be cases when I code-switch between English and 

Vietnamese. I try not to do that with my parents, but I am pretty chill with my friend about 

that.” As Theresa reflected in the past, in non-academic settings, she utilizes Vietnamese with 

her family and friends. Something that she has not revealed before is that she codeswitches in 

between Vietnamese and English with her friends and described that she is “pretty chill about 

that,” and sometimes she and her friend change the whole conversation to English so that her 

friend can practice their English. With her parents, she does not codeswitch because they do not 

understand English, however she does use “formal” Vietnamese. She finalized her reflection by 

sharing she wishes there were more opportunities for her to use Vietnamese at CALA 

University’s campus with other peers to talk about classes and events at school, and even wishes 

to see more Vietnamese language examples in her Linguistics textbooks.  

Osiris  

Testimonio 

When asked about his ethnicity, Osiris did not choose Hispanic or Latinx, he wrote in 

Mexican. Osiris is a 31-year old man, first-generation college student, and community college 

transfer student at CALA University. He was born in Mexico and was brought to the United 
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States when he was two-years old. Osiris and his family moved to Duarte, California which is 

where his family currently lives. After graduating high school Osiris attended a community 

college in southern California for three years due to financial reasons. At the time of data 

collection, Osiris was a fourth-year student at CALA University majoring in Sociology. When 

asked about his home language, Osiris explained,  

My home language has change[d] throughout the years. When I was younger—age 1 to 

8—Spanish was my home language. Now, I would say that my home language is a 

peculiar combination of Spanish and English or Spanglish, as it is colloquially known.  

When asked about his academic language, Osiris explained, “At CALA University, I primarily 

speak academic English, as oppose[d] to speaking colloquial English.” Finally, he said that he 

was classified as an EL from second to eighth grade.  

Experiences of Learning and Using Spanish and Spanglish at Home 

In his testimonio, Osiris shared that his home language was Spanish as it was the 

language spoken in his home—it is the language he used to communicate with his parents, 

family, and friends. In the follow-up phase of the dissertation, Osiris expanded more on his 

Spanish learning experience at home. He shared: 

I recall watching a lot of Spanish sitcoms and telenovelas [soap operas] with both of my 

parents. I could argue that by listening to these shows I learned how to speak Spanish. 

We watched a variety of shows broadcasted by Univision and Telemundo. Also during 

this time, we listened to primarily Spanish radio stations. I didn’t start listening to English 

radio stations till later in my teens. I don't recall reading books in Spanish. I honestly do 

not remember how I learned to read in Spanish.  

In his follow-up response, Osiris shared his Spanish learning was supplemented with 
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Spanish media and radio and credits these mediums for developing his Spanish speaking skills. 

Although his Spanish speaking skills were fortified at home, his reading skills were not.  

Osiris grew up in a predominantly Latinx community, so hearing and speaking in Spanish 

was very common for Osiris while growing up. He described Spanish as his “go to” language. 

Spanish was his dominant language until the age of eight or nine. After that, he began to focus 

more on speaking English. But even then, when he wanted to speak in English, there are things 

he thinks about in Spanish. Osiris shared that his mother passed away when he was 13 years old, 

so by that time he spoke mostly with his sister in English.  

As Osiris grew older, he began to divert to using Spanglish as this was the language that 

was becoming common among his friends in his neighborhood. He identified that they spoke a 

“weird Spanglish,” so he does not feel like he was exposed to proper models of English. His 

bilingual challenge became even more prominent when he visited his family in Mexico. His 

cousins made fun of him because his Spanish “wasn’t up to par.” At the same time, he felt 

demoralized because either language was not up to par. He said, “I knew something was wrong. I 

just didn't know how to fix it.” He stated this situation is frustrating because immigrant parents 

do not know it is an issue and do not know how to help because they do not know how the 

system works. For Osiris, language is frustrating because sometimes when he is speaking in 

English there are things he thinks about in Spanish and he does not know how to say them in 

English and vice versa. “It’s like you don’t speak Spanish well with the Spanish speakers and 

you don't speak English well enough within like the English speaking community. Then what am 

I? You’re like this little in between.”  

Experiences as an English Learner in School 

Elementary School  
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Osiris was an EL student from second grade to eighth grade. His experiences prior to 

second grade are just blurry memories. As a second-grader, Osiris felt different and his identity 

as a Spanish-speaker became a symbol of stigmatization. In the afternoon, Osiris’ teacher would 

separate the Spanish-speaking students from the English-only speaking students. He felt isolated 

and did not understand why that was happening. Osiris associated the separation with the special 

education students as negative. He even would ask his mom why he would be separated from the 

other students. His mom would tell him he had to work hard to learn English so he could be on 

track as the English-speaking students. As a result of the separation, Osiris would experience 

teasing and bullying from the English-only speaking students during recess by saying hurtful 

things like, “Oh, he’s part of that group.” As a result of those hurtful comments, Osiris only 

played with his friends from ESL because his English-speaking friends refused to play with 

Osiris.  

As he grew older, Osiris associated his EL status and identity as a language issue. Being 

in ESL classes, Osiris did not feel he learned “correct models” of English so he used his 

“distorted English, Spanglish language” to communicate with others in his class. In the follow-

up phase of the dissertation, I probed Osiris to expand on what he meant by “correct models” of 

English and “distorted English, Spanglish language.” He explained:  

When I started speaking English, I made a lot of grammatical errors. For example, I had 

difficulty using the appropriate articles when speaking to others. I had teachers who 

constantly corrected me and explained that I used the wrong article. I also used double 

negatives a lot. For example, “I can’t hardly wait for the weekend.” Can’t and hardly 

mean the same thing. So, using correct models of English means not making these 

mistakes.  
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Osiris demonstrated his metacognitive awareness of the linguistic components of English he 

experiences trouble with as he mentioned components of grammar and using double negatives in 

a sentence.  

He recounted when he began learning English, it became a more dominant language. As a 

result, he mixed both languages and his Spanish became weaker. He explained further being in 

the ESL classes delayed his English language development and consequently affected his future. 

In general, Osiris believes the ESL curriculum sets students behind.  

The intentional language segregation teachers did made it evident Osiris and other 

students like Osiris were different from the rest making it seem like they have some type of 

disability, and as a consequence not paying attention to them. As a child, not being able to 

interact with his English-speaking peers slowed down this ability to learn English. So, he kept 

telling himself, “Okay, I need to get myself into like a regular English class.”  

At the end of eigth grade, Osiris tested out of his EL status and became an RFEP student. 

At this point, the teasing from his peers stopped because he was no longer in ESL classes. It was 

not until he was a first-year student in high school that he was placed into regular English 

classes. Even though Osiris got out of remedial English classes, he still feels that his high school 

did not prepare him well enough for community college and CALA University.  

He is cognizant of the educational preparation inequities that stand between him and 

students he has encountered at CALA University. One of the stark differences is in their 

academic writing preparation. One of Osiris’ peers at CALA University shared with him that she 

attended a writing summer camp when she was in high school. He was not even aware those 

types of camps existed for students.  

High School  
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Osiris shared he was not allowed to take AP courses at his high school. At the time, there 

was a lot happening in Osiris’ home which impeded him to be a self-advocate and demand to be 

placed in AP courses at his high school. He said, “in high school, the bureaucracy [makes you] 

trapped”— alluding to the tracking culture in high school.  

Osiris extended on the inequalities of this high school in deterring certain students from 

taking honors and AP courses by saying: “I feel if you look smart, or if you, sort of like, check 

all of what they want a smart student to look like, then you’re placed in these classes.” Osiris 

disclosed that as a result of his mother dying when he was 13-years-old, he was a troubled 

student, being in the principal’s office too many times for getting into trouble. Of course schools 

keep track of students who behave badly and the things they get in trouble for, so when he met 

with this high school counselor about taking AP courses, the counselor brought up the fact he 

had gotten into trouble too many times and feared he would be disruptive in AP classes, so they 

did not consider Osiris as someone with academic potential. Osiris attributed the lack of 

opportunity to take AP courses to his EL status. His high school counselor discouraged him from 

taking AP courses because the subject matter would be too difficult for him and he would most 

likely fail, resulting in Osiris not graduating in time.  

Community College  

Osiris feels it was an issue that he was not exposed to correct models of English and 

hearing and utilizing Spanglish until he entered community college because he began to feel 

different. He observed very noticeable differences between how he spoke and how other Latinx 

students spoke at his community college. He said they spoke “more Anglo, more proper.” 

Experiencing this noticeable difference was very weird for him because they were brown folks 

just like him. So, he interpreted that as those students probably having better educational 
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resources and preparation than him, or maybe their parents spoke English to them, so they were 

exposed to more proper ways of speaking English.  

He also noticed his language disadvantage when he would do writing assignments for his 

community college classes. “I was at a disadvantage, because I wrote the way I spoke. And that's 

not necessarily how you write in academia.” For example, he recalled writing “gonna” instead of 

“going to” in his essays and his teachers made a note of that and encouraged him to avoid writing 

that way.  

His English 101: College Composition and Research advisor in community college who 

he identified as being a third or fourth generation Latina with a Ph.D. was fundamental in his 

English writing development by helping him identify challenges with his English writing. She 

was always very detailed with the feedback she provided to Osiris. She made him realize he was 

mixing up his verb tenses in his essays. Once she asked him, “How do you think?” He 

responded:  

Well sometimes when I don't know how to communicate, I think about things in Spanish, 

and then the translation that happens in my mind, which is fast, doesn't always—it doesn't 

always—like right now I'm thinking of it in Spanish, but I want to say, but I can't 

articulate it.  

Osiris explained to his English advisor he experienced language interference in his brain, 

therefore he would mix up his verbs in his writing.  

CALA University  

The feeling of being different and his language insecurities exacerbated when Osiris 

became a CALA University student because he was aware he did not sound like the other 

students when he spoke with “his accent”.  He continued using slang without being aware that is 
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was slang, and so he had a big desire to speak in English like the other students, alluding to a 

sense of language appropriateness. In the follow-up phase of the dissertation, Osiris described his 

“accent” as the stereotypical Mexican accent from Speedy Gonzales from Looney Tunes.  

Osiris shared an anecdote from his Psychology 130: Developmental Psychology course 

which is composed of predominantly White students at CALA University. He wanted to ask a 

question, his heart began to race incessantly and he practiced the question he wanted to ask over 

and over again. He practices over and over again out of fear of mispronouncing a word or sound 

unintelligent. He wanted to say a word in Latin, parietal optimality. In his head, he asked 

himself, “What's the Whitest way of saying this word?” So he continued practicing in his head of 

how to say the word, but he felt the way he was pronouncing it sounded Spanish. In the end, he 

felt embarrassed because his professor corrected the way he pronounced the word. In this 

particular class he shared about and in other of his classes, Osiris experiences dissonance in 

shutting off the Spanish in his brain to try to sound “White” when speaking in English. In this 

case it was Latin, but Osiris thought he had to sound White.  

As his level of insecurity rises when Osiris tries to speak up in class, many times, he will 

choose not to speak up in class and just email his professor or TA, as he feels his English writing 

skills have improved significantly from community college to now as a CALA University 

student. Osiris felt his writing has improved because he used his fear of not being able to write at 

a “university level” to do the “extra work” of asking and researching to improve his writing. This 

fear and insecurity invades Osiris as he thinks about applying for jobs. Again, he mentioned his 

fear of sounding unintelligent. He fears employers will think he does not know how to speak 

professionally and that will affect his chances of being accepted into a job. His end goal is to 

become a social worker and he is cognizant that it is a field where a lot of talking is required. He 
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is already doing something related to the field of social work as at the time of the dissertation 

data collection, he was working as a peer counselor for a program dedicated to student retention 

at CALA University. 

Osiris shared his linguistic experiences at the intersectionality of race and language when 

interacting with certain groups of people. When he is interacting with Students of Color, he feels 

more at ease when he speaks and feels like he can articulate things much better. However, when 

he interacts with people from other nationalities, if they are White for example, then his 

insecurities come back and he experiences difficulty on how to articulate his thoughts. He 

attributed this to imposter syndrome. He shared that he is able to connect more and not feel 

insecure with Students of Color because they share the same understanding of the challenges 

they face as POC and learners of English as a second language.  

College Preparation and Process as a Former English Learner Student and First-
Generation College Student 
 

Without hesitation, Osiris shared he had to navigate the college planning and preparation 

process by himself. His high school did not provide an equitable college mentorship for all 

students. When he met with his college counselor, they pushed Osiris to study a trade, but that 

was not part of Osiris’ academic goals and the college counselor did not take that into 

consideration. Osiris felt like his college counselor made assumptions about his academic 

abilities due to his EL status and behavioral issues; “People conjure up ideas of what they think a 

smart kid should act like. When a person deviates from it, many counselors invest less in those 

students.” 

Even though he felt discouraged from his college counselor, Osiris did not let that stop 

him from applying to college on his own. As a curious person, he did all of the research about 

the different components of the college process, including the types of universities and different 
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scholarships he could apply for, why do you need to apply for FAFSA, and how do you apply for 

FAFSA. He was active about doing his research because he cared about this success.  

As a senior, Osiris applied to multiple four-year universities, including San Jose State 

University and California State Polytechnic University, Pomona, however, due to financial 

reasons, he was not able to attend any of the universities he applied to so he ended up going to 

community college. He shared even though he went through the community college process, he 

is still learning the purpose of a community college and why students transfer over to four-year 

universities. 

In terms of college entrance exam preparation, Osiris shared one of the college 

counselors in his high school gave him an SAT preparation book in junior year. He opened the 

book and had no idea how he should get started. He prepared on his own and as he was 

preparing, he remembered asking himself, “Why haven’t I learned this? How come I don’t have 

these analytical skills? How come I can’t solve these algebra equations?” He questioned his 

intelligence so much because he believed he did not have the necessary analytical skills, and at 

that point, he thought all schools were the same, so he concluded he was just not smart enough. 

Osiris internalized his belief of “lack of intelligence.” It is not until he came to CALA 

University and the classes he was exposed to that he concluded there are external factors that 

explain why his performance on the SAT was below average. His parents’ immigrant status, their 

lack of navigational capital of how the educational system works in the United States, his low-

income status, and attending a highly segregated high school were all part of the contributing 

factors to his underperformance on the SAT. 

It has been eye-opening for Osiris to take an urban poverty course at CALA University 

because he understands how poverty affects schooling and the lack of awareness or 
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acknowledgment might have a problem, like a speech problem, for example. When parents from 

low-income communities acknowledge their child might have a problem, they tend to rely on 

free resources or their faith in a Higher Power.  

Osiris’ Four-Week Journal Reflections 

Osiris wrote four journal reflections beginning on November 7th, 2019 all the way to 

February 16th, 2020. For journal one, Osiris wrote about the week of November 7th to November 

17th; journal two from November 18th to December 12th; journal three from January 10th to 

January 25th; and journal four from January 27th to February 16th. Each journal is divided into 

different contexts, depending on what Osiris shared in each journal. In the first journal reflection, 

Osiris shared eight different experiences which I describe below by context as it was my unit of 

analysis when I engaged in the coding process. Osiris shared that he wrote his journal reflections 

in his apartment—some were written in his living room and others in his bedroom.  

Journal Reflection #1 

Context One. “What exactly is my home language?” Osiris wrote the prompt for the 

first week of journal reflections left him asking himself, “what exactly is my home language?” 

Osiris reflected that he associates home language with “comfortability” as he can use his home 

language with someone he feels comfortable with. For child Osiris, the language he could share 

with people he felt comfortable with was Spanish. Before learning English, he would 

communicate in Spanish with his parents, friends, and educators. As Osiris got older, he 

communicated more with his sister after his mother died when he was 13-years-old, as Osiris 

shared in his testimonio, his home language changed to Spanglish, which he explicitly described 

as “a combination of speaking both English and Spanish.”   
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Context Two. “… speaking Spanglish became very routine and commonplace 

among my groups of friends.” Osiris continued to describe how he learned his home language 

and academic language by sharing that his Spanglish from home was fortified by his social 

interactions with his friends from his Latinx suburb where speaking Spanish was “routine” and 

“commonplace.” He shared he learned his academic language much later when he entered 

community college as he became “hyperaware” that his language skills differed from his peers. 

So then, Osiris began to pay attention to how other students spoke in English and “emulated” 

them to speak more “academically,” alluding to a language appropriateness mentality. In the 

follow-up phase of the dissertation, I asked Osiris why he thought he did not learn his academic 

language until he got to community college. He wrote:  

I don't remember precisely at what age I learned to speak English, but I learned it early on 

in primary school. The type of English I spoke then, and spoke throughout high school, is 

not what I consider academic language. I used slang heavily to communicate with 

others, mispronounced words, and used phrases such as "you know" and "like" 

abundantly. At times, I spoke in short incomplete sentences. I substituted one word for 

another or one sound for another. It was quite a miracle that people were able to 

understand what I was trying to convey. When I started community college, I overheard 

other students speaking English so fluently and effortlessly. They did not use slang 

whatsoever to communicate with others. I heard various students even use transition 

words such as further, moreover, consequently, conversely in ordinary conversations. At 

that point, I knew that my way of speaking English was not up to par. I then decided to 

emulate their way of speaking. 
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In the follow-up reflection, Osiris was metacognitive that there was a noticeable 

difference between the way he spoke prior to entering community college versus when he 

entered community college. He shared in high school he relied heavily on slang and used a lot of 

filler and hesitation words like “you know” and “like” which he does not think are “academic” or 

“proper” ways of speaking in scholarly settings. He even said he thinks it was a miracle people 

were able to understand him! When he entered community college, he described that students 

spoke “fluently” and “effortlessly” in English and noticed no one spoke using slang and used 

words that we use in writing, like, “further,” “moreover,” “consequently,” and “conversely,” so 

he assumed his English was not good enough so he imitated how others spoke.  

Context Three. “I spoke my home language with friends with whom I share cultural 

similarities.” Osiris finds opportunities to use this home language, Spanglish, with friends, 

colleagues, and mentees in his student retention program he worked for on campus. The students 

are Latinx like him and share the same cultural and heritage backgrounds. There are students 

from other Latinx backgrounds in the program as well. For example, his Puerto Rican friend has 

taught him how to say, “¡wepa!” which is an expression used to express joy and happiness.  

He mainly uses his home language to carry out “mundane” conversations about politics, 

school, or personal drama, which come up frequently among the people he speaks his home 

language with. When Osiris speaks his home language, he does not worry about being perceived 

as uneducated or being corrected if he mispronounces a word, and also feels like he can 

communicate his ideas more “freely” and “effectively” and have a stronger bond with them by 

sharing a common language. In addition, Osiris shared engaging in these types of contexts makes 

him feel very happy because he can showcase his true personality. In the follow-up phase of the 
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dissertation, I asked Osiris why he is able to showcase this true personality while using his home 

language, and he shared:  

The reason I say that I can showcase my personality better is because I’m a funny person 

and love making people laugh. However, when I try being funny using [E]nglish it comes 

off as unauthentic whereas using my HL [I] can crack jokes and be funny all day 

effortlessly. 

Osiris’ follow-up answer is interesting because he said he can be authentic and make people 

laugh when using Spanglish, but when it comes to using purely English he does not feel 

authentic. Even though Osiris utilizes his home language in an academic setting like CALA 

University, he still believes speaking his home language in an academic setting can be perceived 

as “uneducated” and “ridiculed” by others.  

Context Four. “In academic spaces, for example, speaking this way has helped me 

build rapport with professors and teaching assistants.” Osiris found speaking academically 

can be beneficial depending on the context. For him, speaking academically in academic settings 

has helped him build relationships with professors and teaching assistants. He associates his 

ability to speak academic English during an interview to be hired as a peer counselor for a 

student retention program at CALA University. Osiris described speaking in academic English as 

“stressful,” “taxing,” “tiring,” and “frustrating” because he does not always use “appropriate 

words to convey his thoughts effectively.” It becomes even more stressful when speaking to 

people who are White or speaking in a classroom that is predominantly White because he is 

reminded that his English is “insufficiently academic.” He rehearses what he is going to say 

many times and feels by doing the organic way of speaking is lost along the way. When asked in 

the follow-up phase of the dissertation what he meant by his English being “insufficiently 
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academic” and what he meant by the word “effectively” as he had repeated this word throughout 

his journal entry, Osiris responded:  

For instance, sometimes my peers use SAT words I have never heard before to 

conversate and I feel so dumb. I struggle to communicate using ordinary words let alone 

using SAT words. I remember a girl in my class showed me a TikTok and she said “I just 

love her blasé demeanor” I had no idea what blasé meant. I would have never been able 

to express something like that because those words are not in my vocabulary. That for me 

is speaking in academic English. 

When I mean effectively, I’m referring to speaking proper English without relying on the 

use of slang or [S]panglish. I am also referring to using words you would expect a college 

person to use when communicating with others as well as sounding articulate, conveying 

to others clearly so they understand what you are saying.  

His follow-up reflections continued to reflect a language appropriateness mentality that has 

followed Osiris from community college. He associates speaking academically with the SAT. It 

is not surprising Osiris equates speaking academically with how well someone is able to use 

SAT vocabulary given the emphasis of this gatekeeper assessment for college students.  

Context Five. “I wish I could use my home language to communicate with professors 

and not feel like an alien when doing so.” Osiris reflected that he wishes to have opportunities 

to use his Spanglish with professors and not feel like a stranger if he were to use his home 

language, as “professors look at you funny when you speak in such [a] way.” When asked in the 

follow-up phase of the dissertation to expand on what he meant by the phrase, “such a way,” 

Osiris described: 
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What I mean by “such a way” is that when you use slang, informal language, or home 

language, professors have this appalling look in their face, as if you just cursed them out. 

They get so annoyed when you don't use academic language. My TA told a student once 

to stop using slang to communicate with her because we were in college. Therefore, we 

needed to speak like college students. 

