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Abstract 

This capstone project aims to support K-12 teachers and administrative support staff who work 

with English Language Learners (ELLs). The number of students classified as English language 

learners in America’s public school system has risen at a rapid rate. With the rise of ELL 

students in public schools educators are unaware of how to integrate cultural awareness activities 

into their curriculum. Many ELL students are starting to become misrepresented within the 

classroom. For ELLs to feel represented, many factors have been considered in creating 

culturally responsive teaching (CRT) and equitable opportunities. Solutions to the problem 

include implementations of educators reflecting on their own practices and biases, understanding 

CRT and strategies and resources that go along with it, effective ELL lesson plan templates, and 

fair and valid assessments and accommodations for ELLs. Several conclusions are relevant to 

lessening the misrepresentation of ELL students, including major themes of classifications of 

ELLs in the classroom, achievement gaps, and teachers’ perceptions and practices on CRT. 

Recommendations include ongoing professional developments outside of the school district for 

all staff, an increase in co-teaching and collaboration among ELL teachers and mainstream 

teachers, and teachers building positive relationships with ELL students.  

Keywords: English Language Learners, culturally responsive teaching, misrepresentation, 

classifications, achievement gaps, perceptions, practices, professional development   
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Over the last decade, the number of students classified as English language learners in 

America’s public school system has risen at a rapid rate. According to the National Center of 

Education Statistics (2022), the percentage of ELL students in the United States public schools 

has increased from 9.2% in 2010 to 10.2% in 2019. In the fall of 2019, the National Center of 

Education Statistics (2022) reported that Spanish was the number one home language of about 4 

million students, Arabic was the second home language of 135,900 students, and Chinese was 

the third home language of 102,800 students. These students richly diverse backgrounds based 

on race, ethnicity, culture, linguistics, gender, sexual orientation, and religion (Gunn, et al., 

2021)  represent them both at home and in the classroom.  

However, a cultural imbalance exists between the diverse population of the students and 

the teaching population. Gunn et al. (2021) emphasizes that “82% of the teaching population in 

elementary and secondary public schools are White, middle-class, monolingual women” (pg. 

265). Many of these teachers do not incorporate culture into their classroom and are not educated 

on how to integrate cultural awareness activities into their curriculum (Gunn, et al, 2021). That 

is, many teachers do not foster or know how to promote culturally responsive teaching (CRT) 

defined as “education that is grounded in a cultural view of learning and human development in 

which multiple dimensions of diversity (race, social class, gender, language, religion, ability) are 

recognized and regarded as assets for teaching and learning” (New York State Education 

Department, 2019, p. 10). In addition, culturally responsive teaching allows for ELL students to 

feel represented in the classroom by creating an inclusive, socioculturally supportive 

environment, and creates cognitive rigorous teaching (Yuan & Jiang, 2018). Without culturally 

responsive classrooms, students’ cultures become negatively misrepresented.  
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Indeed, CRT can be difficult for teachers because it “is multifaceted and complex with no 

script or prescriptive equation because each classroom is culturally unique and consistently 

changing and evolving” (Gunn et al., 2021, p. 266). The lack of execution along with limited 

understanding and uncertainty of this education can then cause teachers to become resistant to it 

(Neri et al. 2019). With teachers’ limited knowledge and lack of CRT, ELL students are feeling 

less valued, and achievement gaps are becoming more persistent between ELLs and native 

English speakers. Furthermore, “their home languages tend to be seen as a liability in the 

learning process…and often viewed from a deficit-based perspective” (Chaparro et al. 2021, p. 

328).  Deficit thinking about a students’ potential has a negative effect on student outcomes, 

which then causes achievement gaps between ELL students and the mainstream population.  

 Thus the purpose of this project is to inform all educators on how to allow ELL students 

to feel represented and welcomed in their classroom. In order for this to happen both teachers 

and administrators need to be prepared and taught how to create culturally responsive 

classrooms.  Once educators are informed and trained on how to create this classroom 

environment, teachers then need to incorporate language, race, economic background, and 

families into the students' learning. In Chapter 2, I will critically review the literature on ELLs 

experiences in the classroom, achievement gaps between ELL students and native English 

speakers, and teachers’ perceptions and practices. The literature will assist me in providing a tool 

and layout of a professional development, which I will describe in Chapter 3. Chapter 4 will 

conclude with implications for teaching and learning.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

This Chapter includes a review of quantitative and qualitative literature that pertains to 

the misrepresentation of ELL students. When reviewing the studies and reports on 

misrepresentation it is important to consider how different environments and individual 

experiences play a role in the way ELL students are perceived. By considering these factors we 

can then change the way ELLs are perceived and represented. The emerging themes from the 

existing literature include: ELLs classifications in a mainstream classroom, achievement gaps 

between ELL students and the mainstream population, and teachers’ perceptions and practices 

when working with ELL students. These themes work collectively together in understanding 

how ELLs are misrepresented, and what can be done to better represent their language, culture, 

and identities. Before discussing these themes, I will first present the theories of culturally 

relevant pedagogy (Ladson-Billings, 1995), and second language acquisition (Ellis, 2008; 

Lightbown & Spada, 2013), which explain the misrepresentation of ELL students in the 

classroom.     