This experience Osiris encountered in his class speaks to the language erasure some educators do 

with their comments. Due to these experiences, Osiris became too afraid to speak up or 

participate in his classes out of fear of sounding dumb because of the “inappropriateness” Osiris 

perceives of speaking Spanish or Spanglish in academic settings.  

Journal Reflection #2 

Context one. “I believe that maybe the reason why I felt confident presenting was 

because the audience was primarily Latino.” In the week of November 18th, 2019, Osiris had 

a presentation in his Chicano/a Studies 113-Day of the Dead Ritual course where he had to 

present in front a 200-student lecture hall. Osiris described that at first, he felt nervous because 

he had to present in front of a large crowd, however, as he was presenting, his nerves dissipated 

because the audience was primarily Latinx, consequently Osiris felt “comfortable” and 

“empowered.” This experience made Osiris think about the emotional roller coaster he goes 

through when utilizing his academic language. Osiris considers speaking in his academic 

language a skill that he works daily to master. “I know what is at stake (success, career, money) 

so I work at it diligently”—alluding to the role of academic English in helping him attain 

aspirational capital.  

On November 19th, 2019, I went to observe the discussion portion of the same course. 

On the day I went to observe, the students were working on their final projects for the course. 
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Throughout the course period, I noticed Osiris was very talkative and very involved in the 

development of his group’s final project which was the development of a bilingual children’s 

book about the Day of the Dead—a cultural tradition in Latin America, primarily in Mexico. As 

the time passed by, I noticed the ambience in this class was much more relaxed as opposed to 

Lily’s Psychology course I had observed that morning at 8 a.m.!  

Osiris then started asking me about my experience in graduate school, about my 

dissertation, and how many students were in my sample. Osiris then asked two women students 

sitting next to him what their experiences were like of being in a class where most of the students 

are White and/or their professor is White. Their responses resonated with Osiris’ experience. 

They felt like they must act a certain way (“like an academic way”) and they feel like they have 

to talk a certain way in those spaces—they become shy and they do not want to speak. 

         In the course I observed, it is a different story. The same two students shared they feel 

relaxed and they can be themselves. Osiris mentioned he feels like he can speak however he 

wants and does not feel like he must be someone else like in his other classes. He mentioned his 

Sociology class as an example. Even though I am a researcher, I became a participant of my own 

dissertation. I shared with the students their experiences resonated with my own.  

As I was conversing with the students, I wondered whether it was appropriate for us to be 

talking about how they feel in White-dominating spaces while the students were supposed to be 

discussing their final projects. Aside from my preoccupation of having the conversation, I 

learned two of the women students who were part of the conversation have children. One of the 

students shared that her Latino professor for Sociology assigned an off-campus activity to 

students. She spoke to the professor and expressed to him that she could not do the off-campus 

activity because she has a child. The professor was not willing to understand her situation and 
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still required her to do the assignment. In addition, the students shared they have experienced a 

series of microaggressions from Latinx professors who have graduated from Ivy League 

universities. These types of professors are usually not understanding of Latinx undergraduate 

students’ hardships they may be experiencing at home or other contexts that revolve around their 

lives. 

In that same week, Osiris shared he went to the Financial Aid office at CALA University. 

When he saw the representative he was assigned to speak to was White, he began to panic and 

repeat over and over in his head what he wanted to ask to sound “academic” in regard to study 

abroad opportunities as a fourth-year student and an independent student. He shared that he feels 

dumb when that happens to him.  

Context Two. “Perhaps, it is more difficult when I need to use academic language to 

get something I need.” Lastly, Osiris reflected on the role of his EL identity and using his 

academic language to ask for something he needs. In the same week, Osiris asked one of his 

professors to write a letter of recommendation for him. He shared he practiced in his head over 

and over again what he was going to ask to make sure he sounded “academic.” In the follow-up 

phase of the dissertation, I asked Osiris why it was so important for him to sound “academic” to 

ask the professor for a potential letter of recommendation and he shared:  

Imagine asking a professor for a letter of recommendation and using slang and your 

HL (home language) to speak with him/her. Who would want to write a letter for 

someone who speaks like that[?] I went in using academic language. I made sure I 

sounded smart and educated. People already have stereotypes of Latinx people, and it is 

up to us to make sure we don’t validate them. I’ve had people tell me you actually speak 

well. Yeah, because I rehearsed what I had to say. I took an urban policy class with a 
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wonderful professor, she was [W]hite. She said the following: “You need to make sure 

you sound articulate and educated when holding conversations in professional spaces. 

These people ([W]hite people) see you as someone who could be their gardener or their 

nanny. You need to learn how to code switch and speak their language.”  

Narratives like the one his Sociology professor said to him and his classmates about making sure 

to sound “articulate” and “educated” in professional spaces validated his way of thinking to 

make sure to sound “academic” and “intelligent” so he can be granted academic opportunities. It 

is a constant reminder that he has to put up a persona and speak like someone he does not 

identify with.  

Journal Reflection #3 

Context One. Student Retention Program Big Bear Lake Retreat. Osiris’ third 

journal reflection focused on his experience at a retreat at Big Bear Lake he went to with his co-

workers and his student mentees as part of the student retention program he works for under the 

Community Programs Office at CALA University. The purpose of the program is to provide 

mentoring support in the form of counseling to help students from underrepresented backgrounds 

(primarily Latinx) stay at CALA University and finish their college degrees. The retreat focused 

on helping students overcome the fear of going to their professors’ or TA’s office hours. They 

also held a discussion about how the fear of sounding “dumb” deters many Latinx students from 

going to office hours.  

Osiris highlighted that when he is working as a peer counselor he sometimes thinks of a 

word in Spanish and cannot seem to translate it into English while speaking with his student 

mentees. He also highlighted even though he experiences these types of challenges, he can use 
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Spanglish with his mentees and not have the fear that they will not be able to understand him as 

he explained in the following quote:  

The fact that I have found a space to have these super informal conversations makes me 

happy. It makes me feel as though I belong and not feel so alienated like I felt the first 

quarter here at [CALA University]. 

In his reflection, Osiris touched upon the topic of belonging to his university. Like he expresses, 

he felt like he did not belong at CALA University, but now his role as a retention mentor has 

allowed him to use his Spanglish and hold informal conversations with his co-workers and 

student mentees, and a result, his sense of lack of belonging at the university has diminished. He 

finalized his journal reflection by writing that he wishes he felt more “free” to speak his home 

language in all of his classes at CALA University.  

Journal Reflection #4 

Context One. “I noticed almost immediately that my speech changes drastically 

every time I spend time with them.” For this fourth journal reflection, Osiris wrote about 

another event that was put together as part of the student retention program he works for. Osiris 

shared he notices immediately how his speech changes every time and attributed this change to 

being around brown and Latinx folk. As he has expressed before in his journal reflections, Osiris 

feels “liberated” and does not have to worry about sounding correct because he knows he will be 

understood. As a result of being part of MEChA Calmécac, Osiris expressed his experiences at 

CALA University has been “overwhelmingly positive” because he can speak with them using his 

home language and academic language.  

Context Two. “I could not articulate what I wanted to say so I said [it] in 

Spanglish.” That week, Osiris visited the financial aid office again to ask more questions about 
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the study abroad program. As he shared before, in these types of space, he feels like he has to use 

academic language. On that occasion when he visited the financial aid office, he was having 

particular difficulty articulating what he wanted to say so he said it in Spanglish and luckily the 

financial aid representative understood what he said.   

Context Three. “Sometimes I shy away from sparking conversations with students I 

believe speak academic language proficiently.” I found Osiris’ last section of this reflection 

particularly interesting because he wrote about why he hesitates from initiating conversations 

with people who intimidate because of the way they speak. He shared that he shies away from 

initiating conversations with students who he believes speak academic language proficiently. 

This is also true with professors as he hesitates to go to office hours. He shared an incident when 

he wanted to go to his professor’s office hours because he wanted to build rapport with him but 

felt afraid because he cannot speak the English they speak, meaning using “very proper, fancy 

SAT words.”  

When asked whether there have been formal opportunities for Osiris to continue learning 

his home language, Osiris engaged in an explanation about the dichotomy between formal and 

informal settings and what those words mean to him.  

I think it’s important to clarify what formal means to me. When I think of formal      

opportunities to speak HL [home language], I’m referring to conversations I have with 

professors, TA’s, or faculty in any academic setting such as a classroom or office. 

Informal settings means speaking HL with friends either at work, in a classroom if I'm 

taking a course with someone who also understands HL, or even at home. I primarily use 

HL to communicate with people with whom I have a pretty close [connection] with, 
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roommates, and some of my coworkers as well. When I visit home, I use HL to 

communicate with my sister, father, nieces, and nephews. 

In his reflection, Osiris engaged in an explanation of the role contexts and settings play in the 

type of home language he uses and how he uses it. When Osiris has opportunities to use his 

home language in academic settings with adults like professors and TAs, he believes he has to be 

formal in the way he speaks. When he utilizes his home language in other academic settings with 

students and co-workers, he feels he can be informal in the way he speaks. This is the same when 

he is utilizing his home language at home with his sister, father, nieces, and nephews. 

Similarities and Differences of Narrative Profiles 

This section of the findings chapter portrays an interpretative perspective, framed by the 

similarities and differences of the role languages play in the six participants' social and academic 

experiences during the duration of the data collection for the dissertation. The interpretations are 

framed thematically, starting with language ideologies with subthemes: language separation; 

language appropriateness; language skills; language policies at home and school, and 

raciolinguistics. Followed by proposing alternatives to the student composition of classes, private 

speech/inner speech—using home language and English to learn course materials and to study 

for classes, language opportunities to use home language outside of the home context, 

hyperawareness about stuttering in home language and/or English, the role of metacognition and 

using one’s home language to navigate the learning of college course content, and home 

language provides comfortability. Then followed by, similarities and differences of the CLD 

college students’ capital with subthemes: linguistic capital; social capital; familial capital; and 

navigational capital. Then there is a theme of teacher engagement and disengagement with 

subtheme: being placed with special education students. Then there is a theme on college 
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planning and preparation as EL students and first-generation college students with subthemes: 

self-teaching/self-learning—student agency; parent involvement in college preparation; and 

helping others with college applications. Finally, I present the last themes: type of schooling in 

elementary school and home language opportunities in college classes.  

Language Ideologies  

Language Separation 

Language separation was a common theme among the six CLD students. For most of the 

participants, there was a clear distinction between English and their home languages where most 

of them differed from their home and college setting. Delia found herself intentionally separating 

her home and academic languages as she made evident various times during her testimonio and 

in her four-week journal reflections. The language separation ideology resonated clearly when 

she wrote about her college roommate wanting to speak to her in Spanish, “I guess I just 

associate Spanish with my parents and adults, and I reserve English for friends and others of my 

same age group.”  

For Lily, she reserves using English for academic-related topics like speaking about her 

major, and reserves using Farsi to speak about non-academic, mundane topics, like speaking 

about her day. However, she did share she does code-switch between both languages with some 

of her family members and friends, and even said code-switching is her favorite form of 

communication. Code-switching is dependent on the topic of the conversation. Similarly, Osiris 

code-switches between Spanish and English and even said Spanglish is his home language, as he 

grew up hearing and speaking both languages at home and in his neighborhood with his friends 

and neighbors. Even now, as an adult and college student, he utilizes Spanglish with his peers 

who are Latinx and from POC backgrounds who also speak Spanish. 
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Paula and Lily’s experiences denote a clear and intentional separation of their home 

language and academic language according to the context they find themselves in, reserving 

English, their academic language for academic contexts and when talking about academic topics, 

(i.e., their major, and reserving their home languages; Visaya and Farsi) for conversations that 

are more intimate and personal. Paula does use Visaya for academic purposes to enhance her 

understanding of topics, as she switches between Visaya and English depending on the difficulty, 

but in a more private way that I expand on later in this section.  

Furthermore, on academic subject matters, Paula shared her grandparents encouraged her 

to speak in English at home and was allowed to use Visaya when she did not know how to say 

something in English. Even though English was heavily present in her home, she still considers 

English to be exclusively her academic language, as it is the language she reserves for academic 

contexts and situations. Similarly, Maria considers her English her academic language and 

reserves it only for academic contexts.  

Language Appropriateness  

In many of the CLD students’ reflections, there is an overt feeling of wanting to 

“emulate” (Osiris’ word from his journal reflections) how others speak English for academic 

purposes or their home languages (as evident from Delia’s experience with her friend who would 

speak in Spanish to their Spanish teacher while they were preparing for the AP Spanish 

Literature and Culture exam). Osiris, Lily, and Paula expressed the desire and self-exigency to 

speak and write academic English words other peers use who they perceive to have higher 

English language abilities than them. For example, Osiris strives to speak “appropriately” in 

English in academic settings. Lily spoke about her two semesters of English courses at her 

community college where the goal of those classes was to get students to speak “proper 
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professional language and write proper essays in MLA style,” to get students to write at the 

college level, academically. When Paula was in community college, she saw how other students 

wrote in the online forums that accompanied the in-person classes and so she wanted to use the 

language and vocabulary the other students were using. When Paula began using vocabulary 

other students used, Paula expressed in her testimonio that her speaking, writing, and overall 

vocabulary English skills improved significantly. Now as a CALA University student, Paula has 

to worry about sounding proper by using the correct English words and grammar.  

Delia and Osiris were self-demanding to speak and write their home language in a proper 

way based on their high interpretations of how others speak and write their home language. For 

example, Delia had a similar experience to Paula’s when she was preparing for the AP Spanish 

Literature and Culture exam. Delia would not speak in Spanish to her AP Spanish teacher, but 

when she saw her friend from Mexico would speak in Spanish to their teacher, Delia wanted to 

do the same so she began to speak in Spanish to her AP Spanish teacher. At first, Delia felt 

intimidated by her friend for the high-level of vocabulary words he would use with their teacher, 

but slowly she got used to speaking in Spanish to her Spanish teacher   

Language Skills  

 Paula and Lily both reflected frequently about their language skills when talking about 

learning their home languages and their academic language, English. The difference in their 

reflections lies in Paula’s reflections are about facing challenges in learning languages, as she 

had to learn three languages as a child. On the other hand, Paula talks about how she was able to 

effectively switch between her two languages depending on the situation. Paula’s confidence 

about her native language, Visaya, worsened in school when her third and fourth-grade teacher 
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would make Paula wear a pin on her lapel for using Visaya when she was required to use 

Tagalog and English.  

Lily shared similar feelings like Paula when she entered community college not feeling 

confident about her English language abilities as she felt she had a lot of room to grow, and this 

feeling was intensified when she had to take an English placement test, which resulted in her 

being placed in an elementary English class. Before entering CALA University, Lily did not feel 

that her EL status was a contributing factor to her academic performance anymore, but since she 

transferred to CALA University, she felt her EL identity is a contributing factor to her 

underperformance in some of her courses. In one of her psychology statistics midterms, she 

expressed she was not able to demonstrate her knowledge of the content because the questions 

were four to five lines long and therefore, she needed more time to read the questions.  

Regarding language use, Theresa did not directly talk about her language use as the other 

students did, rather she focused more on her experiences overall as a bilingual student (her 

college application process and getting advice from her counselors and teachers). She does share 

her issues with English, specifically with catching the correct words a professor says during the 

lecture. Theresa stated she is improving on her English skills every week and Osiris similarly 

reported he works hard to master his academic language as he writes in his second journal 

reflection, “Using academic language is a skill I work daily to master. I know what is at stake 

(success, career, money) so I work at it diligently.” Osiris also shared his difficulties when trying 

to get something he needs. For Maria, presenting in academic English gives her anxiety, 

explaining she overanalyzes and stresses over minute details.  

Language Policies at Home and School  
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Paula was affected by strict language policies at home and school. A home language 

policy resonated the most in Paula’s household life. Paula’s grandparents had an English-only 

policy at home and if she responded to her grandparents in Visaya, then her grandparents would 

not respond to her. However, she was allowed to use some Visaya if she did not know how to 

say a particular word in English.  

When Paula attended elementary school in the Philippines, her third-grade teacher placed 

a pin on students’ lapels when they heard students speaking the “vernacular language” instead of 

speaking in English or Tagalog as Paula pointed out in her testimonio. Paula shared she 

accumulated many pins throughout the school year for speaking in Visaya in her classroom. This 

type of language policy instills a sentiment of shame in students and makes them believe their 

home language is not valued as much as the academic language.  

Theresa’s high school experience was similar to Paula’s elementary school experience in 

that her English teachers had an English-only policy in class. If any student diverted from this 

policy and used Vietnamese in class, students had to pay a fine and that money would then serve 

for the end-of-year party. Similarly, Maria was also shamed in a public way of speaking in 

Spanish in class and other areas of her elementary school. Whenever she would speak in Spanish 

she would be scolded by her teachers. Her teachers would tell her she had to say everything in 

English. And when she would speak to her peers in Spanish either in class or in the playground, 

she would get separated from them and placed with the special education students. 

Raciolinguistics  

In their raciolinguistic perspective research, Flores and Rosa (2015) theorized the 

historical and contemporary coexistence of language and race and propose to unpack both terms 

as part of a broader structural project of contesting white supremacy. Language-minoritized 
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students begin to experience raciolinguistic incidents from the beginning of their education in 

elementary school (Flores & Rosa, 2015). This is evident in Delia’s elementary school 

experience. There was a raciolinguistic incident that happened to her as a first-grade student 

when a student said in an annoyed voice, “The Spanish kids are here.” These raciolinguistic 

incidents followed Delia to high school as she shared in her testimonio about the high school 

students who called out “paisas” to label the students speaking in Spanish. And interestingly 

enough, those students who called out “paisas” were students who also spoke Spanish and who 

were from Latinx descent—even within our circle and ethnic compatriots we can experience 

raciolinguistic discrimination.  

In her testimonio, Paula revealed she has experienced raciolinguistic discrimination from 

her own family and friends as they have ridiculed her in public for speaking in Visaya by telling 

her, “Did you just come from the Philippines?” Paula finds it absurd that she has to experience 

this level of discrimination and ridicule as her family and friends also speak Visaya.   

Proposing Alternatives to the Student Composition of Classes  

A commonality among two of the participants, Delia and Paula, was to propose an 

alternative to how the student composition in classes should be like. Their level of reflection in 

regard to student composition in certain classes, especially English classes, speaks about their 

metacognitive abilities, making implications about the benefits other students can experience by 

being placed in classes with students from different abilities and being able to use their home 

language with other students who share their same home language.  

For example, in her testimonio, Delia reflected on the student set up in her sixth grade 

English class and of her teacher’s lack of investment for the students. While Delia was still in the 

process of testing for the GATE program, she was placed in a regular English class in sixth grade 
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and she noticed the rest of the students in the class had lower abilities in English than her. Due to 

this student set up, Delia observed how the English teacher was not invested in the students’ 

growth in their academic performance.  

Similarly, Paula reflected on her high school’s lack of adequate English curriculum in her 

testimonio as they lacked a collaborative component she thinks students could benefit from—“I 

think there should be more collaborative activities to foster more reading comprehension [and] 

writing activities to encourage people to actually do the work. It just felt so black and white.” 

Paula’s reflection indicates students’ learning and academic engagement could benefit from 

collaboration as it could foster an improvement in reading comprehension and more writing 

activities.  

In her first journal reflection, Paula revealed she wishes to have more experiences about 

using her home language at CALA University on a social level as she has not met anyone who 

speaks Visaya. She has tried to build connections with Filipino undergraduate organizations that 

are culturally-oriented but has found these students barely speak any of the Filipino languages, 

nor Tagalog. Paula reflected on the value of college students’ home languages as the presence of 

it can enhance students’ academic and social lives. She finds that it would be beneficial for 

students who speak and think in the same languages to form study groups on their college 

campuses.  

Private Speech/Inner Speech—Using Home Language and English to Learn Course 
Materials and to Study for Classes  
 

Paula is the only participant who demonstrated an intense level of metacognitive thinking 

about the role Visaya and English play together in her study of concepts from her Cell and 

Molecular Biology course. With less self-awareness, Theresa also wrote that she has to “self-

study” the math materials she teaches to her high school tutees. She clarified in the follow-up 
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phase of the dissertation, “Self-study is another way I used to describe the action of re-study 

class materials in another language.” Although she does not call it “private speech” it alludes to 

Theresa engaging in private conversations with herself in Vietnamese to understand the math 

material she has to teach to her high school students. 

Theresa also engages in private speech for one of the courses she is taking at CALA 

University where she feels she is not performing very well. In her third journal reflection, 

Theresa spoke about learning the concepts in Vietnamese but then realized that process caused 

her more trouble to learn the meaning of the terms in both languages. She also noticed doing this 

extra step of translating the terms and learning the conceptual meaning of the terms in 

Vietnamese stops her from thinking and practicing the topics in English. Her professor even 

encourages her to try to understand everything in English as the time limit given on the exams 

will not allow her time to translate terms back and forth.  

Language Opportunities to Use Home Language Outside of the Home Context 

Although Maria was reprimanded for using Spanish by her teachers in elementary school, 

she still found opportunities to speak in Spanish with her classmates and school workers in 

elementary school. When Theresa came to the United States as a high school student, she 

expressed she did not have opportunities to use Vietnamese with her classmates or anyone else in 

her high school, other than her sister and on social media, like Facebook. Even as a college 

student at CALA University, the opportunities for her to use Vietnamese are limited as she uses 

it in social media by reading news (from the United States and Vietnam) and gossip in 

Vietnamese.  

 From Delia’s experiences, we learned the only opportunities she creates for herself to 

speak Spanish at her campus are with the university workers as she revealed in her first and 



 

  194 

second journal reflections. In her first journal reflection, she wrote about joining a university 

worker at her table to have breakfast and speaking Spanish with the worker, and her co-worker 

when she heard them speaking in Spanish. In her second journal reflection, Delia revealed she 

spoke to another university worker who was sorting the garbage to put in in the garbage 

compressor. Particularly for Delia, when there are opportunities for her to speak in Spanish with 

people from her age, she experiences a type of “shock” and “confusion,” but comes around this 

sense of “shock” and “confusion” by the fourth journal reflection where she revealed she spoke 

in Spanish and sang songs in Spanish with the attendees of The Coalition for Humane Immigrant 

Rights (CHIRLA) retreat she attended in northern California. Collectively, Maria, Delia, and 

Theresa expressed the desire to have more opportunities to utilize their home languages as there 

is such a great language separation in academic settings.  

Hyperawareness About Stuttering in Home Language and/or English  

Paula and Delia shared a hyperawareness about their stuttering behaviors in their home 

languages and English. In her first journal reflection, Paula shared she is hyperaware about 

stuttering in Visaya and English after being with family and speaking in Visaya, and then going 

back to friends on campus and speaking in English. In her second journal reflection, Delia talked 

about her worries of stuttering in Spanish when she was considering taking a course in Sociology 

that relates to her academic and research interests of Mexican migration. She became intimidated 

and discouraged about taking the course because the course would be taught in Spanish and 

students would be required to do oral presentations on the readings in Spanish. Her big concern 

was: “being able to talk the same way I read in Spanish.”  

In her fourth journal reflection, Delia also wrote about stuttering in English. She noticed a 

clear difference in how she speaks in English versus how she writes in English. She stutters a lot 
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and experiences difficulties articulating her thoughts in English. She became more hyperaware 

about her stuttering and her hard time articulating her thoughts in her Migration, Theory, 

Research, and Methods course in the week of November 14th-20th, 2019 when she wrote her 

fourth journal because she saw an expression of confusion on her professor’s face. That single 

moment made Delia feel very insecure and reminded her of all the times when she has felt 

insecure about speaking in English in academic settings. Lastly, Maria shared a single instance 

about stuttering when she participates in her college classes, as well as when she was in 

elementary school and the teacher would call on her for popcorn reading26 which she wrote about 

in her fourth journal reflection.  

The Role of Metacognition and Using One’s Home Language to Navigate the Learning of 
College Course Content  
 

Paula is the only participant who is extremely hyperaware about the role of Visaya in 

facilitating the learning of the materials from her college courses. She engages in a deep 

metacognitive level about her courses and the ways she utilizes English and Visaya to help her 

understand her course content than the rest of the participants. For example, in journals two and 

three, Paula provided extensive descriptions, including images from her course notes of how she 

engages in “private speech” study methods to explain what she considers easy and challenging 

concepts to herself from English to Visaya. Alongside her “private speech” study methods, she 

utilizes concept mapping to visually aid her explanations.  

In her fourth journal reflection, Delia was metacognitive about her academic skills as she 

said she considers herself to be a diligent note-taker and an analytical reader and she notices a 

stark difference between how she speaks in English and how she writes in English. Even though 

 
26 Popcorn reading is an instructional method that teachers use to teach oral reading. A student begins reading and 
then calls “popcorn” and the name of another student when that first student does not want to read anymore 
(National Education Association, 2019).  
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Paula is the only student who is deeply metacognitive in explaining the strategies she takes in 

using Visaya and English to learn the concepts from her college courses, Osiris and Theresa 

continue to foster and develop their metacognitive strategies utilizing both languages even as 

college students.  

The Home Language Provides Comfortability  

Specifically, Delia, Paula, Lily, Maria, and Osiris spoke about feeling comfortable when 

utilizing their home languages. In her first journal reflection, Delia shared she has a stronger 

emotional tie to Spanish than to English. Similarly, Osiris expressed throughout his journal 

reflections that he appreciates speaking in Spanish and Spanglish because he feels that he can 

better show his emotions and express himself. He added to this sentiment by saying that using 

his academic language feels disingenuous because he has to suppress who he is to be able to use 

appropriate English. He associates his home language with comfortability because it is “the 

language that you speak with a person you feel comfortable with.”  

In her second journal reflection, Lily mentioned she feels comfortable when she can 

speak with her dormmate in Farsi and be assured that no one will understand what she is talking 

about. In her testimonio, Maria shared Spanish brings her a sense of comfortability when her dad 

sat down with her at home to learn Spanish using her cousin’s textbooks. She did not feel judged 

and felt like the process kept her close to home. And when I asked Maria whether she sees 

Spanish as a language that exists beyond her home context, she said: “I see it as being a language 

of comfort and connection.” Also, she shared speaking in Spanish with her friends who are 

Latinx or who know Spanish comes naturally to her.  

Similarities and Differences of the CLD College Students’ Capital  
 
Linguistic Capital  
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Concerning linguistic capital, the six CLD students have a demonstrated record of 

intellectual and social skills they have attained through communication experiences in more than 

one language and/or style. Linguistic capital also refers to having the ability to communicate via 

visual art, music, or poetry. For example, Delia shared about her language brokering (Orellana, 

2003) experiences with her father as a child and now as a college student having to translate 

insurance and legal documents. Osiris demonstrated a holistic way of communicating with 

audiences who know Spanish and English by speaking in Spanglish. This is the way he 

communicated with individuals in his neighborhood when he was a child and continues this way 

of communication with his mentees from the student retention program he works in.  

Paula leverages his linguistic capital by engaging in translating poetry with her family. 

Also, she continues to demonstrate the versatility she has in using Visaya and English in multiple 

capacities by using both languages to learn her course materials and to talk through what she is 

learning. In a similar manner, Theresa uses Vietnamese and English to study and understand the 

concepts from her linguistics courses. In her modeling job, Maria finds herself having to use her 

Spanish to connect with the clientele, giving evidence of how racial and language minoritized 

individuals are taking advantage of their linguistic capital.  

Social Capital 

With social capital, Maria described her experiences as having an overabundance of help 

with her language learning, where her father and sisters seemed to be constantly pushing her to 

perfect her Spanish and English, respectively. Maria did share she experienced mockery from her 

sisters when her older sister would sit down with her to teach her English at home. A big chunk 

of Maria’s experience in high school was dedicated to the experience of learning Latin and how 

her Latin teacher played an instrumental role in her learning the language as he leveraged 



 

  198 

Maria’s linguistic capital and her entire linguistic repertoire to make the learning of Latin easier 

for Maria.  

Theresa received help from her social networks from the Facebook online forum 

dedicated to Vietnamese international students living in the United States to help them navigate 

the American high school education system and the higher education system. She mentioned her 

English teacher in high school was instrumental in helping her edit her community college essay. 

When Theresa was ready to apply to four-year universities, her co-worker and English professor 

helped her edit her essays and her college counselor helped Theresa check whether the classes 

she was taking were leading her on the right track to transfer over to a four-year university. 

Familial Capital  

For Maria, her family played an important role in helping her learn English and Spanish, 

specifically her sisters and father, as she experienced an over-abundance of language learning at 

home. On the other hand, Theresa does not share much about the influence of her family in her 

academic and social experiences but does share her guardian greatly influenced her decision on 

which four-year university to attend after attending a community college.  

For Paula, her familial capital is formulated through the cultural knowledge gained 

through the collective poetry writing as she discussed a poetry writing activity Paula and her 

family engaged in during the Veteran’s Day weekend, a poem which her father first wrote in 

Dabawenyo, then her grandmother translated into English, then Paula and her sister translated 

into Visaya.  

Navigational Capital  

 In their testimonios, Delia, Lily, Paula, and Theresa shared they received help and advice 

to a certain extent from their high school teachers regarding the college application process, 
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particularly with writing. Others, like Delia, sought the help of family members who had already 

gone through the process of applying for college.  

Teacher Engagement and Disengagement  

Being Placed with Special Education Students  

Both Maria and Osiris shared in their testimonios about being placed with the special 

education students in elementary school as a result of being EL students. Maria expressed 

struggling in elementary school and part of the reason for her struggles was because her teachers 

were not very helpful, and she would get scolded whenever she used Spanish in class or even in 

the playground with other of her peers. Her elementary school teachers were often impatient with 

her and brushed Maria aside and placed her with the special education students.  

College Planning and Preparation as English Learners and First-Generation College 
Students 
 
Self-teaching/self-learning—student agency  

Although there are various supports from the Facebook online forum for Vietnamese 

international students, and co-workers, professors, counselors, and her younger sister, in the 

process of going through the college preparation and application process, Theresa relied a lot on 

herself to learn how the higher education system works in the United States. Because her parents 

remained in Vietnam, Theresa’s parents learned about her college preparation and planning 

through her guardian, who played a big role in helping Theresa decide on attending CALA 

University.  

Delia shared in her testimonio that she had to research by herself because of the “low-

quality” college guidance experience at her high school. Similarly, Osiris shared in his 

testimonio he had to do everything by himself because his college counselor did not take into 

account his academic goals and pushed Osiris to pursue a trade, instead of an academic college 
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degree. In the same manner, Lily researched everything regarding college preparation and 

planning by herself because her college counselor at her high school was more invested in 

students going into four-year universities and not community colleges.  

Parent Involvement in College Preparation  

Osiris reflected on the involvement of his father in his college preparation. He was not 

involved because they do not know how the higher education system works in the United States. 

Similarly, Delia’s parents do not know how the higher education system works in the United 

States, but she did involve her parents in the college preparation process by translating 

everything she was doing into Spanish and sharing with them what she was writing in her 

personal statements.  

Helping Others with College Applications  

Delia shared in her testimonio that she helps others (like her family members) who are in 

the process of applying for college because she wishes she had someone to help her when she 

was applying to college. Like Delia, Osiris also helps others who are in the process of applying 

for college (for example, with their FAFSA) because he had to do all the research by himself just 

like Delia.  

Type of Schooling in Elementary School 

There are stark differences between the type of elementary schooling the participants 

were in. Delia and Maria were part of a transitional bilingual program, while Osiris was enrolled 

in English-only classrooms in the United States. When Paula arrived in the United States during 

elementary school, she was also in English-only classrooms in the United States.  

At an international level, the presence of English was still evident in the students’ 

elementary schooling. Paula was in a Tagalog and English-only educational system in the 
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Philippines. Lily was in a Farsi and Arabic-only educational system in Iran and was in English 

classes as an extracurricular activity. Theresa was in an English-track education program in 

Vietnam from elementary to high school, while still taking her core content classes in 

Vietnamese.  

Home Language Opportunities in College Classes  

Maria, Osiris, and Delia seemed to have more opportunities to either, hear or use Spanish 

in their classes from an external point of view from other students and/or their professors or TAs 

(at least the classes that I observed). While Lily, Paula, and Theresa do not have those 

opportunities (at least the courses that I observed), they may use their home languages internally 

(“private speech”) when thinking about the content of their classes—as Paula revealed she is 

constantly using Visaya (“in a cluttered way in her head”) when she is her classes.  

Summary  

These similarities and differences convey most of the participants share similar language 

experiences in their lives due to having English as a second language as college-level students. 

However, the participants have distinct differences between one another that is useful for 

accounting for how their experiences have shaped their feelings, attitudes, and who they are as a 

whole. Because the codes are derived from a more personal journal, the participants wrote more 

in-depth about their feelings and the reasoning behind their feelings. These feelings may be 

related to the use of different languages, or just about their life or interactions with others in 

general.  

The next section is the descriptions of the testimonios and journal reflection of the 

additional nine CLD college students.  
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Amy 

Testimonio 

Amy’s home language is Punjabi. She learned it at home mainly through speaking 

modalities. When she was in fourth grade, her parents placed in Punjabi school on Sunday at her 

temple because their writing is so complex. The learning was focused on reading Punjabi books 

out loud. and writing. When she became older, the learning became more focused on translating 

between Punjabi and English with ease. Sunday school ended when Amy entered high school. 

When Amy entered high school, she decided to take Spanish because, “Spanish is used widely 

all over America.” Her experience of learning English was completely different where Amy was 

placed in English language development classes in elementary school. “We would...go out of 

class...after lunch and we would go to a completely different room. It was only certain kids from 

every class who were in the ELD classes and they had extra...English stuff. And then, I 

remember during the regular class, they would actually be...doing arts and crafts.” This type of 

method of learning English continued for Amy even in high school where instead of taking an 

elective course like art or P.E., she would have to take and ELD class. In her ELD class, she had 

to complete spelling packets and learn “hard” words and read out loud. She didn’t like reading 

out loud because she always stumbles on words. Amy shared that now as a CALA University 

student she hesitates to raise her hand in class or doesn’t enjoy when a professor calls on her and 

attributes these feelings to her EL identity.  

Amy’s Four-Week Journal Reflections  

Journal Reflection #1  

Amy talks to her brother in Punjabi about things that her roommate does that annoy her, 

for example, when she leaves the window open in their room. Sometimes, she runs into trouble 
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when she doesn't remember the Punjabi words for certain things, like "window," "cup," "glass," 

or "T.V." And this is because her parents use the English words for those items. She feels 

relieved that she can talk about certain things in Punjabi with her brother. About her EL identity, 

Amy feels frustrated when she cannot say something in Punjabi or when she cannot say 

something in English. There are occasions when friends ask her to say something in Punjabi, and 

she feels obligated to say things formally in Punjabi. She wishes there were more opportunities 

to use Punjabi with friends – she has not found those opportunities at CALA University. In 

school, she chose to study Spanish because it is a language that is commonly used in the United 

States. 

Journal Reflection #2  
 
“Using my home language makes me feel more at home.” Amy likes using her home 

language when those around her do not understand because she can talk about anyone and 

anything. That week she spoke with her boyfriend about her roommate again because she left the 

fridge open all night. She ran into the same trouble as last week, where she did not know how to 

say "fridge" in Punjabi. She reiterates what she recounted the previous week that others have a 

weird look on their faces when they hear Amy speaking in Punjabi on her way to her classes. In 

her classes, Amy shared that she experiences trouble reading in English in her classes, “because 

of my home language and how I was taught both languages at the same time.” “I was in my 

discussion, and the TA was going around and having everyone read a paragraph of a scientific 

paper, and when it came to me, I had trouble with it. I feel nervous many times, and sometimes 

there are words that I don’t know how to pronounce. It makes me feel angry that I don’t know 

how to pronounce it. I feel nervous and anxious as well when there are others around me[,] and 

they can tell I don't know how to pronounce something[,] and it can be the simplest word. This 
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impacts my academics because when we do these activit[i]es in class, sometimes I don’t focus on 

the material presented to me. Instead, I read over what my part may be[,] and I try to perfect it.” 

This rereading behavior is similar to Osiris’ and Maria’s experiences.  

Journal Reflection #3  
 
Amy went back home for a Sikh parade, which is a religious parade. What she found 

challenging was that she wasn't sure if she should speak in Punjabi or English at the parade. She 

didn't want others to listen to what she was saying because the others around her spoke the same 

language. When she went back to campus, she spoke with her brother again about her roommate. 

She had a party that weekend and had made a mess in their room. She went to an Indian 

restaurant that week and noticed that others in the restaurant were speaking in Punjabi but were 

using slang words that she has not used before.  

Journal Reflection #4  

That week she spent it with her boyfriend, who had driven down to see her for her 

birthday. After spending a week with her boyfriend, she noticed that they both speak a slightly 

different form of Punjabi, and he made fun of her because of it. Again, Amy and her boyfriend 

spoke in Punjabi when they did not want others to hear what they were saying. For example, 

when they were waiting in line at Disneyland and complained about annoying children running 

around. At the hotel they stayed at, they encountered other Indians. Amy appreciated the 

different forms of Punjabi that those other people were speaking, "A lot of people speak it 

differently, and it was nice seeing that.”  

Cardi  

Testimonio 
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 In the beginning of her testimonio, Cardi narrated that English has become her dominant 

language over Spanish since she uses English is so many contexts and aspects of her life. She 

remembers feelings embarrassed when she took Spanish classes at her community college 

because it was hard for her and Spanish is her language, “this is what I’ve known all my life.” 

She feels like she has to prove to her parents that she is legitimate Spanish speaker. Like Amy, 

Cardi was taken out of class to receive English instruction. This type of English learning 

experience triggered so much. She questioned herself why her peers were able to get out and she 

was left behind? She was triggered the most when her teachers would do popcorn reading and 

she was picked on to read. This experience produced a lot of anxiety for her. Those triggering 

attitudes still follow Cardi now as a CALA University student to the point of questioning her 

belongingness to the university.  

Cardi’s Four-Week Journal Reflections 27 

Journal Reflection #1  

For this journal reflection, Cardi did an overall reflection of how she learned her 

academic language, English, and her home language, Spanish, throughout her life. She learned 

English through public schooling and Spanish at home. And even though her father understands 

English, she says she uses Spanish out of respect for her parents. A strength of being bilingual 

that Cardi highlighted is that knowing Spanish helps her understand certain root words in 

English, and so it gives her a sense of what a word means in English. Her struggle with English 

sometimes is not knowing how to properly speak or write in English, depending on the context. 

Cardi reflected on how her home language and academic language make her feel. Cardi 

expressed that she sometimes feels discouraged because she's not at the level she should be in 

 
27 Cardi is one of two students who audio-recorded her journal reflections.  
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both languages, “just because I know I don’t speak the respected English in the proper way[,] 

and I can't speak Spanish in the proper way.” So sometimes Cardi feels confused with the two 

languages. In her Latinx-topic related courses, she finds opportunities to use Spanish, which 

makes her feel like she belongs in the class as she “understands the culture that comes with that 

language.” Also, Cardi says that her academic language makes her feel privileged being in an 

institution like CALA University. She feels like she can use certain words that she does not use 

in any other context. Reflecting on her EL identity, Cardi feels more nervous about speaking up 

in spaces that are not as diverse. She tends to shake more and is more resistant to speak up in 

class.  

Journal Reflection #2  
 

For this week, Cardi reflected that she uses her academic language, English with her 

friends, peers, and younger brother when she’s at home. With her brother, she speaks about 

politics and education. Cardi reflected that she has gotten great at codeswitching between her 

academic language and home language, where she reserves her academic language for school 

settings and her home language her home settings. Interestingly, she makes this distinction 

because earlier she said she uses her academic language with her younger brother at home. Like 

Leilani and other participants in this study, Cardi highlights that one of her struggles is not 

sounding professional or intellectual enough. She tries to speak in a way that makes her fit in her 

college campus, but at the same time, she feels like she’s not being her authentic self. Reflecting 

on her identity as a bilingual person, Cardi reflected that she feels privileged, especially for being 

a Spanish speaker, because she doesn't need translations or subtitles when she watches films in 

Spanish in her Chicano/a/x Studies courses. At the same time, Cardi feels frustrated and upset 
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that she has to maneuver both languages because she hasn't perfected both languages to the level 

that she wants both to be.   

Journal Reflection #3 
 

Cardi reflected that she found herself using more Spanish for this week’s journal 

reflection as she was home visiting her family. That same week, she attended an event for a 

Latinx organization on campus and found herself using Spanish with her peers. Like the past two 

journal reflections, Cardi narrated that she uses her academic language in her classes and finds 

herself trying to use bigger words to participate in discussions. In some instances, she gets made 

fun of when she mispronounces certain words, like cleansing, for example.   

Journal Reflection #4  

Cardi reflected that she didn’t use her home language as much this week because she did 

not go back home to visit her parents. She did pass by her house briefly and spoke to her mom. 

Cardi began to describe something to her mom in Spanish, and she immediately gave her a 

confused look as if to say, "why are you all of the sudden speaking to me in English?" Half-way 

through the journal reflection, Cardi realized that she connects with her home language through 

music. She is a big fan of reggaeton. Cardi likes to listen to J Balvin, Bad Bunny, and Ozuna. 

Additionally, she loves to sing and dance to reggaeton music. Listening to reggaeton music 

brings her back home.    

Cuauhtemoc  

Testimonio 

 Cuauhtemoc narrated that he learned Spanish from his mother. Growing up in a single-

parent household, she would speak and read to him in Spanish and complemented the learning 

with Spanish television like Sabado Gigante and Siempre en Domingo, and Spanish radio. Like 
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Amy and Cardi, Cuauhtemoc was pulled out of his main classroom to learn English with other 

peers, divided by a rolling chalkboard. Cuauhtemoc shared that he changed schools every year 

because he was always moving with his mother. In middle school, he was placed with the special 

education students along with other students learning English as a second language. “They 

treated us like we were...had a mental delay because we spoke two languages.”  

Cuauhtemoc’s Four-Week Journal Reflections  

Journal Reflection #1  

“In my experience, academic language and home language do not cross into one 

another’s space too often. Meaning, that I do not use academic language at home, and I do not 

use home language in academia often.” When Cuauhtemoc is in academic settings, he utilizes 

academic language like terminology and jargon related to his field in Design Media Arts. When 

he is at home, he uses his home languages, Spanish and English. Cuauhtemoc shared he usually 

feels indifferent about the topic of language, but when he has opportunities to speak his HL in 

other spaces, he feels at home. He says that he has been able to leverage his Spanish language 

skills in academia because "most academic language stems from Latin. It helps him understand 

"definitions of words and context, spelling, and the true meaning and origin of the terminology." 

In community college, he took a Spanish course, which he feels helped him improve his 

academic writing skills in Spanish. “If more students and faculty spoke Spanish to Spanish 

speakers, I feel it would create a more inclusive space and invite positive engagement and a 

deeper sense of belonging within the academic arena. Perhaps there will be more opportunity to 

speak Spanish with students and faculty in the near future, but I am being optimistic because I 

am aware of the educational disparities and the stats that show that Spanish speakers typically do 

not advance to doctoral programs in large numbers.”  
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Journal Reflection #2  

In his second journal reflection, Cuauhtemoc engages in an interesting reflection of self-

discovery and confesses he holds mixed emotions about the Spanish language's ancestral trauma. 