Understanding Culturally Relevant Pedagogy and Language Acquisition 

Ladson-Billings’s (1995) theory of culturally relevant pedagogy challenges the notions 

about the intersection of culture and teaching. She further suggests that culturally relevant 

pedagogy must meet three criteria: 1) an ability to develop students academically, 2) a 

willingness to nurture and support cultural competence, and 3) the development of a 

sociopolitical consciousness. In order to meet these criteria teachers must recognize that “cultural 

differences (including racial, ethnic, linguistic, gender, sexuality, and ability) should be treated 

as assets for teaching and learning (CR-Sustaining Educational Framework, p.13) and encourage 

academic success and cultural competence, but also help students recognize, understand, and 
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critique current social inequities (Ladson-Billings, 1995). In fact, the NYS Department’s 

Culturally Responsive Sustaining Framework includes four principles: creating a welcoming and 

affirming environment, creating high expectations and rigorous curriculum, creating an inclusive 

curriculum and assessments, and participating in ongoing professional developments. Thus, 

Ladson-Billings’s (1995) theory represents an approach for teachers to empower ELLs and other 

students’ racial, linguistic, and cultural identities, and elevate marginalized voices in order for 

students to feel represented in the classroom. In order to provide instruction for ELLs, educators 

need to be aware of second language acquisition (SLA) and understand that ELLs learn 

differently than native speaking peers.  

The learning theory of SLA suggests that learners build up their linguistic knowledge of 

the second language (L2) and suggests different ways in which learners can cope with the task or 

learning and using a second language. In relation to this theory, Ellis’s (2008) study of SLA 

affirms the different language classroom settings, and distinguishes them between ‘non-forms,’ 

‘weak forms,’ and 'strong forms.’ The theories of these different forms demonstrate ‘non forms’ 

as types that do not use two languages as the media of teaching and learning; ‘weak forms’ as 

types that have monolingualism; and ‘strong forms’ that aim to promote high levels of 

multilingualism (Ellis, 2008). Ellis (2008) theorizes that “when L2 learners are taught with 

native speakers it can create communication problems and insecurity in the learners” (p. 304). 

Thus, it is important that educators avoid ‘weak forms’ of classroom settings, and instead focus 

on the relationship between the teacher and student in order to influence learning in the 

classroom (Ellis, 2008). Relatedly, Lightbown and Spada (2013) examined different views about 

how languages are best learned in classroom settings including comprehension based instruction 

and developmental features. Comprehension-based instruction is defined as “the input is 
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manipulated in ways that are intended to increase the likelihood that students will pay attention 

to language form as well as meaning” (Lightbown & Spada, 2013, p. 160). In addition, active 

listening and reading for meaning are valuable components of classroom teachers’ pedagogical 

practices (Lightbown & Spada, 2013). Second language learners (SLL) also may have different 

linguistic structures such as basic word order in sentences, which develop along a predictable 

developmental path (Lightbown & Spada, 2013). Therefore, learners’ acquisitions of variational 

features depend on factors such as motivation, the learners’ sense of identity, language aptitude, 

and the quality of instruction, including how learners’ identities and cultures are acknowledged 

in the classroom (Lightbown & Spada, 2013). In order to provide instruction for ELLs, educators 

need to have knowledge on culturally relevant pedagogy, and also be aware of SLA. Culturally 

relevant pedagogy encourages teachers to incorporate students’ culture into the classroom, and 

provide opportunities for students to participate and feel included. In order to do this, educators 

need to be aware of SLA, and incorporate instruction that allows ELLs to actively listen and also 

allows them to actively interact with their peers. 

Factors Misrepresenting ELL Students 

  In this section, I discuss ELLs classifications within the mainstream classroom, 

achievement gaps between ELLs and native speaking peers, and teachers’ practices and 

perceptions. These factors contribute to the misrepresentation of ELL students. In the classroom, 

ELLs are often mislabeled and their skills are often associated with the level of their language 

proficiency (Yuan & Jiang, 2019; Herrera-Rocha & De La Piedra, 2018). Due to the set of skills 

being solely based on language proficiency, ELLs are often provided with inequitable 

opportunities within the classroom, which then causes achievement gaps between them and their 

peers (Murphy & Torff, 2018; Soland & Sandilos, 2021). Teachers often have little to no 
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knowledge or training on how to work with ELL students, which then provides ELLs with little 

support, and furthers them from success (Wood et al, 2018; Szymanski & Lynch, 2020). That is,  

all of these factors play a role in the misrepresentation ELLs have in the classroom, and how it 

can negatively impact them.  