He engaged in a Spanish conversation with a faculty member from his department about non-

western remedies to treat sinuses. This interaction made him reflect on his conflicting feelings 

about the Spanish language. “Using the Spanish language brings mixed emotions to me because I 

consider it to be the language of the invaders that raped my ancestors, pillaged my villages and 

temples, nearly destroyed my ancestral philosophies, medicine, math and science, and culture; I 

am always conscious of this.” On the other hand, Spanish brings him a sense of comfort as he 

feels connected to other Spanish speakers. "I do however[,] find it morbidly interesting that 

speaking Spanish brings me a sense of comfort and an intrinsic connection to other Spanish 

speakers. But I always question the reasoning for that socioemotional response. Might it be 

because I have become mentally conditioned to accept the Spanish language as a Latin-X social 

norm...This only leads to more questions dealing with self-discovery and ancestral connection. 

For example, why would someone go through all of the trouble to destroy my culture (deleting 

us from history books and school curriculum), imposing a religion, and using trick-knowledge 

(Half-truths) to hide my past from me?” 

Journal Reflection #3  

For this week’s journal reflection, Cuauhtemoc shared he had several occasions to use 

Spanish with faculty and students. The conversations were about ways of creating an equitable 

academic environment and creating accessibility for all underrepresented identities. Being able to 

communicate in Spanish about equitability and accessibility provided Cuauhtemoc with a sense 

of safety. “Language is a code that opens and reveals unseen spaces in society and offers a 
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different perspective in the mind of how images of thought are painted. I also find that the 

Spanish language is a great motivator because of its fluid like sounds and connecting tones… it’s 

a very persuasive language.” 

Journal Reflection #4  

Again, Cuauhtemoc found opportunities to use Spanish at his college campus. 

Cuauhtemoc shared that he thinks that he is able to find these opportunities because he has been 

putting himself out there more. For example, that week, he was part of an art show on campus 

where he presented his work. Another artist from Mexico approached his art piece. They began 

to speak in Spanish about the political situation in Mexico. “The simple exchange of Spanish 

words transported me home.” “Being that we are in the same school on campus, this also opened 

the space for future opportunities to continue speaking Spanish and building community within 

my department. These opportunities make [me] feel more optimistic about academia, even the 

sad truth is the higher in academia I get, the less people that look like me there will be. But 

perhaps the fact that we are building community, we are also building the foundation for future 

scholars.” 

Daisy  

Testimonio 

 Delia did not recall much of her Spanish learning experience at home in Colombia but 

did recall that her bilingual learning experience in school in Colombia was quite difficult for her. 

When Daisy arrived in the United States in the third grade, she took an English proficiency 

assessment and remembers performing poorly, which her mother became upset that her bilingual 

school in Colombia did not teach her any English. Like the rest of the participants in this study, 

Daisy was pulled out of class to receive English language development instruction. She felt 
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stigmatized by this type of English instruction because she was placed with students who had 

speech problems, so she internalized that she had a speech problem as well. Daisy was 

embarrassed of her English skills, so she avoided speaking up in class. She remembers 

translating English words into Spanish to be able to understand her peers and teachers. Her 

teachers in elementary became great sources of social capital because they invested their extra 

time to help Daisy excel academically. 

Daisy’s Four-Week Journal Reflections  

Journal Reflection #1  

Daisy begins her journal reflection by describing her experience of learning Spanish in 

Colombia at home with her parents and at school until the age of 8 or 9. I find it interesting that 

she considers that she learned her academic language (English) when she came to the United 

States. From third to sixth grade, Daisy translated Spanish to English to put sentences together. 

After sixth grade, Daisy considers that she spoke English fluently. She speaks Spanish to her 

parents and family in Colombia, but she feels like she has lost some touch with Spanish because 

she uses English daily. Sometimes, Daisy uses Spanish for her college classes when she reads 

primary sources about Spain and the Americas, and subjects about the conquest and the 

inquisition. About her EL identity, Daisy shared that even though she knows English fluently, 

there are certain words that, to this day, she struggles to pronounce, which has made her self-

conscious and shy when she does presentations in her college classes. "Speaking both these 

languages makes me feel proud because in part Spanish is part of a very important aspect of my 

culture[,] and speaking English is also great because it is a universal language. I do have to say 

that there are times where I wished that I could practice my home language more because I have 

lost touch with my Spanish and would like to be able to communicate fluently without having to 
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stop and think of how to set up a sentence, which I know is a consequence of using English on a 

daily basis in school and with friends.” 

Journal Reflection #2  
 

In this journal reflection, Daisy continues to share that she has been using Spanish to 

continue searching for primary sources for one of her classes. She wrote her class paper on casta 

painting, so the sources on this topic are available in Old Spanish. On that same week, Daisy 

went to the mall with her friends during that week, and her friends pointed out the "funny accent" 

of some people from Argentina they encountered at the mall. In that same week, Daisy's mom 

texted her some pictures and asked her to translate them into Spanish. Daisy feels that she is 

more comfortable with her academic language, English because she uses it daily. “I do wish I 

had more opportunities to practice my Spanish because even though I do understand everything 

perfectly, sometimes remembering words when I am speaking can be difficult[,] and my writing 

could definitely improve. In order to write Spanish sometimes[,] I rely on my Spanish keyboard 

on my phone because I struggle to differentiate with words that have accents or whether some 

words have the h up front[,] which is silent.”  

Journal Reflection #3  

For this week, Daisy shared that she used her academic language more than her home 

language. On the other hand, knowing Spanish has come in handy for her Humanists in the 

Renaissance class because some words are in Latin and Italian. For some words, she can 

remember and associate concepts faster because she can associate them with Spanish as they 

have the same root in Spanish. On that same week, she worked on her LinkedIn profile and 

found the significance of having the California Biliteracy Seal Award on her profile. In her role 
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as a tutor for an organization on campus, she can use Spanish to serve as an interpreter for 

parents at a local elementary school.  

Journal Reflection #4  

This week, Daisy served as a language broker for her mother. She translated some 

government documents for her. And again, her mother sent Daisy pictures of different things to 

help her translate them. This week too, Daisy volunteered at her local elementary school to serve 

as an interpreter for parents and teachers. That same week she hung out with some of her friends, 

and they connected over their home languages (Spanish, Farsi, Hebrew, and French). She also 

used her HL and her AL to connect Hebrew and Arabic words because she would be going to 

Israel/Palestine over winter break for an academic program. She tried to remember things that 

would be useful to her and easier for her to remember. One of her friends, who speaks Hebrew, 

likes to hear Daisy speak in Spanish because she says that she sounds more serious. Daisy says 

that might be true as she feels she has to be sound proper, as that is how her mother taught her 

and her brother. 

Khloe 

Testimonio 

Khloe was born and raised in France. Naturally, her home language was French as her 

father and mother as full French speakers. She does not remember much about her experience of 

learning French at home, other than my speaking and reading modalities. When Khloe started to 

attend an international school in France in seventh grade, she began to use a blend of French and 

English at home, French with her father and French and English with her mother. Khloe began 

reading books in English when she was four years old, so she was ahead of her peers. In the 

international school, her schooling consisted of 50% French and 50% English. For example, 
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history and geography would be in French and physics and biology would be in English. By 

ninth grade, instruction became 80% in English and 20% in French. After she graduated high 

school, Khloe and her mother moved to the United States and so their home language became 

entirely English. They rely on French if they want to talk about something that they do not want 

someone else to know about. Khloe shared that she speaks in English the way that she writes it, 

sticking to academic way of writing, “I try to be very careful about my vocabulary about using a 

wide range of words, of respecting sentence structure and the such, versus classmates who if I 

read their essays, I felt like they were talking to me.”  

Khloe’s Four-Week Journal Reflections  

Journal Reflection #1  

 Khloe reflected that she used French and English equally in school and at home in 

France. When she moved to the United States six years ago, English became the predominant 

language at home and school. She expanded that in France and the United States, she hadn't 

reflected the differences between her home and academic languages because of the intermixing 

she does of both languages. That weekend, Khloe visited her grandmother in San Diego. Her 

grandmother was hosting a student from France who attends the same international school that 

Khloe attended in France. Since the student is in the United States to perfect her English, Khloe 

thought it was natural to speak to her in English. However, she found herself automatically 

talking to the student in French! Her mother was at the house as well. Even though she speaks 

almost entirely with her mother in English because that has been the language that they naturally 

resort to living in the United States, she found herself speaking to her mother in French to talk 

about sensitive topics. She forgot that the exchange student could understand what they were 



 

  215 

saying. At that moment, she caught herself wishing she knew how to speak another language as 

she sometimes wishes when she speaks with some of her friends.  

Journal Reflection #2  

For the 2019-2020 school year, Khloe was hired as a course reader for her 

Communications Department. Part of her job is to read more than 50 essays. She thought the job 

would not be too challenging. On the contrary, she was wrong. The main reason why the job was 

challenging was because of how she learned English and the standards she holds for writing an 

academic paper. She recounts that it takes her longer to read students' essays because she finds 

that they use a more casual/informal English than she is used to. She remembers learning English 

in formal and academic settings in France, and so naturally, that is the way she speaks it, even in 

non-academic and non-formal settings. “I like to carefully craft what I am going to say as though 

I was writing an essay. As much as this is beneficial in an academic/more formal setting, it does 

pose a challenge at times when I am trying to be more casual. For example, with this journal 

entry. I don’t think you intended this to be for me comparable to an essay, rather than just a free 

flow exercise. Yet, I can’t seem to simply write too freely, as others might in a journal/diary.”  

Journal Reflection #3  

In this journal reflection, Khloe reflected that she gets frustrated with herself. After all, 

she feels like she is losing her French language because she does not use it daily as she did 

before. French had once been her academic language. She could write essays and analyses, 

express herself on complicated topics, and had no difficulties in translating between French and 

English. In one of her college classes, her professor asked her to translate the movie title: "Le 

Coucher de la Mariée.” She found herself stuttering and couldn’t produce the English translation 

on the spot, so this incident made her feel very frustrated. “...it had been months since my 
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“French” brain had been stimulated, and I struggled to explain that “coucher” could mean several 

things at once.” “French is such a beautiful and complex language that it does frustrate me that I 

am losing some of it and not using it as much.” 

Journal Reflection #4  

Khloe shared that her peers become surprised when they find out she was born in France. 

They say, “How?! You speak English without an accent!” These comments make Khloe feel a 

bit insecure as she does think that a hint of her French accent does come through when she 

encounters words that she has not heard of before. Even though Khloe considers that she is fluent 

in English, she still becomes afraid when she is asked to read aloud in class, which she has not 

seen or skimmed before. “And in a way, I feel as though mispronouncing a word while speaking 

English without a hint of a foreign accent may be worse than if I spoke English with a very 

strong French accent, because then my mispronunciation might be expected, even considered 

"cute." Khloe shared that she does miss having the opportunities to use French more often, as she 

only gets to use it with her father and with friends and family when she goes back to France. On 

these occasions, she is afraid she is losing touch with her French culture. "And though my goal is 

ultimately to work in the United States, and perfecting my academic English is my primary goal, 

I do miss speaking French, reading in French and writing in French. French is a beautiful, 

complex[, ] and poetic language."  

Leilani  

Testimonio 

 Leilani chose to conduct her testimonio in Spanish. Leilani was born and raised in El 

Salvador; therefore, her home language and academic language has been Spanish and says that 

it’s a language that defines who she is. She recounted that her grandmother was instrumental in 
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helping her with her homework assignments. She was always an excellent student to even being 

one of the 50 best students in El Salvador. Leilani took English classes in El Salvador as an 

elective, but recounts that she was taught the basic terms and phrases which she did not find to 

be very helpful. When Leilani arrived in the United States at the age of 14, the transition was 

very difficult for her because in El Salvador she had always excelled academically and always 

participated in competitions which she always won. In the United States, all of that changed 

because of the language barrier. Due to the language barrier, Leilani thought that she was never 

going to excel in this country. Leilani experienced bullying from her classmates because she did 

not understand English. Even though she experienced challenges as a high school student, 

Leilani forced herself to learn English by translating every assignment word for word and using 

her resources like her 10th grade math teacher who was instrumental in helping her excel in high 

school. 

Leilani’s Four-Week Journal Reflections28  

Journal Reflection #1  

Leilani usually uses her home language, Spanish, with her friends, unless there are others 

around her and her friends who speak English, so they switch to that. She also uses Spanish with 

workers at her campus, like custodians. That week, Leilani had to write an essay for one of her 

STEM classes, and she didn't feel like her essay was professional enough due to the comments 

she received. It was the first time she had written an essay with such big and scientific words. 

Leilani pointed out that her error was that she did not ask for help to edit her essay. Before 

turning her essay in, Leilani met with the TA from her class, and they told her that she has to 

 
28 Leilani is the only student who chose to do her journal reflections in her home language, Spanish. Leilani and I are 
both from Central America, so I think we connected and bonded over that common characteristic we share and 
speak Spanish similarly. Also, she is one of two students who decided to audio-record her reflections. Leilani’s 
fourth journal reflection is missing.  
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write more professionally and that she has to use "bigger words." Leilani incorporated her TA’s 

suggestion into her essay, but even then, one of the six scorers gave her a score of one out of ten 

possible points. The scorer commented that they have a score of one because Leilani doesn't 

sound professional or academic, has a lot of grammatical errors, and uses many commas. The 

scorer also said that she needs to take the time to learn how to write a college essay before 

writing one. She narrates that it hurts to receive comments like that even though she tries her 

best. She finds it frustrating to receive that kind of negative commentary about her writing 

because those people do not realize that her first language is not English. From that experience, 

she has learned to ask others to edit her essays and make suggestions about what types of words 

she can incorporate in her essays. She feels like her social experiences on campus are limited 

because she doesn't feel comfortable initiating conversations in English.  

Journal Reflection #2  

That week, Leilani reflected on some of the challenges she experiences in her Biology 

course. Every class, the students engage in discussion with a peer at their table about the weekly 

readings. Lately, she has noticed that she does not participate because she is embarrassed to 

speak in English. She feels like she cannot articulate what she wants to say correctly. And even 

though she knows her peers know Spanish; she still feels hesitant to speak in English because she 

is self-conscious about her accent and worries that people may not understand what she is trying 

to say. She wants to contribute to her class conversations but feels like she’s not brave enough to 

challenge herself out of her comfort zone. “Siento que no le saco el provecho de estar estudiando 

en una universidad como esta y tener compañeros tan inteligentes por vergüenza por mi inglés; o 

no hablo bien, o no me van a entender. Voy usar mal un verbo, etc. No lo hago. Me pierdo de esa 

experiencia.” [I feel like I don’t take advantage of studying in a university like this one and 
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having such intelligent peers because I am ashamed of my English. Or I don’t speak well, or they 

are not going to understand me, I am going to use a verb in the wrong way, etc. I don’t do it. I 

lose that experience.] She switches to English and says that she speaks in Spanish with friends 

but wishes that some of her professors spoke Spanish because she feels like she is not successful 

at getting her point across or is not understood when she asks her professors questions. Overall, 

this week’s reflection made her realize that she doesn’t take advantage of shaping her academic 

experiences at CALA University.  

Journal Reflection #3  

For this week’s journal reflection, Leilani reflected on the connection between religion 

and language. Someone was explaining something about Jesus' disciplines in English, and she 

found it a bit challenging to translate it to Spanish to her mother. Leilani found this fascinating 

because Spanish is her native and home language. In the end, Leilani was able to find other 

words to try to communicate the message. This is not the only context where she experiences this 

same challenge. She still finds ways to communicate in Spanish with friends and, more recently, 

with her second-generation, Mexican-American counselor on campus. The counselor is not 

100% fluent in Spanish, but she still tries to communicate in Spanish with Leilani.  Leilani did 

not send in her last journal reflection.  

Natalie  

Testimonio 

Natalie’s home language was Quechua from Kindergarten to first grade, and only learned 

how to speak it. After that, she lost it because of the dominance of Spanish in Ecuador. Now she 

only understands Quechua but does not speak it anymore. At the point of only using Spanish, 

Natalie shares that she feels like she lost part of her indigenous culture because she wasn’t able 
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to communicate with her relatives in Quechua anymore. Natalie came to the United States when 

she was seven years old, specifically to the state of Arizona. Like most of the participants in this 

dissertation, Natalie was taken out of her main classroom to learn English with other peers in a 

separate classroom. As English became her dominant language, Natalie narrated that she began 

to lose her Spanish, so when she would go back to visit in Ecuador, she wasn’t able to 

communicate as fluently in Spanish with her family and friends.  

Natalie’s Four-Week Journal Reflections  

Journal Reflection #1  

Natalie’s first home language was Quechua, and quickly lost it when she began 

Kindergarten at four years old in Ecuador. “Quechua wasn't the official language of Ecuador, and 

it is the language indigenous primarily speak. Therefore, it was looked down upon to speak 

Quechua.” When Natalie was seven years old, she moved to Arizona, and her academic 

language, Spanish, became her home language. Learning English as a third language was 

difficult for Natalie, but she quickly understood she could excel in STEM classes. For example, 

she was very good at mathematics. She would tell her peers, "no English" to avoid conversations. 

After some time, that changed because she began to get invited to her peers’ parties and 

sleepovers, and so she quickly picked up English. When she would visit Ecuador, she noticed 

that she had lost a lot of her Spanish skills. Even though Natalie does not carry the English 

learner label anymore, she still feels like an English learner. She finds herself having to translate 

back and forth between Spanish and English, especially when she is on campus after spending a 

significant amount of time with her family back home. "As a student that does not live in dorms 

(the university community) and lives at home, and in a home that the language is only Spanish, it 

is interesting to be studying in one or two other languages while also communicat[ing] to people 
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in my house in Spanish. It is something amazing. I've come to appreciate this skill, once it used 

to be something tedious. It has shaped how I can handle various tasks in academia and also in 

[the] work environment.” 

Journal Reflection #2  

That week Natalie went to a research conference where she networked for jobs and 

graduate school. She stopped at one of the booths and asked the university representative about 

diversity initiatives and their institution. Natalie told the representative that diversity is very 

important for her because she was not born in the United States. Immediately, the representative 

asked Natalie where she was from. She told the representative she was from Ecuador, and the 

representative said she was from Guatemala. The representative then invited another presentative 

from Puerto Rico to join the conversation. The representative from Puerto Rico then said, 

“¿Entonces por qué estamos hablando en inglés?” [Then why are we speaking in English?] They 

immediately changed the conversation to Spanish, but this switch made Natalie feel 

uncomfortable since her English brain had been activated after two full days of being at the 

conference. "...when the language changed at first, it was almost as I needed to change my 

personality or change something about my interaction. Overall, this made me realize that in a 

place that the spoken language is solely the academic language[,] sometimes[,] it is hard to have 

the same experience when the language changes. Because as the language changes, ou[r] 

behavior changes as well, sometimes without even knowing it.” 

Journal Reflection #3  

That week, Natalie was studying for her final exams. For some of her science classes, she 

runs into a bit of a struggle with conceptual questions. She tries to understand those questions in 

her home language. This behavior is like what Paula and Theresa reflect in this journal's 
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reflections. Sometimes things get lost in translation, or sometimes there are multiple meanings to 

the question, “..., but as an English learner those things aren't [inherent] for me[.] [I]t is 

something I have been constantly learning in m[y] academic language, English, and will 

continue to learn.” “I feel like as it is sometimes double the work, trying to understand what is 

saying or sometimes translating to understand and then the work or solving the problem that is 

another language which includes the scientific language." Another challenge is learning all of the 

jargon and scientific language in her home language. 

Journal Reflection #4  

In her last journal reflection, Natalie wrote about the difficulty she experiences when she 

is back home. Natalie cannot find Spanish words to explain to her mother about her major and 

her classes because she has been conditioned to learn about these topics in English. "It is a little 

disheartening that I can't fully share that part of my world with one of the most important person 

to me." Aside from this, Natalie has found ways to communicate with her mother about her 

classes in non-technical ways. This skill has helped her know how to communicate about her 

classes and her research to non-technical audiences. When she is back on campus, fully 

submerged in her academic language taking her classes, she finds it ironic that she has to resort 

to Spanish when she cannot remember how to say certain things in English. It is not the technical 

concepts that she finds hard to translate; it is the non-technical concepts. "This has not created a 

huge conflict, but at times it is frustrating and tiring."  

Nicole 

Testimonio 

 Nicole’s home language was Spanish, and she learned to speak it just by hearing it at 

home. As her siblings grew older, she began to use more English at home with them to keep 
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secrets from their parents. She served as language broker for her parents like Delia by translating 

important documents for them. Because she was the oldest, her parents expected her to translate 

everything accurately. She was also exposed to English at home by watching cartoons like, 

Clifford, The Big Red Dog. Nicole’s parents placed her in preschool, an experience that caused 

her real shock because she didn’t understand why her parents were dropping her off with 

strangers. Her teacher would not respond back to her in Spanish and would say to Nicole, “No, 

we only speak English in this classroom.” Her experience was similar in elementary school 

where her teachers would say that English was only allowed in the classroom.  

Nicole’s Four-Week Journal Reflections  

Journal Reflection #1  

 Like Amy, it seems like Nicole utilizes her home language to say something that they do 

not want others to know about. For example, in one of her classes, a student was arguing with a 

professor. Nicole turned to her friend sitting next to her and said, “Y donde esta su PhD para que 

esté peleando con el profesor?” [Where is their Ph.D. for him to be arguing with the professor?] 

Nicole also uses her home language with her partner as he likes to use Spanish to express care 

and affection. Within two weeks of dating him, Nicole also began using Spanish to express care.  

"It's hard to explain[,] but Spanish can express certain emotions that English at times just can't." 

Also, Nicole is part of a folkloric dance group on campus, so she utilizes Spanish to cue her 

dancing. In the end, Nicole added that English has also become a home language because she 

utilizes Spanish and English to speak with her younger brother.   