Classifications of ELLs in the Classroom 

Oftentimes ELLs have associated the label of ‘ELL’ along with the level of language 

proficiency to impact the negative experiences, such as segregated classrooms, lack of 

interaction with peers, and lack of students’ culture and language being included within 

instruction. Various research has shown how a certain label can play a role in the type of 

education a student is receiving. For instance, Yuan and Jiang (2019) stated how an ELL 

student’s misdiagnosis of a learning disability led to her being separated from the mainstream 

classroom, and further excluded her from classroom activities. The study of Martinez-Alvarez 

(2019) also affirms that bilingual students who were misdiagnosed as having a disability caused 

them to have fewer opportunities to learn in high-quality environments and grow as a bilingual 

student. Similarly, Gunderson (2020) informed that labels such “ESL” or “ELL” led to these 

students receiving educational inequities and led them to not receiving linguistic resources which 

resulted in a substantial negative impact on mathematics and English scores. Furthermore, 

Chaparro et al. (2021) discussed the various labels and methods used for identifying ELLs, and 

how that can cause achievement gaps and students falling behind their native-English speaking 

peers. These classifications “may obscure students’ bilingual or multilingual repertoires, 

focusing on students’ limitations rather than their potential, robbing them from meaningful 

academic content” (Chaparro et al., p. 323). For example, Umansky (2018) found that EL 

classification can cause triggers to students such as, segregation from English speaking peers, 
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inferior educational resources, inequitable access to services, and bias and discrimination. 

Additionally, EL policies are not always faithfully enacted in districts, and therefore some 

students that should be receiving EL services do not, while others that do not need them receive 

them causing inequity among the school. While the label of an ELL student can cause these 

types of learning experiences, students’ language skills can also affect their learning experiences. 

In a study of 25 students in 4th grade in a Transitional Bilingual Education programme (TBE) 

located in the US-Mexican border, Herrera-Rocha and De La Piedra (2018) expressed the 

learning experiences these students received due to their language skills. The study found that 

the use of English was portrayed as the sole language, while Spanish was portrayed as a 

language needed to be forgotten in order to be successful in school (Herrera-Rocha & Piedra, 

2018). This study emphasized the role of academic language proficiency in English and the 

primary language for students being reclassified. The lack of bilingualism along with biliteracy 

took away students’ identities and cultures, led to feelings of cultural shame, and instead 

assimilated them to an English-only ideology.  

In order to improve ELLs experiences within the classroom, and allow them to feel 

represented, educators need to implement culturally responsive practices (CRP) in the classroom 

(Herrera-Rocha & De La Piedra, 2018; Yuan & Jiang, 2019). Thus, districts must allow for 

instruction in both English and the students’ primary home language (Herrera-Rocha & De La 

Piedra, 2018). Lastly, educators should also be reflecting on their assessments and the academic 

vocabulary they are using and taking the steps to learn how EL is defined, and how students may 

differ. Without acquiring these strategies for ELL students, inequitable opportunities will arise, 

leading to achievement gaps between ELL students and the mainstream population.       
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Achievement Gaps 

ELLs demonstrate lower scores than mainstream students in measure of academic 

achievement. For example, in 2019 ELL students grade 3-8 ELA and mathematics test showed 

ELL students had percentage points of 9.3 for proficiency rates in English and 18.9 in 

mathematics, while their native speaking white peers had percentage points of 66.6 for 

proficiency rate in English and 66.6 in mathematics (NYS Education Department, 2019). With 

these reports, along with the lack of support ELLs receive, the dropout rate for MLLs/ELLs has 

also increased with a percentage of 27.5%, and a very low percentage of MLLs/ELLs were 

obtaining diplomas (NYS Education Department, 2019). These gaps can be attributed to ELL 

students being judged by their language skills, and educators’ focus on what these students 

cannot do rather than what they can do.    

Indeed, one of the most widespread challenges for teachers is understanding the set of 

skills that ELLs bring into the classroom. In their survey study of 207 full-time teachers working 

at two schools in a large city in the northeastern United States, Murphy and Torff (2018) 

hypothesized that teachers supported less rigorous curriculum for ELLs than for general-

education (GE) students. The study revealed that teachers judged these types of activities as 

more appropriate for GE students than ELLs, which led to teachers believing that ELLs lack the 

skills that are necessary to complete CT activities. O’Connor et al. (2019) also stated how 

teachers compared ELLs language skills to students with English as their first language (ELI). In 

the study of a 5th grade class of both ELL and ELI students, it was found that ELL students were 

receiving low phonological activities, along with low comprehension activities. In comparison to 

Murphy and Torff (2018) this was due to the ELL students’ level of language proficiency; 

however, rather than closing the gap, due to teachers’ belief of ELLs lack of skills, gaps of 
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vocabulary and reading comprehension only increased (O’Connor et al, 2019). Thus, these gaps 

are not only attributed to ELLs’ level of proficiency, but they are also due to the types of 

assessments ELLs are required to take.     

 Many school districts create assessments that are not accommodating for ELL students, 

or are not fair opportunities for ELL students. For one, not many assessments are scaffolded, or 

are interpreted in the students' home language as argued by De Backer et al (2019). In their 

interview of 35 students discussing assessment accommodations, De Backer et al. (2019) 

concluded that accommodations should be due to the student level of language proficiency. 

While 30 out of the 35 students agreed that accommodations on assessments should be provided 

for ELLs, one of the biggest challenges when providing accommodations and assessments is 

creating them to be fair and valid. In relation to the lack of accommodations ELLs receive during 

assessments, Soland and Sandilos (2021) explored the MAP Growth assessment of mathematics 

and ELA achievement, and how the lack of accommodations led to a gap between ELLs and 

native English speakers. The researchers followed students from fifth grade through eighth 

grade, and found that as students develop, increasing demands were placed on language skills as 

academic content became more complex. The assessment was a computer-adaptive test, and they 

received content matched to their estimated achievement level; however, students were generally 

receiving items directly aligned to state content standards, making it difficult for ELLs to 

complete the mathematics and ELA assessment. Soland and Sandilos (2021) showed that nearly 

half of ELLs in 4th grade and over 70% in 8th grade performed ‘below basic’ in mathematics. 