Journal Reflection #2  

In this week's reflection, Nicole wrote that she spoke with her parents on the phone to 

share the job offer she got. She became frustrated as she noticed she experienced a hard time 
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explaining it in Spanish to them. As with her first journal reflection, she wrote that she continues 

to use Spanish with her partner. “It makes me all bubbly inside because it's different. I feel like 

the Spanish we use expresses feelings a little bit better." She expands that sometimes her partner 

uses Spanish words that she does not know, so sometimes she is left intimated and has to search 

the words.  

Journal Reflection #3  

Nicole shared that she took a Spanish placement test for her study abroad program in 

Spain, so Spanish in more academic terrains will be increasing for Nicole. That same week, 

Nicole went back home to spend the Thanksgiving holiday with her family. She uses Spanish 

and English at home, and she finds it strange how she can jump so quickly and easily from one 

language to another. Nicole spent time with her partner again, speaking in Spanish. She said that 

he used some words that she did not know. That has motivated her to learn slang from El 

Salvador. Also, she shared that she has been improving her English writing through her Ethics 

course. The professor has made many comments on her choppy writing, but she does not blame 

this on her bilingual background. She blames it on her engineering field and her seniorities.   

Journal Reflection #4  

This week Nicole did not use much of her home language as she has expressed in her 

three previous journal reflections. This week, Nicole used her academic language, English, 

significantly more than she has expressed in the past. She contributed to a 60+ page paper as part 

of a group project. She felt discouraged when her TA said that her writing was choppy and that 

her writing needs more diversity and transitions. As opposed to last week, when she said she 

does not blame her choppy writing on her bilingualism, this week she attributed her choppy 

writing somewhat to her bilingual identity; however, she firmly believes that it could be from the 
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technical writing that she has to do as an engineering student. “The most writing I do as an 

engineer is presenting technical knowledge to persons of nontechnical backgrounds, so my 

writing styles are, for lack of better words, extremely basic.” 

Sarah 

Testimonio 

Sarah was born in Saudi Arabia and then shortly her and her family moved to Sudan. Her 

home language was Arabic. It was the home language she used to communicate with her parents 

and siblings. At a very young age, Sarah was metalinguistically aware of existence of different 

languages and dialects given that she grew up in a multilingual context. “I understood the 

concept of...different languages. These people speak this dialect, so I switched to that.” Sarah 

assisted an Arabic school from Kindergarten to fifth grade, an international school from sixth to 

ninth an American international school from ninth grade to twelfth grade. Sarah shared she 

learned English as a second language in school, taught by Arabic-speaking teachers. Similar to 

Theresa’s English learning experience in Vietnam, Sarah shared that if the English teacher 

caught students speaking in Arabic, students had to put $1 in a jar.  

Sarah’s Four-Week Journal Reflections  

Journal Reflection #1  

 After entering her poem about her relationship with her mother to a poetry jam, Sarah 

realized that she can convey her feelings better in English because it has become her dominant 

language. She has realized that it has become uncomfortable to describe her emotions in Arabic 

to her mother. “I couldn’t find the word overwhelmed in Arabic and just felt very heartbroken 

that I’m losing it.” When Sarah uses English more academically, she feels comfortable when she 
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takes tests that require her to memorize things. However, when she has to write papers, she gets 

uncomfortable because she has to switch between Arabic and English in her thinking process.   

Journal Reflection #2  

For that week's journal reflection, Sarah reflected on the interview she had for the 

Applied Developmental Psychology minor program she applied for. She was surprised she got an 

interview since she had written the essay for the application 20 minutes before it was due. Sarah 

was proud she got an interview and realized that she had reached a point in her life where 

English was a very comfortable language. Going into the interview was a whole another story 

because she found herself stressed as the hiring officer asked questions to play devil’s advocate. 

When she gets frustrated under stressful situations, Sarah begins to think in Arabic, “but also I 

felt annoyed because I had to focus and produce an answer to the question.” Since that week was 

a busy one for Sarah, she did not have a chance to call her mother, which made her very sad. In 

her visit to a bookstore, Sarah became happy because she found a poetry book of Sudanese 

poetry translated from old Arabic into English. Finding the poetry book made her want to look 

into books in Arabic. “I realized that I have truly missed reading in Arabic and using Arabic as 

an academic language. I’ll start with reading this poem and hopefully dedicate more time to 

reading Arabic leisurely.”  

Journal Reflection #3  

In this journal reflection, Sarah shared that she was accepted into the Applied 

Developmental Psychology minor program. It was surprising for Sarah that she got accepted into 

the program because she felt like she did terribly in the interview, as she wrote in the last journal 

reflection. The acceptance into the program made her realize that she can speak English 

professionally. On that same week, Sarah performed the poem she submitted to the poetry jam. It 
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was very personal and challenging to place herself in a vulnerable state and speak about her 

relationship with her mother to a group of strangers. She narrated that the reaction from the 

crowd was beautiful. Weeks after her performance, a girl approached Sarah to tell her how 

beautiful her poem had been, and how much it had touched her. At that moment, Sarah felt 

grateful that she can express and describe her emotions in English. “I probably won[']t have been 

able to write the same poem with the same impact in Arabic. It is sad to think that[,] but I feel 

like I made peace with that." Spending time with her family for the Thanksgiving holiday made 

her realize that she will not ever lose her Arabic language, although she may be a little rusty at 

first. 

Journal Reflection #4  

In her last journal reflection, Sarah reflected on the functions that language has in her life 

when she visited her family during the winter break. She realized that the language barrier 

between herself and her mother was only half the challenge when she tries to express how she 

feels to her mother. Sarah and her mother drifted apart in high school due to Sarah’s depression. 

Sarah finally received help in college. During the winter break, Sarah realized that her mother 

has become more receptive to what she has to say even though she utilizes broken Arabic. Her 

mother gives Sarah time to search for the correct words to express herself and talk to her about 

her emotions and depression. “I did find the words to express myself. I think that realization and 

her open space made me find joy in speaking Arabic again.” As with her siblings, Sarah shared 

that there is a significant amount of mixing between English and Arabic and likes that the 

younger generation in her family can communicate in both languages quite organically and 

effortlessly.   
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Table 5 below includes a frequency count of the most prominent codes that stood out in 

the journal data for the 15 participants. The reflection of language skills was the most prominent 

among the 15 CLD participants, demonstrating the hyperawareness of their own language skills 

these students live through every day at their college campus.   
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Table 5  

Frequency Counts of Journal Data Codes for the 15 CLD College Students  

Codes Delia Lily Paula Maria Theresa Osiris Amy Leilani Daisy Nicole Cardi Sarah Cuauhtemoc Natalie Khloe 
Raciolinguistics 
Incidents  

   
2 

 
1 2 

 
1 

 
1 

  
1 1 

Language 
Separation 

1 
  

2 
 

1 
 

1 
 

1 3 
 

1 
 

1 

Language 
Appropriateness  

1 
 

2 1 
 

5 1 2 1 1 6 1 
  

2 

Hope for 
inclusivity of 
other languages 
in higher 
education  

 
1 

 
1 2 1 1 2 

   
1 

 
1 

Reflections of 
Language Skills  

9 9 11 5 5 12 2 3 1 4 3 10 2 7 3 

Opportunities to 
use HL  

5 5 4 5 3 3 4 4 7 6 4 3 3 3 
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Figure 7 

Code Application Frequencies  

 

 Figure 7 above contains the frequency of codes applied to the data. The contextual codes: 

who, where, and what were the codes that were most applied to the data.  

  

0 10 20 30 40 50 60

Academic interests
Artifacts

Aspirational Capital
Cognitive components of academic language

Cultural Capital
Cultural Ideologies

Cultural/language(s) connection/Cultural langauge(s)…
Familial Capital

Feelings/attitudes and reasoning for their feelings
First-generation college experience

Formal/Informal Language
How

Language Appropriateness
Language Brokering

Language Expectations
Language Ideologies

Language Motivation
Language Opportunities

Language Separation
Language appropriateness

Language(s)
Linguistic Capital

Linguistic components of academic language
Navigational Capital

Raciolinguistics
Reflections of language skills

Reflections related to being an EL/bilingual/multilingual student
Resistant Capital

Self-teaching/Self-learning
Social/institutional Capital

Sociocultural/psychological components of academic language
Teacher lack of investment in students

What
Where

Who

Code Application Frequencies 

Theresa_Testimonio Chunks Theresa_Journal #4 Chunks Paula_Journal #2 Chunks

Paula Testimonio Chunks Osiris_Testimonio Chunks Osiris_Journal #2 Chunks

Maria_Testimonio Chunks Maria_Journal #3 Chunks Lily_Testimonio Chunks

Lily_Journal #3 Chunks Delia_Testimonio Chunks Delia_Journal #1 Chunks
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Chapter 5  

Discussion  

The findings from this dissertation study focus on providing an understanding of the role 

context-specific languages play in the social and academic experiences of CLD college students. 

Six, CLD college students provided their oral testimonios about their experiences as EL students 

prior to entering post-secondary education and provided written reflections about contemporary 

experiences of how they have used their home and academic languages according to social and 

academic contexts. In addition, the six CLD students were observed in their college classrooms 

to take stock of the linguistic experiences of CLD students in a college course. This chapter 

presents the interpretations of the findings in connection to the existing literature and the 

theoretical frameworks used in this study (i.e., CCW). It begins with a summary of the findings 

by research questions. The chapter then provides an overview of the findings through the lens of 

the theoretical and conceptual frameworks. Next, the chapter moves into the implications framed 

in three sections: research, practice, and policy, followed by recommendations for future 

research, limitations of the study, ending with concluding remarks.  

Summary of Findings  

The analysis of the testimonios, journal reflections, and classroom observations resulted 

in six narrative profiles of the CLD students’ social and academic experiences and how context-

specific languages inform those experiences. Three core themes in relation to the first research 

question emerged: In what ways do CLD college students’ narratives about context-specific 

language usage inform our understanding of their socio-academic experiences as previous 

English learners before entering post-secondary education?; and two core themes in relation to 

the second research questions emerged: In what ways do CLD college students’ narratives about 
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context-specific language usage inform our understanding of their socio-academic experiences as 

college students? The three core themes that relate to the six CLD college students’ narratives of 

the role of context-specific languages as EL students prior to entering post-secondary education 

are: family language practices and school language practices; the second core theme is 

raciolinguistic incidents; and the third core theme is college planning and preparation as EL and 

first-generation college students. The two core themes that relate to the six CLD college 

students’ narratives of the role of context-specific languages informing their social and academic 

college experiences as college students are: language ideologies with three subthemes: language 

separation, language appropriateness, and language skills; and the second core theme is private 

speech/inner speech as a study method. Finally, data that relate to Yosso’s (2005) Community 

Cultural Wealth and Scarcella’s (2003) Multidimensional Framework of Academic English is 

discussed. 

Discussion of Findings in Relation to the Literature  

Research Question 1  

Family Language Policy and Language Policies at School  

A salient theme that affected the CLD students’ childhood social and academic 

experiences was that of language practices at home and strict language policies at school. Paula 

was affected by strict home language practices and language policies at school. Her grandparents 

wanted Paula to only speak in English at home and her teachers in the Philippines only wanted 

her to speak in English and Tagalog. Paula’s language practices at home are contradictory to the 

findings from King & Fogle (2006) that family language policies of additive bilingualism are 

becoming more mainstream parenting practices. Paula’s grandparents instilled a strict English-

only family language policy to help her attain English proficiency at the cost of losing Visaya. 
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Even though English was so much present in her household, Paula never considered English as a 

home language, but just a language to help her do well academically.  

At home, Maria was also affected by her parents’ strict strict language practices. 

Whenever her parents would catch her mixing Spanish and English, they would scold her to only 

speak in Spanish and then accuse her that she was becoming White. It can be argued that Maria’s 

parents enforcing a Spanish-only speaking household is connected to their ideologies that 

English is the language of White people—their ideologies are a mediating link between language 

use and social organization (King et al., 2008).  

In school, Paula, Theresa, Maria, and Osiris were affected by strict language policies in 

the Philippines Vietnam, and United States, respectively. Their teachers reinforced a linguistic 

hierarchy that prioritized English-only in their classrooms, and thereby creating a deficit-based 

belief of a “language gap” (Johnson & Zentella, 2017; Flores & Rosa, 2015; Rosa & Flores, 

2017). Maria and Osiris’ teachers enhanced the undervalue of their home languages by being 

described as “slow” students and being placed with the special education students. These 

language practices, ideologies, and policies have in turn affected the CLD students’ language 

ideologies and their self-perceptions of their language abilities and skills.  

In a wider sphere, Wiley and Wright (2004), Ricento (2006), and Robinson et al., (2006) 

have examined language policies at the state, school, and work levels. Wiley and Wright (2004), 

for example, highlighted the oppressive English-only and anti-bilingual movements that 

historically have affected language minoritized students, like EL students, such that Paula, 

Theresa, Maria, and Osiris had to endure in their K-12 education. “English immersion” and high-

stakes testing in English are two areas that have grounded anti-bilingual sentiments in schools, in 

an effort to try to solve the “language problems” of linguistic minoritized students.  
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The CLD students’ experiences with school language policies are in line with Rios-

Aguilar and Gándara (2012) and Rios-Aguilar et al. (2012) who highlighted the language 

policies that have affected EL students in Arizona. Proposition 203 requires EL students receive 

English-only instruction, a four-hour English language development block that segregates EL 

students and denies them access to the mainstream curriculum until they reach English 

proficiency, affecting their academic achievement and educational experiences. However, the 

papers do not explicitly describe EL students could also be given a special education 

classification just for not speaking English, letting EL students fall into a dual classification 

pothole. In addition, it is evident English-only school language policies have repercussions even 

at an international level, as evident with Paula’s schooling experience in the Philippines and 

Theresa’s schooling in Vietnam.  

King et al. (2008) argued just like the field of language policy has traditionally been seen 

through the lens of three areas: status planning (functions of language), corpus planning (the 

forms of language), and acquisition planning (teaching and learning of language), in family 

language practices, these three areas are also pertinent. For example, parents and other caretakers 

need to make decisions about how to use the home language or other language as it was the case 

in Paula’s household. Paula’s grandparents made the explicit decision to raise her in an English-

only household.  

College Planning and Preparation as Previous English Learner and First-Generation College 
Students: Access, Transition, Retention, and Graduation  
 

Ives and Castillo-Montoya (2020) is one of the few studies on first-generation college 

students that acknowledges the intersectionality of EL status and first-generation college. One 

third of the U.S. college students are first-generation college students; 56% of these students earn 

a baccalaureate degree within 6 years in comparison to 74% of students who are not first-



 

  235 

generation college students (Forrest Cataldi et al., 2018). To provide context about these 

students, Chen (2005) and The Pell Institute (2016) have documented that first-generation 

college students tend to come from low-income backgrounds, are nonnative English speakers, 

and are from racially minoritized groups (Redford & Hoyer, 2017) and these characteristics are 

shared with the six CLD college students who were part of this dissertation. 

In addition, first-generation college students not provided with equal educational 

opportunities as non-racially and linguistically minoritized groups of students are. In their 

analysis, Forrest Cataldi et al. (2018) found that among the 2003-2004 U.S. high school 

graduates, only 18% of the first-generation college students took a high-level math course or 

earned AP credit, compared to 44% of non-first-generation college students. These findings 

resonate with Osiris’ experience of his high school counselor not allowing him to take any AP 

classes.  

Equity issues first-generation college students face can be attributed to many factors, 

including socioeconomic status, Whiteness in higher education, and/or lack of equal educational 

opportunities for college access because they attend under-resourced schools with sometimes 

inadequate or insufficient personnel (Bensimon, 2018, Forrest Cataldi et al., 2018). The latter on 

that list resonating with Osiris’ experience of his high school counselor not allowing him to take 

any AP classes. At the same time, these students tend to be tracked which means they are 

segregated from the rest of their peers, which affects their socio-academic positioning in their 

schools (Fernández, 2014; Kanno & Cromley, 2015). This evidence is supported by the six CLD 

students as they experienced some level of inadequate college preparation support from their 

high school or did not receive any support as their high schools were understaffed. For some 

students it was anxiety-provoking to have to figure everything out by themselves. 
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 On a financial level, the research shows that EL, first-generation college students come 

from low socioeconomic backgrounds, approximately 75% of ELs come from low-income 

families (Zehler et al., 2003). Previous research has shown that financial obstacles affect these 

students' college choices (Kanno & Grosick, 2012) and persistence in college once they are 

enrolled (Almon, 2010). This evidence is consistent with Paula’s initial post-secondary 

experience which she shared in her testimonio of having to switch to community college due to 

financial reasons after attending the nursing program in the 4-year university for one week. 

 On a social support level, researchers have found that positive relationships with 

counselors and teachers (Hudley et al., 2009), supportive peer groups (Marciano, 2016), and high 

parental expectations (Bui & Rush, 2016) have important mediating effects for first-generation 

college students’ college attendance, as evident from Delia’s close connection to her parents 

during her college preparation process and Lily’s and Theresa’ supportive teachers who would 

invest their time in checking and editing their college essays. Collectively, the participants show 

their resiliency and autonomous agency to push through the isolating process that preparing and 

applying for college can be for first-generation college students.  

Unifying Theme Across the Two Research Questions  

Language Ideologies  

The term language ideologies draws from the field of anthropological linguistics, defined 

as “the situated, partial, and interested character of conceptions and uses of language” (Errington, 

2001, p. 110). Flores and Rosa (2015) extended the notion of language ideologies by arguing 

there are discourses around racially and linguistically minoritized identities like the Latinx 

identity that mark the linguistic practices of such groups as deficient, creating a new term known 

as raciolinguistic ideologies. As a result of raciolinguisitc ideologies imposed by other people, 
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the CLD students in this study demonstrated language separation and language appropriateness 

ideologies. These language ideologies have impacted the self-perceptions of their language skills 

which I describe further below.  

Raciolinguistic Incidents. “Raciolinguistic ideologies produce racialized speaking 

subjects who are constructed as linguistically deviant even when engaging in linguistic practices 

positioned as normative or innovative when produced by privileged white subjects” (Rosa, 2016, 

p. 150). This means White perspectives tend to be privileged at the cost of the linguistic practices 

of racially and linguistically minoritized communities.  

In line with Rosa’s (2016) raciolinguistic ideologies, I propose a new term, raciolinguistic 

incidents, referring to contextual situations where individuals are witness or experience incidents 

that are racist inducing due to the individual’s home language.  

Raciolinguistic incidents were salient among the participants in this study. The 

raciolinguistic incidents the students have experienced across their lives have impacted their self-

perceptions as bilingual individuals, their language ideologies, and their language abilities. For 

example, in her testimonio, Delia shared two raciolinguistic incidents she was witness to in first 

grade and in high school. These raciolinguistic incidents have marked her EL identity in a 

negative way and her self-perceptions about her Spanish language skills have followed her 

throughout her academic career, even now as a college student. What she found most troubling 

was Latinx, Spanish-speaking students just like herself produced the raciolinguistic incidents. 

Similarly, Paula also shared in her testimonio that she has been directly affected by 

raciolinguistic incidents from her own family and friends when they hear her speaking in Visaya, 

a language they all also speak. They sarcastically and jokingly ask Paula, “Did you just come to 

the United States?” These findings are in line with evidence found in Metz (2018) study of 
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linguistically and socially diverse high school students hold racialized linguistic stereotypes due 

to the preponderance and valued perspectives of whiteness and standardized English perspectives 

in school.  

At an institutional level, Maria also experienced raciolinguistic incidents as a 

consequence of being impacted by strict English-only language policies in elementary school, by 

being separated from her English-speaking peers and being told by her elementary school 

teachers to not speak in Spanish. Osiris had the same experience as Maria in elementary school 

as his teachers would separate him from his English-only speaking peers, as a result of English-

only language policies at this elementary school. In a way, his mother reinforced the 

raciolinguistic ideologies and agreed with his teachers’ practices by telling Osiris that he had to 

improve his English so he could be with the rest of the students in his class. As a CALA 

University student, Osiris has been witness to raciolinguistic incidents as he shared in his first 

journal reflection a TA told a student to stop using slang because she had to speak like a college 

student.  

There is another side to the term raciolinguistic incidents I argue Flores and Rosa (2015) 

do not acknowledge, which is that individuals in power (and by this, I mean White folks) use 

racial and language minoritized groups to their advantage. This is evident in Maria’s experience 

working as a model for big companies like American Eagle, where her White bosses asked her to 

say some words in Spanish. This encounter made Maria feel “uncomfortable” as she felt 

tokenized to attract more Latinx consumers.  

Language Separation  

All of the CLD participants were explicit in their reflections that there is an intentional 

separation between English and their home language depending on the context or situation. Delia 
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was the most intentional in separating English and Spanish. She reflected she reserves Spanish 

for her parents and older adults, and she reserves English for people of her own age or younger. 

Lily separates English and Farsi depending on the topic she is talking about, while she does 

code-switch with some of her family members and friends. Similarly, Osiris finds himself 

codeswitching and utilizing Spanglish with Latinx, Spanish-speaking friends, and even with his 

mentees who are part of the academic retention program he works as a counselor at CALA 

University. When it comes to spaces that are White-domineering, he shuts off and feels like he 

cannot be his authentic self, as he shares he feels like he has to put on a facade to speak the 

academic language. In those spaces, he does not have the confidence to use Spanish nor 

Spanglish.  

Paula’s reflections revealed a clear and intentional separation of her home language and 

academic language according to the context she finds herself in. She reserves English for 

academic contexts, talking about academic topics, studying and doing homework, and reserves 

Visaya for intimate and personal conversations. Paula uses Visaya significantly to enhance her 

understanding of course materials, switching between English and Visaya depending on the 

difficulty of the materials, but in a more private way.  

Maria alluded to a sense of language separation by describing she tends to gravitate to 

peers who are Latinx like her, so she can speak her home language, always occurring outside of 

the college classroom context. This is similar to Osiris’ experiences as he also described 

gravitating towards peers and others who are Latinx as he can be himself and express himself in 

whatever language he wishes to.  