They further indicated that ELLs generally have a much lower mathematics and reading 

achievement than their native-speaking peers, due to them having to learn the core academic 

content, and due to their language proficiency (Soland & Sandilos, 2021). With the instructional 
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base of English only practices, emerging bilinguals (EBs) have lower scores on assessments, and 

further impedes students’ potential to remain on track academically (Chaparro et al, 2021). 

Soland and Sandilos (2021) also conclude that “ELLs in separate classrooms designed to support 

language development actually leads to ELLs doubting their own intelligence” (p. 37). Thus, 

levels of achievement depended on students’ English language proficiency.  

In addition to ELLs language skills, inequitable education contributes to achievement 

gaps between the mainstream population. Inequitable education is rooted by lack of resources 

and funding, lack of leadership in understanding how to allocate resources, and lack of access to 

effective teachers and high-quality curriculum, which can impact student achievement 

(Education Northwest, 2022). According to DeMatthews and Izquierdo (2020), many ELLs’ 

cultures and language are viewed as problems rather than assets, and districts are failing to 

provide equitable opportunities and resources for them. In their qualitative case study of dual 

language education in six elementary schools in a Mexican American immigrant community, 

DeMatthews and Izquierdo (2020) explored the leadership being placed in districts, and how this 

affected ELL students' achievement. They found that ELLs tended to enter kindergarten with 

gaps in reading and mathematics and continued to struggle academically on standardized 

learning. The study found that these achievement gaps were due to low funding, as well as 

school assessments focusing on “what ELLs cannot do, rather than what they can do” 

(DeMatthews & Izquierdo, 2020, p. 365). Additionally, Jimenez-Castellanos et al. (2019) 

explored the local funding of school districts in California, and how it led to inequitable 

opportunities for diverse students. It was found that the lack of funding along with the lack of 

leadership led to inequitable opportunities such as falling short of resources needed to fully 

attend to the needs of all students; deficit mind-sets of ELL and bilingual students; and a lack of 
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comprehensive support systems for ELL and bilingual students (Jimenez-Castellanos et al, 

2019). Thus, many administrators do not put in the work to create welcoming classrooms that 

validate ELL students' culture and linguistic heritage (DeMatthews & Izquierdo, 2020). Rather, 

educators and school districts support being centered on all students, rather than specific services 

and aid for emergent bilingual youth, overlook funds of knowledge, and continue to create 

inequitable opportunities.  

Overall, research has called for the need to provide more equitable instruction for ELLs. 

Murphy and Torff (2019) encourage teachers to participate in different interventions that 

examine appropriate practices for ELLs, and effective practices such as culturally responsive 

management, and appropriate assessment and curriculum. DeMatthews and Izquierdo (2020) 

also suggest the need for culturally responsive leaders, who must have patience, professional 

inquiry, and collaboration, rather than having short-term priorities. Additionally, Soland and 

Sandilos (2021) suggest that educators should provide ELL students with a combination of 

effective instruction and positive verbal feedback to increase their feelings of self-efficacy. This 

type of instruction and feedback will then serve as a strength and enhance their performance 

(Soland & Sandilos, 2021). Therefore, without effective and appropriate practices for ELLs, 

inequitable opportunities arise along with achievement gaps, increasing misrepresentation.  

Teachers’ Perceptions and Practices on CRT 

In order for ELL students to feel represented and welcomed within the classroom, 

educators need to examine their own biases towards students from ethnic, racial, and linguistic 

minority backgrounds (Szymanski & Lynch, 2020). They also need to create instruction and 

classroom activities that relate to students’ culture and background in order for them to feel 

represented, and in order for them to engage within the classroom (Szymanski & Lynch, 2020); 
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thus it is important for teachers to empower ELLs racial, linguistic, and cultural identities, in 

order for students to feel represented in the classroom (Ladson-Billings, 1995). Indeed, the 

majority of teachers in P-12 public schools are middle-class and White (National Center for 

Education Statistics, 2007-2008), including that many do not relate with ELL or diverse students, 

and biases may occur when teaching.  

Historically, classroom teachers have reported minimal training in adapting the 

curriculum for ELs (Wood et al, 2018). Teachers’ lack of preparation when it comes to working 

with the ELL population is contributing to the misrepresentation of ELLs. In their interview 

study of nine non-Hispanic White teachers, Szymanski and Lynch (2020) found educators’ 

mind-set influences opportunities; educators’ perceptions impact referrals and identification; and 

lack of professional development inhibits awareness. Many teachers stated,“it is hard for 

educators to hear someone with very broken English and see them as cognitively capable” 

(Szymanski & Lynch, 2020, p. 444). In addition, Wood et al. (2018) investigated classrooms that 

included Spanish-English speaking students in order to observe teachers’ attitudes and 

instructional experiences. The results concluded that although they had ELL students within their 

classroom, English was used a majority of the time when communicating and instructing the 

students, and when asked about students’ communication skills, teachers spoke about the limited 

English proficiency their students had rather than their skills (Wood et al, 2018). Educators' 

mindset of a student's language skills led them to ignore ELLs talents and see them as less 

capable than their native-speaking peers. Similarly, Bonner et al. (2018) explored the perceptions 

of 430 teachers from three Southern California urban school districts (242 elementary, 83 

middle, and 105 high school) with 268 White, 26 African American, 105 Hispanic, and 31 Asian 

teachers. The survey analyses revealed that 96% of the teachers were in support of diverse and 
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equitable teaching; however, many of them had a broad sense of understanding of how to create 

culturally responsive teaching for ELLs. The study found that many of the White teachers lack 

the cultural knowledge, skills, deposition, and experiences necessary to provide quality education 

for students who represent different levels of skills, and come from different cultural, linguistic 

backgrounds.  

Many mainstream teachers may have negative perceptions of ELLs, and they may use 

wrong accommodations to teach these students due to their lack of knowledge in ELL education.  

Guler (2018) discussed the perceptions of 11 in-service teachers of varied grade levels and found 

that some teachers have negative perceptions of ELLs. These perceptions include believing that 

ELL students cannot perform well in mainstream classrooms, teachers feel as though they cannot 

adequately communicate with ELL students, and their perception of it being more difficult to 

prepare lesson plans for ELL students (Guler, 2018). These perceptions are often due to: lack of 

time to address ELLs needs, lack of training on ELL education, lack of sufficient materials to 

help ELLs, and lack of knowledge of second language acquisition (SLA). For these reasons, 

educators perceived teaching ELL students as a challenge, and did not want to have them in their 

classroom; however, after completing the two courses their perceptions changed and they felt 

more knowledgeable on ELL students. In such a case, mainstream teachers should be receiving 

some training in ELL education in order to understand how to support ELL students, and in order 

to change the misconceptions educators have about ELLs.  

In regards to receiving training when instructing ELLs, Newcomer et al. (2021) 

conducted a qualitative case study that reported the experiences and perspectives of two 

experienced upper elementary teachers teaching in a magnet school for refugee students who 

make up 75% of the schools population in southeastern Washington State. Out of the two 
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teachers, one was White and monolingual, while the other was Latina and bilingual, both 

working with ELL students. Indeed, both teachers took the time to learn and engage with the 

students’ families, and learned to adapt the different cultural perspectives and practices 

(Newcomer et al. 2021). To address the varying levels of English language proficiency, as well 

as academic skills in their classes, both teachers were adept at scaffolding instruction for their 

ELL students, by using a great deal of modeling, schema building, and contextualizing 

(Newcomer et al. 2021). Additionally, Li and Peters (2020) conducted a study to prepare K-12 

teachers in low-performing schools with instruction that accelerates ELLs’ acquisition of the 

English language proficiency and content knowledge. The study concluded that teachers who 

participated in the research and service based training demonstrated an increase in the knowledge 

they acquired and strategies needed to work with ELLs. Furthermore, it produced positive results 

and increased the academic performance of the ELLs (Li & Peters, 2020). In order to do be 

prepared to work with ELL students teachers had to take the time to build background 

knowledge through direct experiences, pre-teaching needed language, and linking concepts with 

real life through the use of hands-on activities, manipulatives, pictures, and realia (Newcomer et 

al. 2021).  

Although both teachers in Newcomer et al.’s (2021) study used similar strategies to 

support their students, the monolingual White teacher had not been fully prepared to work with 

ELLs, or provide perspective on her students’ and their families’ experiences. Both teachers had 

to work with one another, and position themselves as learners in order to find the best practices 

for ELLs. Similarly, Li and Peters’ (2020) study affirmed that teachers had to reflect on their 

own practices, and use the strategies they gained from the training in order to provide effective 
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instruction for ELLs. Thus, it is important for teachers to participate in learning and training in 

order to become aware of the instruction and strategies that are appropriate for ELLs.  

In addition to teachers’ lack of culturally responsive education (CRE) impacts ELL 

students being negatively misrepresented. As mentioned in Chapter 1, ELLs in the United States 

public schools grew from 9.2% in 2010 to 10.2% in 2019 (National Center for Education 

Statistics, 2022). However, a monolingual English view of language and literacy has been the 

norm in education (Gunn et al. 2020). With English-only curriculum, and minimal training in 

working with ELL students, more and more students are becoming less supported and 

misrepresented within the classroom. Neri et al. (2019) explored teacher resistance to CRE as a 

“multilevel learning problem that stems from limited understanding and belief in efficacy of 

CRE and lack of know-how needed to execute it” (p. 197). Neri et al. (2019) found that teachers’ 

willingness and ability to instruct CRE is due to their beliefs about the “validity, efficacy, and 

utility of CRE; knowledge about what it is; and know-how to execute” (p. 203). Therefore, 

because teachers do not understand CRE, they do not think CRE is going to be efficacious. 

Furthermore, teachers often hold problematic and unrealistic ideas about race and culture, which 

contribute to their doubts about utilizing CRE, and allow for ELLs to become negatively 

misrepresented (Neri et al, 2019).  

Teachers’ differing beliefs and perceptions of ELL students and their own role in 

teaching ELL students heavily influence how and to what extent teachers should engage in CRE. 