It can be argued that due to the raciolinguistics incidents and strict language policies the 

CLD students have experienced throughout their lives, they currently hold these language 
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separation ideologies. After constantly hearing the rhetoric that English is the only language that 

can exist in the classroom and in school and their home language is not allowed in those same 

spaces, it has become ingrained in them that they must separate their languages. 

However, most of the participants were mixing both languages in private ways as 

“private speech,” which could be viewed as a resistance to their language separation ideologies, 

as demonstrated by Paula’s, Theresa’s, and Osiris’ journal reflections of the different ways they 

use private speech to learn and study their course materials. 

Although the language ideologies are prevalent in the students’ lives as demonstrated by 

the students oral and written reflections, I consider Delia and Lily had breakthrough moments 

throughout the data collection phase of the dissertation as in their last journal reflections they 

wrote about using their home language with people and in contexts they would not before. For 

example, Delia shared at the CHIRLA retreat she assisted in the northern part of California, she 

was initiating conversations in Spanish with people of her own age, something that she would 

have never done before even outside of her college campus.  

Language Appropriateness  

In many of the CLD students’ reflections, the theme of language appropriateness turns up 

as they express wanting to speak and write “appropriately” in academic language. Osiris, Lily, 

and Paula expressed in their reflections their desire and self-exigency to speak and write 

academic English words other peers use who they perceive to have higher academic English 

language abilities than them. For example, Osiris speaks about striving to speak “appropriately” 

in English in academic settings like in his college classes and feels by doing this, the organic way 

of speaking is lost along the way. For example, he considers people who use “SAT” words to 

know how to appropriately and effectively speak academic English as these individuals do not 
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have to rely on using slang to communicate, basically sounding “articulate” as he shared in the 

follow-up phase of the dissertation.  

It can be argued that Paula, Lily, and Osiris hold language appropriateness ideologies 

given the rhetoric language-minoritized students need to strive to perform in “appropriate” 

English, imposing that English has more value than other languages. This is in support of Flores 

& Rosa’s (2015) argument, “These discourse of appropriateness, we argue, involve the 

conceptualization of standardized linguistic practices as objective sets of linguistic forms that are 

understood to be appropriate for academic settings” (p. 150).  

Delia, Maria, and Osiris also shared they practice what they want to say in class over and 

over and over again out of fear of sounding “dumb” or “unintelligent” In his testimonio, Osiris 

shared he practices many times the questions he wants to ask in his Psychology 130: 

Developmental Psychology course which is predominantly White. He practices over and over 

again out of fear of mispronouncing a word or sound unintelligent. He asked himself, “What’s 

the whitest way of saying this word?” His questioning circles back to the intersectionality of race 

and language appropriateness Flores and Rosa (2015) and Rosa and Flores (2017) argued as part 

of their raciolinguistic ideologies perspective.  

Self-Perceptions of Language Skills  

The six CLD students reflected frequently about their language skills when speaking 

about their home languages and academic languages. Lily spoke about her lack of confidence in 

her English language skills when she entered community college, intensifying when she took an 

English placement test and placed in an elementary English class. These feelings have intensified 

at CALA University as she attributed her EL identity to her underperformance in some of her 

classes. At the same time, she finds it unfair that she cannot showcase her knowledge well-



 

  242 

enough because of the time limit on exams. Even though academic language is a source of lack 

of confidence, making him feel less than or unintelligent, Osiris expressed he still strives very 

hard to master his academic language, just like Theresa. Maria and Delia spoke about their 

experiences with anxiety and their fear of stuttering when using their academic language to do 

presentations in their classes, explaining they overanalyze and stress over minute details. As a 

result, particularly for Delia, she has embraced an insecure identity that sometimes it is difficult 

to handle emotionally.  

These self-descriptions of internationalization of negative projects or perceived 

projections the CLD students speak about in their reflections allude to attribution theory (Weiner, 

1974), in which antecedents like information, beliefs, and motivation lead to attributions 

(perceived causes), which then lead to consequences such as people’s behavior, affect or 

expectancy. The consequences part of attribution theory, in turn, produce casual thinking for 

achievement-related thoughts, feelings, and actions (Graham, 1991). These consequences are 

emotional reactions to success and failure and expectations for success and failure.  

 For the CLD students, academic English is the antecedent, which then causes them to 

attribute non-asset based beliefs about their language skills, and the consequences to these non-

asset beliefs are the students do not participate in their college classes or they do not interact with 

students whom they perceive to have higher academic English language skills in comparison to 

them, as many of the CLD students expressed in their reflections. It can also be argued that the 

negative attributions about their language skills, does not lead students to adopt discipline-

specific identities depending on the discourse of their specific majors and minors. A focus on 

discipline-specific discourses has been part of K-12 education reform in areas like science 
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(NGSS, Lead States, 2013) and has also influenced K-12 English learner educational initiatives 

(CCSSO, 2013).  

 As a result of the aforementioned themes, I developed a conceptual framework that 

depicts the relationship between language practices, policies and ideologies that lead into 

raciolinguistic incidents. Being witness to raciolinguistic incidents or living those same incidents 

can lead a person to hold language separation and language appropriateness ideologies, which 

then affects the self-perceptions of language skills of a person.  

Figure 8 

The Relationship between Language Practices, Policies, and Ideologies and Self-Perceptions of 

Language Skills 
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Research Question 2  

Private Speech/Inner Speech as a Study Method 

Students reflected about being intentional about separating their languages, but they were 

mixing both their home and academic languages or utilizing translanguaging practices and 

strategies (García, 2009; García & Kleyn, 2016) ), such as creating bilingual study guides like 

Paula did, without noticing they were using their home language for academic purposes. The 

students identified this language mixing behavior as “private speech.” 

Theresa used the term, “self-study” to indicate she has to study in Vietnamese the 

mathematical concepts she teaches her high school tutees. Although she does not call it “private 

speech” it alluded to Theresa engaging in private conversations in Vietnamese with herself for 

how to understand the math material she has to teach to her high school students. In her third 

journal reflection, Theresa wrote about learning concepts in Vietnamese from one of her classes 

where she is performing poorly, but then realized it caused her more trouble to learn and 

remember the technical words and the meaning of those words.  

Private speech is also known as inner speech in the literature. Morin et al. (2018) are 

some of the few researchers who have studied the phenomenon of inner speech in university 

students as most of the research in relation to private speech and inner speech has been done with 

children (Azmitia, 1992; Diaz et al., 2014). Drawing from an international perspective, Morin et 

al. (2018) explicated little is known about what people talk to themselves about in their everyday 

lives. Self-directed measures focus on inner speech frequency use but have failed to document 

inner speech content or classify self-reported thoughts. Inner speech (also known as self-directed 

speech), plays a significant role in self-regulation (Kross et al., 2014), thinking (i.e., planning, 
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problem solving, reasoning, decision-making, and setting goals; Winsler, 2009), and language 

(Abramson & Goldinger, 1997).  

In their study, Morin et al. (2008) identified that the most frequently self-reported inner 

speech methods by the participants in an open-format thought listing procedure, self-regulation 

(e.g., planning and problem solving), self-reflection (e.g., emotions, self-motivation, appearance, 

behavior/performance, and autobiography), and critical thinking (e.g., evaluating, judging, and 

criticizing). The CLD students in the current study reflect a combination of Morin et al.’s (2018) 

most frequent inner speech methods. For example, when Paula studied for her statistics course, 

she asked herself, “Am I overthinking these concepts? Am I letting these words confuse me and 

this is actually just [an] easy concept?” When Paula engages in these metacognitive and self-

regulatory thinking processes, she thinks in Visaya as using her home language makes the 

thinking process less intimidating. Paula’s experiences make it evident CLD students’ home 

languages continue to play an essential role in their college academics. In addition to engaging in 

self-regulatory thinking about understanding the academic concepts from their college courses, 

the CLD students in my dissertation have to make decisions about which language to use when 

learning and studying, based on the easiness or difficulty of the topics and concepts they are 

learning about. Paula demonstrated this type self-regulatory thinking when studying for her Cell 

and Molecular Biology course. She described she uses English to study concepts she finds easy 

and Visaya for concepts she finds difficult to understand. At the same time, the CLD students 

were using translanguaging practices to mediate cognitive complex activities and make sense of 

their learning (Martin-Beltrán, 2014; Li & Luo, 2017). 

I argue students identified their language mixing behaviors to learn and study for their 

college classes as “private speech” because perhaps there is an inherent shame about utilizing 
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their home language that connects to the raciolinguistic incidents the students have experienced 

throughout their lives. “Private speech” or “self-study” are terms that indicate they are making 

the process their own by engaging in the act of studying in their home language, indicating it is 

something they do not share with anyone else as is the case for Paula with Visaya and 

Vietnamese for Theresa, for example.  

Discussion of Findings in Relation to the Theoretical and Conceptual Frameworks 

Yosso’s (2005) Community Cultural Wealth  

The forms of capital that resonated the most in the CLD students’ testimonios and journal 

reflections were linguistic capital, social capital, familial capital, and navigational capital. In 

different forms and capacities, the CLD students leveraged their home language knowledge. For 

example, Osiris considers his Spanglish a language with which he can communicate with people 

from his neighborhood and with his mentees in his role as a retention counselor at CALA 

University, helping him navigate the higher education system. Paula bridges her linguistic 

capital, her bilingualism, by utilizing Visaya and English to learn difficult concepts from her 

college courses. The CLD students shared about different people who have helped them navigate 

K-12 schooling and higher education, like teachers, counselors, and family members, helping 

them improve their writing in English and providing information to overcome hurdles in 

education.  

As I described in the theoretical framework section of this dissertation, Yosso’s (2005) 

Community Cultural Wealth (CCW) focuses on the cultural knowledge, skills, abilities, and 

contacts socially marginalized groups possess that often go unrecognized and unacknowledged. 

Drawing from critical race theory and Latina/o critical race theory, Yosso’s theory is comprised 
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of six different forms of capital: aspirational, navigational, social, linguistic, familial, and 

resistant capital.   

One way Delia demonstrates her linguistic capital is by serving as a language broker for 

her father. She has been a language broker since childhood and continues to be a language broker 

now as a college student by having to translate important documents such as insurance 

documents and legal documents. These findings are in line with Orellana (2003) who pointed out 

in her study, bilingual children of immigrant parents often have to translate for their parents or 

other adults and these youth gain multiple social tools of “vocabulary, audience awareness, 

cross-cultural awareness, ‘real-world’ literacy skills, math skills, metalinguistic awareness, 

teaching and tutoring skills, civic and familial responsibility, [and] social maturity” (p. 6).   

As I described earlier in the dissertation, I only wanted to focus on the linguistic capital 

of Yosso’s (2005) theory, but the other five forms of capital resonated in the CLD students’ 

experiences as evident in their oral and written reflections. Given the sample of focus in this 

study is former ELs who are now in post-secondary education, I argue Yosso’s framework does 

not acknowledge how the different forms of capital continue to inform and develop once students 

are in higher education, especially linguistic capital. I also argue the linguistic capital that 

composes Yosso’s CCW framework lacks to highlight holistic and heteroglossic skills CLD 

students are able to do such as translanguaging. Lastly, I argue that Yosso lacks to describe how 

CLD students are able to showcase their linguistic repertoire in academic contexts, not just oral 

storytelling traditions or through language brokering as she explicated.  

Scarcella’s (2003) Multidimensional Framework of Academic English  

In relation to the cognitive and linguistic components of academic language, Maria and 

Lily wrote about their academic language, English, but did not discuss the mechanics or concepts 
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of language. Rather, instead they focused on their experiences with the language. Theresa wrote 

about the strategies she uses to understand academic language like writing down words she does 

not know from her college classes. Paula reflected that English in general is a more creative 

language, whereas Visaya is a more literal language. On the other hand, Delia discussed she and 

her sister use more “high vocabulary” when speaking their academic language, English.  

In relation to the cognitive dimension of Scarcella’s (2003) Multidimensional Framework 

of Academic English, Paula, who was more metacognitive in her descriptions of the role of 

Visaya and English in her learning of her college course concepts, had to think about the text in 

order to interpret them. She was going beyond associating meanings to words, she was also 

predicting, inferring, and synthesizing meaning to create and transform knowledge. What 

Scarcella’s theory does not acknowledge is for CLD college students, their home languages are 

always present in some shape or form alongside academic language in order to build knowledge, 

conduct higher order thinking, and engage in cognitive and metalinguistic strategies. By only 

acknowledging English as “academic” in her framework, Scarcella is contributing to the erasure 

of CLD students’ home languages and fails to acknowledge other languages can be used for 

academic purposes as well.  

Theresa included in her journal reflections, practices in relation to the 

sociocultural/psychological dimension of the Scarcella’s framework as she shared that she writes 

down words she does not know from her college classes. Without explicitly naming it, Paula 

demonstrated the different forms she engages in to take notes and create cheat sheets to help her 

prepare for her quizzes and exams.  

In her framework, Scarcella (2003) stated all students need to have the knowledge of AE 

for long-term academic success and having the mastery of it will allow students who are not in 
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power to challenge the tenets of those individuals in power. Lacking the knowledge of AE puts 

those individuals at risk of being excluded from participating in society and may prevent those 

individuals from transforming it and fall into being marginalized in academic settings. As I 

described in the theoretical framework section of this dissertation, Scarcella’s framework 

proposes AE has multiple, dynamic, and inter-related competencies, composed of three 

dimensions: linguistic, cognitive, and sociocultural/psychological.  

In her framework, Scarcella (2003) does not acknowledge that other types of languages 

can also be considered “academic,” erasing completely that CLD students’ home languages can 

also be considered “academic” and be used for academic purposes, like Paula extensively does to 

learn and study for her statistics and her Cell and Molecular Biology course. Her framework also 

fails to acknowledge the emotional and psychological turmoil academic English can cause for 

CLD students as Maria expressed academic English makes her feel less than and stupid, even 

though she has a dimension that focuses on sociocultural and psychological aspects of academic 

English. Acknowledging such emotions in a framework about academic English is pertinent as 

not providing guidance to the students on how to navigate those negative emotions can affect 

their attainment of academic English, their academic and social experiences, and belonging to 

the university. The CLD students in this dissertation were not afraid about expressing the 

distressing feelings academic English makes them feel about having to use the language in 

academic spaces at CALA University.  

In sum, while Rosa and Flores’ (2017) argumentation that perspectives of language 

appropriateness like academic language produce racialized perceptions of language-minoritized 

students, I argue having the knowledge of such academic languages is necessary, particularly in 

college in order to navigate higher education spaces in the United States that tend to be English-
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domineering. The knowledge of academic language can be seen as a double-edged sword, as the 

CLD students in my study expressed through their oral and written reflections. For them, 

academic language produces feelings of insecurity, anxiety, lesser than, and even negatively 

impacts their sense of belonging and connection to CALA University. However, as Osiris 

expressed, having the knowledge and utilizing academic language has helped him obtain certain 

academic opportunities and has helped him build networks and rapport with professors and TAs. 

Having knowledge of academic language is a source of linguistic capital as I propose in my 

conceptual framework. At the same time, CLD students should have more opportunities to 

foment their home language in the English-only domineering spaces of higher education, other 

than in just social capacities, as these spaces could enhance their sense of belonging to the 

university, their mental well-being, and overall opportunities to connect with students and 

instructors who speak their same home language. All of which could ultimately create a bridge 

between home and academic languages and students could overcome language separation 

ideologies and language appropriateness ideologies and have higher perceptions about their 

language abilities and skills.  

Limitations and Recommendations for Future Research 

This narrative inquiry dissertation utilized testimonios, students’ journal reflections, and 

classroom observations to explore the role of context-specific languages on the social and 

academic experiences of CLD college students, from a K-16 perspective. These narrative 

solicitation techniques (testimonios and aspects of the journal responses) were successful in 

attempting to fill in the gap of understanding culturally and linguistically diverse EL students’ K-

12 experiences (not just the Latinx, Spanish language perspective, but other languages and 

cultures as well) in relation to context-specific languages, including college access and 
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experiences. However, several key limitations temper the use of the findings and should be 

attended to while considering the implications of the study. Limitations are discussed in relation 

to data collection, positionality, biases, and analyses, followed by implications in the areas of 

research, practice, and policy.   

This study documents the experiences of five women, CLD college students and one 

man, Osiris, CLD college student, which is a limitation to the study. Research shows that men 

EL students tend to take more time to reclassify in comparison to women students as they 

underperform on ELD state assessments, which is a major hindrance to their college access and 

success (Taylor et al., 2007). English language acquisition is seen as a “gatekeeping process for 

access to college preparatory content” (Rodriguez & Cruz, 2009, p. 2392), so if students are not 

reclassified, their access to rigorous curricula is restricted.  

Callahan (2009) is one of the few researchers who has documented the college pathways 

of men, EL students. Specifically, her study explored the social and linguistic integration of 

immigrant and native-born Latino, linguistic-minority students. She found home language use 

positively predicts postsecondary involvement for these students, while social integration 

predicts Latina girls’ postsecondary participation. Given this evidence, it is pertinent to continue 

documenting the men EL perspective to understand gender differences as they relate to social 

and academic college experiences and how their home languages play a role in mediating those 

experiences. 

Another limitation in this study is the lack of more LTEL student representation. Osiris 

was the only LTEL student in the sample, while Maria and Delia became RFEP students in 

elementary school, Paula reclassified in middle school, and Lily and Theresa reclassified in high 

school after one and two years, respectively, of attending school in the United States. Olsen 
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(2010, 2014) and Menken et al. (2007, 2012) are the few researchers who have paid attention to 

the LTEL student population. For example, in her multi-school district survey data study, Olsen 

(2010) provided evidence that LTEL students are left behind in school as their teachers and 

school districts are not sure how to approach instruction and support for these students. Most 

startling of all, schools fail to inform their parents about the progress and academics of their 

LTEL students.  

Olsen (2010, 2014) and Menken (2007, 2012) emphasize the need for empirical evidence 

to understand LTELs’ academic experiences in relation to their challenges in reclassifying to 

English proficient students. The authors acknowledged LTEL students are not usually given 

opportunities to engage in college preparation activities and courses because schools are too 

focused on getting them to reclassify. This evidence is the same as Osiris’ experience of not 

being offered the opportunities to take any AP courses or engage in any other college preparatory 

activities as his other peers.  

Another limitation of the study is that the classroom observations did not occur 

concurrently while the students wrote their journal reflections. For two out of the six participants, 

their journal narratives did not include any reflections about the classes I observed them in. For 

example, Osiris reflected about his Developmental Psychology class in one of his journal 

reflections and I observed his Día de los Muertos class. By trying to give my participants agency 

over their own data by having them choose which class to observe, I compromised the 

observation data alignment with the journal reflections. For future research, I should be more 

strategic about asking students to let me observe the course(s) they reflect upon in their journal 

entries. In addition, I could shadow the CLD students more extensively (not just in a classroom 
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setting) to document how the students perceive contextual languages and use their languages 

according to the situations and the people they are with.  

Additionally, it would be interesting to understand how family language practices 

continue to impact the language ideologies of their children when they become college students. 

The study of family language practices should be extended to understand if the practices are 

maintained or become different given that the CLD students live in a different, often far more 

independent context where family language practices may not apply anymore. 

In the proposal stage of the dissertation, I started off with a social and academic language 

frame. After much thinking, I realized that the social and academic language framing would lead 

students to think that their home languages could only fit into the “social” category. Before I 

began data collection, I changed the terms to home language and academic language. After 

sharing part of my data with my peers and colleagues, they pointed out that I had framed 

language and academic language in the journal entries dichotomously and also pointed out that 

the terms were in singular form, making it seem that I lacked the awareness that CLD college 

students could be multilingual and that home languages can also be academic languages. I 

changed the singular home language and academic language terms to plural when I sent out the 

third journal entry prompts to the CLD students.  

Perhaps, the framing of home language and academic language as dichotomies made 

students believe that their home language exists separately from academic contexts. This 

dichotomy is something I wrestled with throughout the dissertation. During the analysis and 

interpretation stage of the dissertation, I settled on the term, “context-specific language” after 

seeing that the CLD students were writing about their language learning and language use 

according to the contexts and situations they found themselves in.  
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Another area of limitation is in relation to my positionality to this study. Four out of the 

six participants are community college transfer students. I have a lack of direct knowledge about 

the experiences of community college students because I did not attend community college after 

high school; I went straight into a 4-year university. Future research should follow ELs’ 

trajectories through post-secondary education and examine closely the pathways that lead EL 

community college students to transfer over to 4-year colleges. The pathways should be 

examined through the lens of context-specific languages using narrative and ethnographic 

approaches liked I did in this study.  

Even though, I was an EL for most of K-12th grade in the United States, I have a lack of 

understanding of EL students whose home language is not Spanish and those who were not born 

in the United States. Future research should expand on to include EL students who are not Latinx 

and whose home language is not Spanish through the lens of context-specific languages to 

understand their academic and social experiences as college students.  

Conclusions and Implications for Research, Practice, and Policy 

This dissertation provides a K-16 counternarrative to the EL deficit-perspective. The 

findings of this dissertation have multi-leveled implications, including in research, practice, and 

higher education policy to support CLD students’ social and academic experiences in higher 

education through the lens of context-specific language learning and use. This study intends to 

fill in the gap of the former EL and EL students in higher education by providing contextual 

evidence of the linguistic experiences of CLD college students through their own narratives and 

other data.  