In a qualitative study, Soo Von Esch (2020) examined the learning processes of two elementary 

teachers, one teaching sixth grade, and the other teaching third grade, as they engaged in 

professional development with two EL focused teacher leaders. The study took place at Horizon 

School District, an ethnically and linguistically diverse urban school district with 68.2% of its 
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students at or below the poverty line, and over one hundred languages were spoken in the 

district, with 21.5% of the students designated as ELs (Soo Von Esch, 2020). The study found 

that prior to participating in PD training with EL teacher leaders, both teachers showed a tension 

between knowing where their students were in their language learning and knowing their student 

as a whole being. Although both teachers received support in ELs learning, the sixth grade 

teacher did not want to receive additional support. The sixth grade teacher perceived ELs 

learning needs similar to “regular (non ELL) lower struggling students,” and had a deficit-view 

of ELLs (Soo Von Esch, 2020). Additionally, the sixth grade teacher created instruction for her 

intermediate ELLs as the same as the rest of the class. For her intermediate ELLs she stated that 

they were able to “just receive usually like what I want them to know” (Soo Von Esch, 2020, p. 

349). Thus, the deficit views that the sixth grade teacher held about her students and EL 

instruction combined with her misleading sense of self-efficacy in teaching EL students hindered 

not only her attention and instruction to her ELL students, but what professional learning 

opportunities she chose to engage in (or not) unless required.  

Resistance to CRE creates a gap in ELLs learning environment and provides ELLs with 

curricula and pedagogy that will not meet their needs. Teachers must actively learn and 

participate in understanding culturally responsive teaching through professional developments 

and training. Indeed “professional development (PD) can provide the necessary training to 

identify students for services they need” (Szymanski & Lynch, 2020, p. 446) and can lead to 

changed perceptions of ELLs (Bonner et al., 2018). Educators should also be provided with 

necessary support such as time and resources in order to adequately prepare them to create 

culturally responsive curriculum and instruction (Bonner et al., 2018). In addition, teachers can 

use instructional strategies such as reading aloud with rich context for learning new words, 
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considering texts that relate to the child’s culture and background, allowing opportunities to use 

language for meaningful purposes, and making connections with the students’ families and 

community (Gunn et al., 2021). These types of strategies may create a shift in the educational 

curriculum for ELLs, and will allow ELLs to become more motivated and engaged within the 

classroom. With the increase of diversity in the United States, it is necessary that teachers 

become aware and understand diverse populations and effective instruction to meet their needs. 

If teachers’ perceptions and practices on ELLs remain stagnant, ELL students will continue to be 

negatively misrepresented.  

In the principal, the literature has furthered my understanding of how ELLs are 

represented within classrooms, as well as the logistical need for professional development that 

will be created to resolve the identified problems. Drawing on the literature, I will describe a tool 

and layout of a professional development in Chapter 3. It is designed to consider the importance 

of staff that want to be well-prepared to work with ELL students, through providing them with 

knowledge and content on ELLs. Educators will also be informed on culturally relevant teaching, 

and how that looks within the classroom, along with materials that go along with it. ELL students 

will be provided with educational opportunities for their language, culture, and identity to be 

incorporated in instruction, which is integral for their representation and well-being (Ladson-

Billings, 1995). Furthermore, the professional development will encourage districts to focus on 

multicultural and multilingual learning to improve the education for ELL students. By planning 

and implementing new strategies and guidelines, ELLs cultures, language, and identity will 

become represented, which will further support them both academically and emotionally. 
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Chapter 3: Description of the Product and Tools 

 In this Chapter I will present a professional development of different strategies and tools 

for administration and teachers to use in order to improve how ELLs are represented in the 

classroom. The reviewed literature in Chapter 2 has shown reasons for ELLs being 

misrepresented including lack of culturally responsive teaching (Gunn et al., 2020) lack of fair 

and valid assessments (De Backer et al., 2019) and lack of teacher awareness of how to 

understand ELLs’ background and culture (Szymanski & Lynch, 2020). In this Chapter I will 

present solutions to these problems.  

First, an overview of the professional development plan will be provided. Secondly, 

newly-developed tools and handouts will be provided to educators which include, how to 

understand students’ background and culture, effective culturally responsive (CR) instruction 

and lesson planning, and effective assessments for ELLs. The goals of this professional 

development are for staff to have a better understanding of culturally responsive teaching (CRT), 

and use the information they have learned to create a culturally responsive environment, enable 

ELL students to feel represented, welcomed, and secure in the classroom, and provide ELL 

students with effective instruction that is related to their culture that will further help them 

succeed.  

Description of the Professional Development 

 The professional development plan will take place in the fall of 2022, and will take place 

at the high school from 4-7pm. This professional development session will be open to all 

administration and staff K-12 in order for everyone who may be working with ELL students to 

understand how they can be represented. The professional development is presented in the form 

of a Google Slideshow, in addition to several handouts and materials (see Appendices A, B, C, 
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D, E, & F) to guide the discussion. This three-hour professional development will provide the 

staff with both an understanding of CRT, effective lesson planning and assessments, and 

activities to go along with it. Each component is discussed independently in the following 

section, including a description, rationale for it, and how it can allow for ELLs to become more 

represented within the classrooms.  

Understanding Perceptions and Biases    

In order for ELL students to feel represented and welcomed within the classroom, 

educators need to examine their own biases towards students from ethnic, racial, and linguistic 

minority backgrounds (Szymanski & Lynch, 2020). They also need to recognize and reflect upon 

the connection between one’s biases, values, and management decisions in an effort to provide 

equitable opportunities for ELLs (Chaparro et al., 2021). Therefore, in the first part of the 

professional development, educators will be reflecting and recognizing their own perceptions and 

biases when it comes to working with diverse students. First, I will ask teachers to write down an 

answer to the question “What is bias?” on a sheet of paper and put it to the side. Teachers will 

then be asked to participate in “The Tag Game.” For this activity teachers will be given a piece 

of construction paper and a paper clip. They will be asked to put the badge made of construction 

paper somewhere between their waist and neck. These badges are circles, squares, or triangles 

and differ in size and color. I will instruct the staff to form groups without talking. After about 

five minutes, I will then instruct them to form new groups, also without talking. This will be 

repeated at least twice more. I will then have everyone come back together as a large group and 

discuss what groups were formed in each round. Normally, people will form groups with others 

who have badges of the same color or shape. It is less common for individuals to look past the 

badges and form groups based on differences. As a whole group we will go back to the teachers' 
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responses from the question, “what is bias?” and discuss their answers along with the value and 

importance of looking past the similarities of people and how to support differences. This 

activity will allow educators to recognize their own perceptions and biases they may have on 

those who are different from them, especially for monolingual White teachers who do not relate 

with ELLs or diverse students (Szymanski & Lynch, 2020).  

Understanding CRT 

 The theory of culturally relevant pedagogy challenges the notions about the intersection 

of culture and teaching (Ladson-Billings, 1995). Creating culturally responsive teaching allows 

ELL students to feel welcomed and allows for equitable opportunities. Additionally, it represents 

an approach for teachers to empower ELLs and other students’ racial, linguistic, and cultural 

identities, and elevate marginalized voices in order for students to feel represented in the 

classroom (Ladson-Billings, 1995). By understanding how to implement CRT into classrooms,  

ELLs will feel connected to both the content and their culture, and will help them further succeed 

(Herrera-Rocha & De La Piedra, 2018;Yuan & Jiang, 2019). Teachers can use instructional 

strategies such as reading aloud with rich context for learning new words, considering texts that 

relate to the child’s culture and background, allowing opportunities to use language for 

meaningful purposes, and making connections with the students’ families and community (Gunn 

et al., 2021). 

 In order to understand CRT, and in order to understand how to incorporate it within a 

classroom, teachers will be provided with handouts of different examples of culturally 

responsive practices. The handout includes a list of culturally responsive read alouds, vocabulary 

to use with ELLs, and activities that celebrate students’ culture and background. After being 

provided with the handouts, educators will be paired with someone in the same grade level or 
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same content as them (e.g., 2nd grade teachers paired together, 9th grade ELA teachers paired 

together). In this activity, educators will be asked to look over the handout of CRT examples, 

and will be asked to do a “think, pair, share” about the activities they found that would be most 

useful for the ELL students they teach, and if they have incorporated any of these activities into 

their practice. After they have completed the activity, everyone will come back as a whole group 

and share out thoughts about CRT as well. Thus, by completing this activity, not only will staff 

have a better understanding of CRT, but they will also be able to hear others' thoughts and ideas 

of culturally responsive activities that can be used within their classrooms.  

Effective Lesson Plans and Assessments 

Many districts and administrative leaders do not provide instruction or assessments that 

are in a students’ primary home language (Herrera-Rocha & De La Piedra, 2018). Additionally, 

not many assessments are scaffolded, and they do not provide fair opportunities for ELLs (De 

Backer et al., 2019). Educators should be reflecting on their assessments and the academic 

vocabulary they are using and taking the steps to learn how EL is defined, and how students may 

differ compared to native speaking peers. This segment of the professional development is 

broken into two halves. The first segment will discuss components of lesson plans that should be 

used when working with ELL students, and the second half will discuss accommodations and 

scaffolds that ELLs should be receiving when provided with an assessment. I will begin the first  

segment by splitting the teachers up by K-6 and 7-12. I will ask the teachers to talk amongst their 

group about the different components that make up their lesson plans, and write it down on a 

sheet of paper. I will then have everyone come back as a whole group and discuss what they 

have written. This is when I will be writing the lesson plan components on the board. Next, I will 

then have the teachers go back with their groups and discuss how they incorporate the different 
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needs that ELL students have, and how they incorporate them into their lesson. The groups will 

then come back as a whole, and discuss what they have written, which I will then write on the 

board. We will then discuss as a whole group what we notice about the components of the lesson 

plan when it comes to working with ELLs. Afterwards, I will then explain the content and 

language objectives that are pertinent to a language learner’s instruction. Next, the staff will be 

provided with a handout of an example lesson plan that includes language objectives and 

accommodations that are appropriate for ELLs proficiency level. By allowing teachers to 

understand how to create lesson plans for ELLs, it can help improve academic self-efficacy 

among ELLs, and can lead to academic growth for these students (Soland & Sandilos, 2021).  