The college planning and preparation experiences of these CLD, first-generation college 

students are in line with what the research has documented on first-generation college students, 



 

  255 

especially that they have to be self-agents and teach themselves about college planning and 

preparation because of the lack of support and guidance in their high schools. For example, high 

schools could learn from the six high schools in New York that are showcased in Santos et al., 

(2018). In order to prepare EL students for college and career readiness, the six high schools 

have redefined the outcomes around school designs and instructional practices. They abide by 

the following seven design elements: 1) Unified language development framework integrating 

content, analytical practices, and language learning; 2) Ongoing and intentional assessment with 

follow-through; 3) Intensive social-emotional support; 4) Passionate, strategic, and mission-

driven leadership; 5) Strategic staffing and teacher development; 6) Carefully orchestrated 

structures; and 7) Strategic family and community partnerships. More research is needed to 

understand the intersectionality between EL status history and first-generation college students. 

Future research could focus on a study that tracks CLD students from high school all the way 

through college to document a clearer picture of how CLD students prepare for college, who is 

involved in their preparation, etc., and to understand how different forms of capital have led the 

students into higher education.  

Moving Beyond English Monolingual Ideologies in United States Higher Education  

The findings generated in this dissertation create awareness that CLD college students 

need more opportunities at their college campus to utilize their home language in academic 

spaces. By doing this, higher education can serve as an ally to help CLD students move past the 

language separation and language appropriateness ideologies (Flores & Rosa, 2015; Rosa & 

Flores, 2017) that have been ingrained in them due to the raciolinguistic incidents that have 

affected them as they revealed in their testimonios and journal reflections. More research 

evidence is needed in the line of raciolinguistics (internal and external viewpoints that affect 
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CLD college students), language separation, and language appropriateness ideologies to 

understand how the three impact the CLD students’ ideologies about their own language skills.  

 To support CLD students in moving past language ideologies that their home languages 

and academic languages are discrete, separate entities, I argue the field of language research in 

the higher education sphere should adapt heteroglossic language ideologies (multilingual 

perspectives; García, 2009) and move past the belief that there exists a dichotomy of first vs. 

second language and home language vs. academic language. Canagarajah (2012) and García and 

Li (2014) argued against the rigid borders between languages and that bilinguals and 

multilinguals have an integrated repertoire of linguistic and semiotic practices they constantly 

draw from. A pedagogical approach (that draws from the K-12 perspective) that aligns with the 

authors arguments is called translanguaging where students are able to use their linguistic 

repertoire strategically in multiple capacities to teach and learn, as a method and as an analytical 

tool.  

As Mazak and Carroll (2016) pointed out, there is no literature that exists on 

translanguaging in higher education, since most (though not all) of the existing literature 

explores translanguaging in primary and occasionally secondary classrooms in the United States 

and England. They seek to fill the gap of global bilingual and multilingual contexts by 

demonstrating the complexity of translanguaging practices that exists within higher educational 

contexts around the world. U.S. higher education institutions could create spaces inside the 

classrooms for translanguaging practices and document those practices using ethnographic and 

historical case studies like Mazak and Carroll (2016) did in their book. 

Private Speech/Inner Speech: Intersectionality Between Language and Self-Regulation 
Learning in Higher Education 
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The findings from this study contribute to the line of research in private speech/inner 

speech, as there is limited understanding of how students in higher education use inner speech to 

self-regulate their learning (Morin et al., 2018). From a practical standpoint, higher education 

should provide more spaces for CLD students to use their home language in “non-private” ways 

and establish equal value as the English language. At the same time, the CLD college students 

can be guided on how their “private speech behaviors” can be used to self-regulate (problem-

solve, plan, and think) their learning, and in turn, enhance performance in the classroom.  

Furthermore, it is recommended to utilize quantitative approaches to compliment or 

expand on the qualitative findings from this dissertation. One quantitative approach could be 

measuring private speech (inner speech) utilizing the Inner Speech Measure (Morin et al., 2018) 

which asks participants to describe up to 10 instances of talking to themselves, a measure that 

probes participants to be specific about context by attending to when, about, and because in their 

responses. The authors coding scheme which focused on: a) general content, b) people, c) 

environment, d) functions, e) activities, and f) temporal events can be adapted to specifically the 

CLD college student population to learn more about the different contexts and frequencies that 

these students use their home languages in their private speech moments. In turn, this will inform 

higher education language policy about the significance of CLD students’ home languages in 

their higher education experiences. Implications in this same area could be to explore gender 

differences, cultural differences, and private speech differences according to students’ home 

languages. In addition, comparisons of the contextual inner speech descriptions could be made 

by using mediating factors such as EL reclassification and home language to determine whether 

there are differences in the ways the CLD students use inner speech according to the mediating 

variables, this way, the study is more contained. 
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Higher Education Student Supports  

In order to support CLD college students in higher education, college campuses can 

create various initiatives and opportunities for these students to use their home languages in 

academic contexts, beyond the ethnically oriented student organizations that the college campus 

may have which are usually for social network purposes. They can create home language study 

groups across different departments on campus. College advising and research programs housed 

under the Federal TRIO programs29 where they can hold workshops in which CLD students can 

leverage their home languages and also workshops on academic language development and 

usage in the higher education space by employing theories such as systemic functional linguistics 

to study the relationship between languages and its functions in social settings and promote 

students’ language awareness and cultural literacy (Colombi, 2015; Halliday, 1994) and 

therefore create an acceptance of cultural and linguistic diversity in the higher education space.  

After the termination of the data collection, two of my dissertation participants followed 

up with me to ask if I knew of any supports/resources on campus that can help bilingual students 

(not international students) with their academic speaking and writing because they feel that they 

cannot articulate themselves well-enough to people whom they perceive have stronger academic 

language abilities than them—something that they find very frustrating! The six CLD students 

resonated in their written reflections that knowing academic language is important in higher 

education, so why not invest in academic supports that helps CLD students work through the 

trauma that negative language ideologies have had on their own ideologies about their language 

 
29 Federal TRIO programs are federal outreach and student services programs in the United States designed to 
identify and provide services for individuals from disadvantaged backgrounds. TRIO is composed of eight programs 
that target and serve and assist low-income individuals, first-generation college students, and individuals with 
disabilities to progress through the academic pipeline from middle school to post-baccalaureate programs (U.S. 
Department of Education, 2020).  
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skills, and work through the negative feelings that academic language produces for these 

students?  

In her first journal, Paula reflected about wanting academic and social opportunities at 

her campus to use Visaya with other students and form study groups with those students to be 

able to explain concepts with students who speak her same language. This hope for the future 

alludes to the movement that some east coast universities like Duke and Cornell University are 

doing by offering discussion sections in students’ native and home languages (Pappano, 2019). 

The students who were interviewed for that article30 have found that by taking classes in their 

native or home languages they can connect on a different level with other students and with their 

professors. 

Offering discussion sections in students’ home languages implicates the development of 

teacher preparation at the higher education level as there is currently a lack of systemic supports 

for EL and former EL college students. The findings of this dissertation offer implications to 

advance the area of teacher and professoriate preparation from K-16 pipeline. Professors and 

TAs should receive training on tailored pedagogical strategies and supports (possible drawing 

from the most successful experiences of K-12, EL pedagogical research) that they could then use 

to cater instruction to EL and former EL college students in their classrooms.  

Other areas that necessitate attention are academic and learning supports for EL and 

former EL students in higher education. Currently, academic and learning supports cater to 

students with disabilities and most lack acknowledgement of EL college students needing their 

services. For example, CALA University offers accommodations based on Learning Disorders, 

 
30 What happens when college students discuss lab work in Spanish, Philosophy in Chinese, and Opera in Italian? -
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national/education/what-happens-when-college-students-discuss-lab-work-in-
spanish-philosophy-in-chinese-or-opera-in-italian/2019/11/18/0eef3f7a-0985-11ea-bd9d-c628fd48b3a0_story.html -  
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Psychological Disorders, Acquired/Traumatic Brain Injury, Physical/Mobility Impairments and 

Sensory Impairments but nothing explicitly mentioned to cater to EL college students. With the 

equivalent supports and structures set up to inform the college teaching staff about the language 

status of a student who requests that information be shared, it should not be left to students to 

have to informally ask for special accommodations and risk rejection or stigmatization. I argue 

that these supports on campus necessitate a revision and restructure to offer accommodations for 

EL college students. For example, Lily mentioned needing extra time to process more carefully 

the questions on her psychology midterm. It’s not that she did not know the content, she just 

needed more time to process the English language on her exam. Lily could benefit greatly from 

academic and learning supports on campus making her education more accessible.  

In addition, higher education institutions could also offer courses for entering first-year 

students on the history of the intersectionality of language and race that aligns with the 

introduction to college life courses freshmen have to take at certain institutions in the United 

States. These courses could center around social justice perspectives such as critical language 

awareness (Alim, 2005). Critical language awareness is an approach to language education that 

incorporates the linguistic practices of language-minoritized students into the classroom and 

provides spaces for students to critique the larger sociopolitical context that delegitimizes these 

linguistic practices. Alim (2005) proposed two overarching questions that can be used to inform 

critical language awareness: “‘How can language be used to maintain, reinforce, and perpetuate 

existing power relations?’ And, conversely, ‘How can language be used to resist, redefine and 

possibly reverse these relations?’” (p. 28). The ultimate goal of critical language awareness is for 

“students [to] become conscious of their communicative behavior and the ways by which they 

can transform the conditions under which they live” (Alim, 2005, p. 28).  
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My conclusion then, is that, by creating these opportunities in higher education spaces it 

could then increase CLD students’ sense of belongingness to their college campuses —they will 

not feel like outsiders. In her first journal reflection, Maria wrote not having many opportunities 

to use her home language on campus makes her feel “limited and also small on campus” and in 

her third journal reflection she spoke about her mental health being affected by the lack of 

opportunities to use her home language, which means that her sense of belonging to CALA 

University is affected by not having those language opportunities that she wants and desires.  

Professors can serve as allies to CLD students. School is a cultural institution that can 

support, ignore, or denigrate its students’ heritages and sociocultural backgrounds (Lee, 2013). 

Therefore, it is important that professors are connected and make connections with their students. 

Like Paula’s Genetics, Evolution and Ecology first-generation college professor who reflected 

about her experience as a first-generation college student and let all the 200+ students in the big 

lecture hall know that her office door was always open for all students on the day of the 

observation that I conducted.  

Utilizing in part a narrative inquiry approach, this dissertation sought to understand the 

role of context-specific languages in the social and academic experiences of CLD students in 

college. The oral and written reflections of the CLD students indicate the need for significantly 

more opportunities and spaces for CLD and other types of multilingual students to bridge their 

home languages in English monoglossic academic spaces (García & Torres-Guevara, 2010). 

First, this study sought to understand how context-specific languages played a role in the CLD 

students’ social and academic experiences in their K-12 grade education, by understanding how 

the students learned and used their home languages and academic languages as EL students. 

Second, this study sought to understand how context-specific languages play a role in the CLD 
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students’ social and academic experiences at CALA University, by asking students to provide 

contemporary examples about how they use home languages and academic languages and 

descriptions of how they continue to learn and use these languages.  

I hope that participating in this dissertation has made the CLD student participants aware 

that the use of their home languages and academic languages should be fluid and there does not 

necessarily have to be an intentional language separation. I would like college students to feel 

like they can use their linguistic toolbox no matter where or with whom and feel like they are 

home while being away from home as Delia wrote in one her journal reflections.  

As a new generation of bilingual and multilingual students grow in a more positive 

bilingual and multilingual environment due to more progressive initiatives like Prop 58 in 

California, it will be important to document and learn how these students turn out as college 

students and their identities and self-perceptions of their encompassing language skills.  
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Appendix A  

 
University of California, Los Angeles 

 
CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH 

 
Giving voice to linguistically diverse students in post-secondary education: How do academic 

language and home language(s) shape their socio-academic college experiences?  
 

Karla Rivera-Torres, a Ph.D. in Education, from the Graduate School Education and Information 
Studies at the University of California, Los Angeles (UCLA) are conducting a research study. 
 
You were selected as a possible participant in this study because you meet the criteria of a 
linguistically diverse student (current English Learner or former English Learner) and you are 
currently attending college in Los Angeles (2-year college or 4-year college).  Your participation 
in this research study is voluntary.   
 
Why is this study being done? 
 
This study is being conducted to understand how your home language and academic language 
(formal language used in academic settings) have shaped your social and academic experiences 
in college.  
 
What will happen if I take part in this research study? 
 
If you volunteer to participate in this study, the researcher will ask you to do the following: 
 
Study Activities and Duration of each Study Activity:  
 
● Participate in a narrative semi-structured interview. It is anticipated that the interview will 

take about an hour. Some of the questions will be about your language history, college 
preparation experience, and current social and academic experiences in college. The 
interview will be audio-recorded and you may review, edit, and erase the recordings at 
anytime during the study. 
 

● Following the narrative semi-structured interview, participate in a weekly reflective 
journaling activity over the course of 4 weeks. It is anticipated that each journaling activity 
will take 30 minutes to complete. The journal prompts will ask you to reflect on anecdotes or 
occasions when your home language was present in your everyday college experience, how 
that made you feel, and how you think that experience shapes your overall college 
experience. The same journal prompts will be around learning and encountering academic 
language.  
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● Following the 4-week reflective journaling activity, participate in a semi-structured interview 
to review my interpretation on the responses you give on the narrative semi-structured 
interview and journaling entries. It is anticipated that the interview will take about an hour.  

 
● I will be conducting an observation of one of your college classes. The observation is 

anticipated to take about an hour.  
 

Location of Study Activities: 
 
● The interviews will take place at a location in your college.  
 
How long will I be in the research study? 
 
Participation will take a total of about four hours – one hour for the initial narrative semi-
structured interview, 30 minutes for each reflective journal entry, and one hour for the follow-up 
interview. Afterwards, I will analyze your responses. Once I have finished the analysis portion, I 
will contact you once more for a follow-up interview to share my interpretations of your 
responses and I will ask you if my interpretations are correct or incorrect. I anticipate 
contacting you for the follow-up interviews within four to five months after you share your 
reflective journal entries with me.  
 
Are there any potential risks or discomforts that I can expect from this study? 
 
● There are no potential risks or discomforts if you decide to participate in this research study. 

  
Are there any potential benefits if I participate? 
 
You may benefit from the study by helping you become more cognizant about how your home 
language and academic language shape your overall social and academic college experiences.  
 
The results of the research may policies on language use and language learning in higher 
education.  
 
 
Will I be paid for participating?  
 
● You will receive a $50 gift card for your participation in this study.  
 
Will information about me and my participation be kept confidential? 
 
Any information that is obtained in connection with this study and that can identify you will 
remain confidential. It will be disclosed only with your permission or as required by law. 
Confidentiality will be maintained by means of eliminating any identifiable information such as 
your name. I will assign your interviews and reflective journaling entries a letter and number to 
know how to identify you when analyzing your responses. The data will be kept in an external 
hard drive that only I will have access to. I will be sharing the data with my faculty advisor and 



 

  265 

three other professors when I am in the stage of writing up the analysis of the data in my 
dissertation.  
 
What are my rights if I take part in this study? 
 
● You can choose whether or not you want to be in this study, and you may withdraw your 

consent and discontinue participation at any time. 
● Whatever decision you make, there will be no penalty to you, and no loss of benefits to 

which you were otherwise entitled.   
● You may refuse to answer any questions that you do not want to answer and still remain in 

the study. 
 
Who can I contact if I have questions about this study? 
 
● The research team:   

If you have any questions, comments or concerns about the research, you can talk to the one 
of the researchers. Please contact:  

 
Karla Rivera-Torres, M.A. (principal investigator) Dr. Alison Bailey (faculty advisor)  
Email: KRL82290@ucla.edu    Email: abailey@gseis.ucla.edu 
Phone Number: (786) 768-4749    Phone Number: (310) 825-1731  
 

 
● UCLA Office of the Human Research Protection Program (OHRPP): 

 
If you have questions about your rights as a research subject, or you have concerns or 
suggestions and you want to talk to someone other than the researchers, you may contact the 
UCLA OHRPP by phone: (310) 206-2040; by email: participants@research.ucla.edu or by 
mail: Box 951406, Los Angeles, CA 90095-1406. 

 
You will be given a copy of this information to keep for your records. 
 
SIGNATURE OF STUDY PARTICIPANT 
 
 
Name of Participant  
 
Signature of Participant  Date  
 
SIGNATURE OF PERSON OBTAINING CONSENT 
 
Karla Rivera-Torres    (786) 768-4749 
Name of Person Obtaining Consent   Contact Number   
 
 
Signature of Person Obtaining Consent       Date  
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Appendix B 
 

Recruitment Announcement 
 

 
BILINGUAL AND MULTILINGUAL STUDENTS 

IN COLLEGE  
UCLA RESEARCH STUDY 

BY KARLA RIVERA-TORRES, M.A. 
PH.D. CANDIDATE 

UCLA GRADUATE SCHOOL OF EDUCATION & INFORMATION STUDIES 
 

ü Were you once an English language 
learner (ELL) in K-12th grade? 

ü ARE YOU A FIRST-GENERATION COLLEGE STUDENT 
OR TRANSFER STUDENT?  

ü DO YOU WANT TO WIN A $50 GIFT CARD? 

 
Amazing research opportunity to share your social and academic 

college experiences with Spanish and English (and other languages, 
if applicable). 

 
Details: 

1) Share your experiences with Spanish and English (and other 
languages, if applicable) in college in a 60-minute interview 
and through journaling 

2) Allow me to shadow you for ½ day at your college campus 
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For any questions about the UCLA 
Research study, or to participate, 

please contact me at: 
à KRL82290@ucla.edu  

 
This study has been approved by the UCLA Institutional Review Board, Study #18-002011. 
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Appendix C 
 

Testimonio (Narrative Inquiry Interview) Protocol 
 

Introduction 
 
[Before starting the interview, researcher introduces him/herself to participant. Make the 
participant feel comfortable].  

 
[Initial Instructions] 
R: Hello [participant’s name]. First of all, I would like to thank you for volunteering to be part of 
this interview.  I am trying to understand how college students like yourself describe their social 
and academic college experiences, particularly how your home language and academic language 
have shaped your college experiences so far. When I say home language, I mean the primary 
language or the language that a person is first taught to speak at home. When I say academic 
language, I mean the different types of discourse that is usually used in academic settings with 
professors, TAs, or other peers (registers related to biology, math, or political science). It is not 
only spoken language; it is also written language.  
 
You are welcome to use your home language (if your home language is a non-English language) 
if you feel comfortable. Your responses will be kept confidential. Your name will not be 
identified. You can choose a pseudonym, or I can provide you with an ID number. You can stop 
participation at any time during this interview.  
 
If it is okay with you, I will be audio-recording this interview, so that I know what you exactly 
said. After the analysis of the data is complete, the recordings will be deleted. Do I have your 
permission to record this interview?  [Wait for participant to respond]. Do you have any 
questions? Shall we begin? 
 
P: [participant responds or nods] [Begin the audio-recorder] 
 
Demographics Questions  
1) What is your name? (pseudonym) 
2) What is your age? 
3) Which ethnicity best describes you?   
4) What college do you currently attend? 
5) What year in college are you in? 
6) What is your current major? [If student says they are not in a major or have not declared a 

major, then proceed with next question] 
a) What major do you intend to pursue?   

 
Section 1: Language History 
 
1) As a former or current EL student, could you please describe your experience of learning and 

using your home language.  
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2) As a former or current EL student, could you please describe your experience of learning and 
using academic language.  

 
Section 2: Experiences of college planning  
 
1) Could you describe your college planning experience as a former EL or current EL student? 

[The questions below (1a-1c) are following questions if the information does not come up in 
the first main question] 
a) Did you need help in preparing your college applications in 12th grade?  

i) [If participant says no] If no, please explain why not.  
ii) [If participant says yes] If yes, who were the main people who helped you throughout 

the college application process in 12th grade? 
iii) Physical application, FAFSA, writing and editing Personal Statements, other 

components of the application process? 
b) Were there opportunities for you to use your home language during your college 

preparation journey?  
i) [If participant responds no, jump to question 1c] 
ii) [If participant says yes, ask the following]  

(1) How did it make you feel to use your home language?  
(2) What were the strengths of this process?  
(3) What were the challenges of this process? 

c) Were there opportunities for you to encounter and/or use academic language during your 
college preparation journey?  
i) [If participant says no] If no, please explain why not.  
ii) [If participant says yes, ask the following] 

(1) What were the strengths of this process?  
(2) What were the challenges of this process?  

(a) Did you take any steps to remedy those challenges with language to continue 
your college preparation journey? How did that make you feel?  

(b) What resources did you wish you had at that moment to remedy those 
challenges?  

2) What factor(s) did you take into consideration for the college or colleges that you applied to?  
a) Did your home language play a role in your decision-making?   

i) [If participant responds no, jump to question 2b] 
ii) [If participant says yes] How did your home language play a role in your decision-

making? 
b) Did your status as an EL or former EL ever play a role in your decision-making? 

i) [If participant responds no, jump to question 2b] 
ii) [If participant says yes] How did your status as an EL or former EL play a role in 

your decision-making?  
3) What factor(s) did you take into consideration to choose the college you are in now?  
 
Social and Academic College Experiences  
 
1) How would you describe your social experiences in college? 
2) How would you describe your academic experiences in college?  
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3) When you first enrolled in your college, what requirements did you have to go through? 
a) Taking placement tests, remedial/developmental courses? English writing?  

4) Are you enrolled in any ESL courses?  
5) How do you decide which courses to take each semester/quarter? What factor(s) do you take 

into consideration in your decision-making?  
6) Describe the ways that you continue learning and use your home language in college?  
7) Describe the ways that you learn and use academic language in your classrooms? 

a) Can you describe any challenges you may experience during the process?  
b) Can you describe the steps you take to remedy those challenges with academic language?  

8) What resources did you wish you had at that moment to remedy those challenges?  
9) Describe the ways that you learn and use academic language outside of your classrooms 

(within the college space)?  
a) Can you describe any challenges you may experience during the process?  
b) Can you describe the steps you take to remedy those challenges with academic language?  

10) What resources did you wish you had at that moment to remedy those challenges?  
 
 
Section 3: Meanings participants make of their college planning and social and academic 
college experiences  
 
1) How do you feel about there being (or not being) opportunities for you to use your home 

language in your classrooms?  
a) How do these opportunities (or lack of opportunities) shape your social and academic 

experiences?  
2) How do you feel about there being (or not being) opportunities for you to use your home 

language outside of your classrooms?  
a) How do these opportunities (or lack of opportunities) shape your social and academic 

experiences? 
3) How do you feel about there being (or not being) opportunities for you to learn and use 

academic language in your classrooms?  
a) How do these opportunities (or lack of opportunities) shape your social and academic 

experiences? 
4) How do you feel about there being (or not being) opportunities for you to learn and use 

academic language outside of your classrooms?  
a) How do these opportunities (or lack of opportunities) shape your social and academic 

experiences? 
 
Closing Interview: 
 
R: We have reached the end of the interview. Is there anything else you would like to add before 
I stop the audio-recorder?  
 
P: [Wait for participant to respond. Follow-up if necessary] 
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R: Thank you so much for your participation. I will be in contact with you for the next step of the 
study which is the reflective journaling activity. Do you have any questions about the reflective 
journaling activity?  
 
P: [Wait for participant to respond. Follow-up if necessary] 
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Appendix D 
 

Reflective Journaling Activity Protocol 
 

 
Dear [participant name], thank you for taking time to participate in this study. For this part of 
the study, you are being asked to complete four journal entries (one journal entry per week). The 
purpose of the journal entries is for you to reflect on how your home language and academic 
language in college shapes your overall social and academic college experiences. Below you 
will find the four journal entries. You will be emailed each journal entry every Sunday evening at 
9 p.m. and you are required to send me your response every Friday at 11 p.m. I will send you 
cordial reminders by text or email throughout the week to remind you about completing your 
journal entry each week.  
 
As in the interview that you participated in earlier, you may use your home language at any 
point during your journal entries if you feel comfortable, or if you feel it will help narrate your 
experience. In addition, you are welcomed to include any pictures and/or documents that may 
help you narrate your experience in the journal entries.   
 
 
Week 1  
 
Dear [participant name], for the first week’s journal entry, you are required to reflect on the role 
of your home language(s) and academic language(s) in your college experiences.   
 
As in the interview that you participated in earlier, you may use your home language at any 
point during your journal entries if you feel comfortable, or if you feel it will help narrate your 
experience. In addition, you are welcomed to include any pictures and/or documents that may 
help you narrate your experience in the journal entries.   
 
 
Instructions: Reflecting on this past week, please write a ½ page or 1-page journal entry 
(single-spaced) describing ways when you use your home language(s) and academic language(s) 
in college.  

● Can you recall how frequently you used your home language(s) and academic 
language(s)?  

● Can you recall how you used your home language(s) and academic language(s)?  
o What was the context where you used your home language(s) and academic 

language(s)? 
o With whom did you use your home language(s) and academic language(s)?  

● What were the challenges and strengths of using your home language(s) and academic 
language(s) on those occasions?  

● How did using your home language(s) and academic language(s) make you feel?  
● How do you think using your home language(s) and academic language(s) on those 

occasions shape your overall social and academic experiences in college?  
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● Are there opportunities in your college to continue learning your home language in a 
formal way? (For example, taking Spanish a college course). 

 
If you have not experienced occasions when you used your home language(s) and academic 
language(s) in college, describe some occasions when you wished you could use your home 
language. How does it make you feel to not have opportunities to use your home language in 
college? How do you think not having opportunities to use your home language shapes your 
overall social and academic experiences in college?  
 
Journal #1  
[Student Response] 
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Week 2  
 
Dear [participant name], for the second week’s journal entry, you are required to reflect on the 
role of home language(s) and academic language(s) in your college experiences.   
 
As in the interview that you participated in earlier, you may use your home language at any 
point during your journal entries if you feel comfortable, or if you feel it will help narrate your 
experience. In addition, you are welcomed to include any pictures and/or documents that may 
help you narrate your experience in the journal entries.   
 
 
Instructions: Reflecting on this past week, please write a reflective ½ page or 1-page journal 
entry (single-spaced) describing ways when you learn and use home language(s) and academic 
language(s) in college. 

● Can you recall how frequently you learned and used home language(s) and academic 
language(s)?  

● Can you recall how you learned and used home language(s) and academic language(s)?  
o What was the context where you used and learned home language(s) and 

academic language(s)? 
o With whom did you learn and use home language(s) and academic language(s)?  

● What were the challenges and strengths of using and learning home language(s) and 
academic language(s) on those occasions?  

● How did learning and using home language(s) and academic language(s) make you feel?  
● How do you think learning and using home language(s) and academic language(s) on 

those occasions shape your overall social and academic experiences in college?  
 
If you have not experienced occasions when you are able to learn and use home language(s) and 
academic language(s) in college, describe some occasions when you wished you could learn and 
use academic language in college. How does it make you feel to not have opportunities to learn 
and use academic language in college? How do you think not having opportunities to learn and 
use academic language shapes your overall social and academic experiences in college?  
 
Journal #2 
[Student Response] 
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Week 3   
 
Dear [participant name], for the third week’s journal entry, you are required to reflect on the 
role of your home language(s) and academic language(s) in your college experiences.   
 
As in the interview that you participated in earlier, you may use your home language at any 
point during your journal entries if you feel comfortable, or if you feel it will help narrate your 
experience. In addition, you are welcomed to include any pictures and/or documents that may 
help you narrate your experience in the journal entries.   
 
 
Instructions: Reflecting on this past week, please write a ½ page or 1-page journal entry 
(single-spaced) describing ways when you use your home language(s) and academic language(s) 
in college.  

● Can you recall how frequently you used your home language(s) and academic 
language(s)?  

● Can you recall how you used your home language(s) and academic language(s)?  
o What was the context where you used your home language(s) and academic 

language(s)? 
o With whom did you use your home language(s) and academic language(s)?  

● What were the challenges and strengths of using your home language(s) and academic 
language(s) on those occasions?  

● How did using your home language(s) and academic language(s) make you feel?  
● How do you think using your home language(s) and academic language(s) on those 

occasions shape your overall social and academic experiences in college?  
● Are there opportunities in your college to continue learning your home language(s) and 

academic language(s) in a formal way? (For example, taking Spanish as a college 
course).  

 
If you have not experienced occasions when you used your home language(s) and academic 
language(s) in college, describe some occasions when you wished you could use your home 
language. How does it make you feel to not have opportunities to use your home language in 
college? How do you think not having opportunities to use your home language shapes your 
overall social and academic experiences in college?  
 
Journal #3 
[Student Response] 
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Week 4   
 
Dear [participant name], for the fourth week’s journal entry, you are required to reflect on the 
role of home language(s) and academic language(s) in your college experiences. 
 
As in the interview that you participated in earlier, you may use your home language at any 
point during your journal entries if you feel comfortable, or if you feel it will help narrate your 
experience. In addition, you are welcomed to include any pictures and/or documents that may 
help you narrate your experience in the journal entries.   
 
Instructions: Reflecting on this past week, please write a reflective ½ page or 1-page journal 
entry (single-spaced) describing ways when you learn and use home language(s) and academic 
language(s) in college. 

● Can you recall how frequently you learned and used home language(s) and academic 
language(s)?  

● Can you recall how you learned and used home language(s) and academic language(s)?  
o What was the context where you used and learned home language(s) and 

academic language(s)? 
o With whom did you learn and use home language(s) and academic language(s)?  

● What were the challenges and strengths of using and learning home language(s) and 
academic language(s) on those occasions?  

● How did learning and using home language(s) and academic language(s) make you feel?  
● How do you think learning and using home language(s) and academic language(s) on 

those occasions shape your overall social and academic experiences in college?  
 
If you have not experienced occasions when you are able to learn and use home language(s) and 
academic language(s) in college, describe some occasions when you wished you could learn and 
use academic language in college. How does it make you feel to not have opportunities to learn 
and use academic language in college? How do you think not having opportunities to learn and 
use academic language shapes your overall social and academic experiences in college? 
 
 
Journal #4 
[Student Response] 
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Appendix E  
 

Home Languages 
Academic languages  

Definitions and Examples Handout 
 

Instructions: Below you will find the definitions of the terms, home language and academic 
language. Please review these definitions to help you write your journal entry each week.   
 
 

                                                                      
 
HOME LANGUAGES  ACADEMIC LANGUAGES 

Definition: the language(s) that is/are most 
commonly spoken by the members of a 
family for everyday interactions at home. 
Even though home language(s) is/are the 
language(s) spoken at home, the home 
language(s) can be used outside of the 
home, not just spoken but also written. 
Home language(s) is/are also known as family 
language, native language, or primary 
language. 
 
Example: The first language that I began to 
learn at home was Spanish because my 
parents’ native language is Spanish (my 
mother was born in Honduras and my father 
was born in El Salvador). Therefore, Spanish 
is considered my primary language and my 
home language. I use Spanish with my 
parents, and I use my Spanish skills with 
friends and other people in my community.   

Definition:  
Language-specific skills: the formal 
language(s) used in academic settings; it can 
be in spoken and written form. It is the set of 
words, grammar, and organizational strategies 
used to describe complex ideas, higher order 
thinking processes, and abstract concepts31. It 
refers to the oral, auditory, and visual 
language required to learn effectively in 
schools and in academic programs – i.e., it’s 
the language used in classroom lessons, 
books, tests, and assignments, and it’s the 
language that students are expected to learn 
and achieve fluency in school. Academic 
language is longer, and it includes more 
complex sentences.  
Non-linguistic skills: Foundational academic 
skills (organizing, planning, researching), 
cognitive skills (critical thinking, problem 
solving, interpreting, analyzing, memorizing, 
recalling), learning modes (questioning, 
discussing, observing, theorizing, 
experimenting), and work habits (persistence, 
self-discipline, curiosity, conscientiousness, 
responsibility), in addition to other modes of 

 
31 Zwiers, J. (2007). Building academic language: Essential practices for content classrooms, grades 5-12. San 
Francisco, CA: John Wiley & Sons, 20.  
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literacy required to succeed in school, such as 
technological literacy, online literacy, media 
literacy, or multicultural literacy32 
 
Examples:  

● It makes actions into nouns to build 
concepts, such as, deforestation 
instead of saying cut down trees. 

● The passive voice is more commonly 
used, instead of the active voice. For 
example, how much pizza was eaten 
instead of How much pizza did they 
eat. 

● Longer noun phrases makes the 
language sounds more academic. For 
example, improving the nutritional 
quality of foods offered from other 
sources...) instead of healthy food. 

 
 
  
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
32 The Glossary or Education Reform. (2013, August 29). Academic Language. Retrieved December 13, 2018 from 
https://www.edglossary.org/academic-language/. 
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Appendix F 
 

Post-Secondary Classroom Language Observation Protocol 
[Adapted using the Community College Classroom Observation Form Methodology (Alicea, S., 

Suárez-Orozco, C., Singh, S., Darbes, T., Abrica, E. J., 2011)] 
 

Instructions: Consider instructor/student interactions as well as student/student interactions and 
student behaviors but always focus on your focal participant throughout the entire 
observation. The purpose of the classroom observation is to see how the focal participant 
continues learning and uses their home language in class (if at all), and how they learn and use 
academic language in the class.  
*This observation protocol will no collect any personally identifiable information 
 

Class Descriptive Information  
 
Date of Observation:                                                       
 Observer:                                                                   
 
College Campus Location:                                              
 Participants:                                                              
 
o 2-year college   o 4-year college  
 
Type of system:  
o Semester    o Year-Long   o Quarter   o Term                (list weeks 
in term) 
o Fall   o Winter   o Spring   o Summer  
 
Time:                           Duration of the 
Observation:                                                  
 
Times/week class meets:   o 1X o 2X  o 3X  o 4X  o 5X 
 
Type of course: (check ALL that apply):  
 
Academic (or transfer credit)   Career Technical Education or   
 Basic Skills and/or remedial (or non-transferrable 
      Workforce Development   
 credit  
o Social Science    o Agriculture Education   
 o Reading  
o Humanities      o Business and Marketing    
 o Writing 
o Mathematics     o Health Careers Education   
 o English as a second language  
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o Sciences     o Home Economics    
 o Other:                                                                     
o Other:                                     o Industrial and Technology Education 
      o Other:                                                 
 
 
Student Demographics (check all that apply): 
 
 
Gender Identity:    Race/Ethnicity Group:     
 Age Group: 
o Male     o American Indian/Alaskan Native   
 o >18 
o Female     o Black/African American    
 o 18-21 
o Other:                           o Asian      
 o 22-30 
     o Filipino/a       
 o 31-40 
     o Latino/a      
 o 41-50 
     o Pacific Islander      
 o 51-60 
     o White       
 o 61+ 
     o Two or more races        
     o Unknown:                                   
 
Professor Demographic (check ONE for each category):  
 
Gender Identity:    Race/Ethnicity Group:     
 Age Group: 
o Male     o American Indian/Alaskan Native   
 o 18-34 
o Female     o Black/African American    
 o 35-39 
o Other:                           o Asian      
 o 40-44 
     o Filipino/a       
 o 45-49 
     o Latino/a      
 o 50-54 
     o Pacific Islander      
 o 55-59 
     o White       
 o 60-64 
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     o Two or more races      
 o 65-69 
     o Unknown:                                 
 o 70+ 
 
 
Purpose of Observation:                                                                                                                  
 
Observation Frame: Focused lens or wide lens (circle one) 
 
 

Classroom Map  
 
Drawing of the map of the classroom (include drawings of posters or anything else posted on the 
classroom walls):  
 
Describe Class Conditions (note if faculty or students comment on conditions such as “this 
projector never works”: 
 
 Technology (e.g., projector, cables, phone): 
  
 Other Material (e.g., black/white board, chalk, marker):  
 
 Noise/Acoustics (e.g., acoustics; distractive background noise): 
 
 Lighting (e.g., natural light; fluorescent; good quality; dark):  
 
 Room Temperature (e.g., too warm; too cold; just right; any AC?) 
 
 Classroom cleanliness & state of repair/disrepair (i.e., floors, garbage):  
 
 

Description of Classroom Environment  
 
Languages spoken in the classroom:                                                                                                  
 

o Language(s) spoken by the professor or TA:                                                                    
o Language(s) spoken by study 

participant:                                                                         
Language(s) spoken other students in the classroom:                                                                         
 
Does [participant name] use non-English (home language) to communicate with other students 
in the classroom (spoken and/or written form)?  
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If so, how does the professor and other students respond to [participant name] communicating 
using non-English in the classroom?  
 
 
 
Are there students who use non-English to communicate with one another?  
 
 
 
How does the professor and other students respond to those students using non-English to talk to 
each other?  
 
 
 
Is translanguaging33 (e.g., codeswitching) encouraged/valued/incorporated? How? 
 
 
 
How does [participant name] use academic language in the classroom (spoken and/or written 
form)? 
 
 
 
How does the professor respond to [participant name] use of academic language in the 
classroom?  
 
 
 
How do the other students use academic language in the classroom (spoken and/or written 
form)?  
 
 
How does the professor respond to students’ use of academic language in the classroom?  
 
 
 
Describe the overall socio-emotional climate in the room (e.g., tense/relaxed; 
disengaged/engaged; anomic/cohesive; competitive/collaborative)? 
 
 
 
Reflection of Observation   

 
 

 
33 Translanguaging refers to bilingual and multilingual individuals’ fluid and flexible use of their linguistic 
repertoire in different modalities (speaking, listening, reading, writing) (García & Li, 2014).  
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Appendix G 
 

Codebook  
 

Main Category  Code Description Type of Code 
(deductive 
[developed from 
the literature] or 
inductive 
[developed from 
the data]) 

Context Where place/location (home, 
work, volunteerism, 
classroom) 
 

Inductive  

 Who friends, TA, professors  
 

Inductive  

 What Topic/school/work/gossi
p/world affairs 

Inductive 

 How Writing, speaking, 
listening to others  

Inductive  

 Language(s) Language could be 
English or home 
language(s)  

Inductive  

People (family, peers, 
teachers, or others who 
enhanced or hindered 
participants’ 
experiences and 
Resources (programs, 
courses, curriculum) 

Familial capital (Yosso, 
2005) 

Cultural knowledge 
gained through family 
that carried history, 
memory, and culture 
well-being of the 
community  

Deductive 

 Social/Institutional 
capital (Yosso, 2005)  

Networks of people that 
help with navigating 
institutions and life 
(provide instrumental 
and emotional support) 

Deductive  

 Resistant capital (Yosso, 
2005) 

Resisting subordination Deductive  

 Navigational capital 
(Yosso, 2005) 

Skills necessary to get 
through social 
institutions to maneuver 
structures of inequality  

Deductive  

 Teacher lack of 
investment in students  
 

Refers to teachers who 
are not invested in 
students who need it the 
most (e.g. English 

Deductive  
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learners, special 
education students) 
 

 Academic interests  
 

Reflections related to 
favorite subjects or 
topics. (e.g., "My 
favorite subject was 
English in high school") 
 

Deductive  

 Language expectations 
 

Reflections related to 
expectation student sets 
for themselves and/or 
that others set for the 
student about English or 
native language (could 
also be applicable in 
non-academic settings) 
(e.g., a teacher might 
expect student to only 
speak in English in class) 
 

Deductive  

Language/Culture/Ident
ity 
 

Linguistic capital 
(Yosso, 2005) 
 

Intellectual and social 
skills attained through 
community experiences 
in more than one 
language and/or style  
 

Deductive  

 Language opportunities  
 

Reflections related to 
opportunities to continue 
learning one's home 
language(s) and/or using 
one's home language(s) 
in a school or other 
academic setting 
 

Inductive  

 Language brokering 
(Orellana, 2003; 
Orellana, Domer, & 
Pulido, 2003) 
 

Children who translate 
and/or interpret for their 
parents, family, and 
community members in 
various domains: 
education, 
health/medical; 
comercial; legal/state; 
financial/employment, 
among other life domains  
 

Deductive  
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 Reflections related to 
being an 
EL/bilingual/multilingua
l student 
 

Reflections related to 
being an 
EL/bilingual/multilingual 
person (the language 
label depends on how the 
student refers to themself 
in their journal 
reflection)] 
 

Inductive  

 Reflections of language 
skills  
 

Reflections that relate to 
how students perceive 
their reading, speaking, 
listening, or writing 
skills in English or their 
home language(s). Some 
of the participants may 
provide a reasoning. 
Please add the reasoning 
if applicable 
 

Inductive  

 Self-teaching/Self-
learning 
 

Refers to 
teaching/learning a 
language on our own or 
any school subjects; or 
anything that relates to 
college preparation 
 

Inductive  

 Language ideologies 
(Errington, 2001a, p. 
110) 
 

Refers to the conceptions 
and uses of language; 
attempts to rationalize 
language use or beliefs 
about language  
 

Deductive  

 Linguistic components 
of academic language 
(Scarcella, 2003) 
 

How language is spoken, 
sounds of language, 
words used in academic 
vs. social settings, 
grammar, genres in 
“appropriate” settings, 
and discourse  
 

Deductive  

 Cognitive components 
of academic language 
(Scarcella, 2003) 
 

Creating knowledge by 
analyzing and evaluating 
ideas and concepts, 
higher order thinking, 

Deductive  
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cognitive and 
metalinguistic strategies  
 

 Sociocultural/psychologi
cal components of 
academic language 
(Scarcella, 2003) 
 

Social and cultural 
norms, values, beliefs, 
attitudes, motivations, 
interest, behaviors, 
practices, habits, using 
language in a particular 
community 
 

Deductive  

 Raciolinguistics 
(Rickford, 2016) 
 

Refers to relations 
between language, race, 
and power across diverse 
ethnic and racial contexts 
and societies  
 

Deductive  

 Language(s) 
appropriateness  
 

Reflections that indicate 
that language has to be 
"appropriate" depending 
on the context and 
people described by the 
participant  
 

Inductive  

 Formal/Informal 
language(s)  
 

Reflections that indicate 
that language has to be 
formal or could be 
informal depending on 
the context and people 
described by the 
participant  
 

Inductive  

 Language(s) separation 
 

Reflections that indicate 
there is an intentional 
separation of languages 
depending on the context 
and people described by 
participant 
 

Inductive  

 Cultural capital  
 

Cultural assets and 
knowledge gained 
through other mediums 
that is not family related 
(refer to familial capital 
from inductive codes) 
 

Inductive  
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 Cultural/language(s) 
connection/Cultural 
language(s) reconnection 
 

Reflections related to 
wanting to connect more 
or reconnect with one's 
own culture, through 
music, for example 
 

Inductive  
 

 Cultural ideologies 
(Narvaez, Getz, Rest, & 
Thoma, 1999) 
 

"Formation of moral 
thinking, refers to values, 
norms, and standards that 
exist independently of a 
single person and that are 
shared by a group as part 
of its mutual circle" 
 

Deductive  

First-generation college 
experience 

First-generation college 
experience (Choy, 2001) 
 

Refers to all experiences 
that pertain to a person 
who is the first in their 
family to go to college 
 

Deductive  

Motivation/Feelings  Aspirational Capital 
(Yosso, 2005)  

Hopes and dreams in the 
midst of challenges  
 

Deductive  
 

 Language motivation  
 

Reflections about 
motivation or lack of 
motivation to continue 
learning a language (e.g., 
"I'm taking a Spanish 
class on campus to 
communicate with my 
family") 
 

Inductive  

 Feelings/attitudes and 
reasoning for their 
feelings  
 

Reflections related to 
feelings (e.g., "I feel 
comfortable speaking 
Spanish with my mom 
because it makes me feel 
more connected to her.") 
 

Inductive  

Artifacts  
 

Artifacts  Student includes 
pictures, poems, figures 
in their journal reflection  
 

Inductive  
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