The second half of this segment will focus on assessments for ELLs. “A challenge in 

designing tests is ensuring fairness for all test takers. Pupils who are not yet sufficiently 

proficient in the language of schooling taking a test that was designed for native speakers is 

unfair, since they will not be able to demonstrate their true abilities” (De Backer et al., 2019, p. 

833). In this activity, there will be an anchor chart in the front of the room labeled 

“Accommodations used for ELLs.” Teachers will be asked to write down different 

accommodations they use for ELL students on sticky notes and place them on the anchor chart. 

Once completed, I will read aloud the different answers on the board. As a group, we will discuss 

the different accommodations and how it can be used when assessing ELLs. I will then explain 

the different levels of language proficiency and how that can affect a students ability to complete 

an assessment that is the same for a native speaking peer. The teachers will then be provided 

with a handout of a list of different accommodations and scaffolds to use when assessing ELLs.  

By completing these activities teachers will be able to have relevant information in 

regards to what should be included when it comes to lesson planning, and have information on 



REPRESENTING ELLS WITHIN THE CLASSROOM                                                              26 

appropriate accommodations for ELL students. These activities will allow teachers to provide 

ELLs with effective instruction related to their culture and language proficiency and will further 

help them succeed.  

Intended Outcomes 

There are several positive outcomes that are intended for staff K-12 at the professional 

development. The first outcome is that it will provide all staff and administrators K-12 with 

valuable information and resources on CRT. Secondly, it will provide staff with opportunities to 

use what they have learned during the professional development into their own classroom. 

Lastly, it provides an opportunity for ongoing professional learning among both the staff and 

administrators when it comes to developing curriculum and assessments that are appropriate for 

ELLs. The intended goals of this professional development are for staff to have a better 

understanding of CRT and use the information they have learned to create a culturally responsive 

environment, enable ELL students to feel represented, welcomed, and secure in the classroom, 

and provide ELL students with effective instruction that is related to their culture that will further 

help them succeed.  

Teachers’ lack of preparation when it comes to working with the ELL population is 

contributing to the misrepresentation of ELLs (Wood et al, 2018). By using the resources and 

knowledge learned from this professional development, teachers will become more prepared 

when working with ELL students and will create effective culturally responsive instruction for 

their students. Overtime, this professional development can change attitudes and perspectives of 

teachers, and these strategies can be implemented within the classrooms which will then lead to 

ELLs feeling represented, included, and safe in the classroom.  
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Chapter 4: Conclusion 

 This capstone project has explored how ELL students are misrepresented within the 

classroom. Factors such as the lack of culturally responsive teaching, lack of fair and valid 

assessments, and the lack of teacher awareness of how to understand ELLs’ background and 

culture play a role in the misrepresentation of ELLs (De Backer et al., 2019; Gunn et al., 2020; 

Szymanski & Lynch, 2020). This project also examined theory of culturally responsive teaching 

and second language acquisition, and the significant role it has when it comes to working with 

ELLs. To fully explore the misrepresentation of ELL students it is necessary to consider ELL 

classification, achievement gaps, and teachers’ perceptions and practices. These themes work 

collectively together in the development of how ELL students are represented at school. Several 

research questions developed from these themes such as:  

  How does the classification of an ELL student affect them in the classroom?  

Are many ELL students also misdiagnosed as having a learning disability?  

Are mainstream teachers trained on how to work with ELL students? 

Do teachers develop lesson plans and assessments that are fair and require high-

rigorous thinking for ELL students? 

Do teachers’ perceptions and biases play a role in how ELL students are 

represented in the classroom? 

 In this Chapter, I will be giving a brief summary of the literature, followed by 

implications for teaching ELLs and conclude with recommendations for future research.   

Summary 

 I have reviewed literature that includes various studies of factors that play a role in the 

misrepresentation of ELL students. They include studies based on labeling ELLs and the 
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inequitable opportunities it can lead to (Gunderson, 2020; Martinez-Alvarez, 2019), assessments 

created that are not accommodating or valid to a students’ proficiency level (De Backer et al., 

2019), lack of leadership leading to achievement gaps and inequitable opportunities for ELLs 

(DeMatthews & Izquierdo, 2020; Jimenez-Castellanos et al., 2019), teachers’ perceptions and 

biases toward students culture and background (Bonner et al., 2018; Szymanski & Lynch, 2020; 

Wood et al., 2018), and the lack of training and understanding on culturally responsive teaching 

(CRT) (Neri et al.,2019; Soo Von Esch, 2020). Drawing from this research, I was then able to 

create strategies and resources that were best fit for administrators and teachers to use moving 

forward.  

In relation to my research questions, several conclusions are relevant to lessening the 

misrepresentation of ELL students. First, the classification of an ELL student often segregates 

the student, and focuses on students’ limitations rather than their potential (Chaparro et al., 

2021). These classifications and misdiagnosis can cause triggers such as segregation from 

English speaking peers and inequitable opportunities (Umansky, 2018). Second, it was found 

that achievement gaps can be attributed to ELL students being judged by their language skills 

(Murphy & Torff, 2018). Achievement gaps are also due to the type of assessments and 

accommodations ELLs are being provided with, which are often not scaffolded or interpreted in 

the students’ home language (De Backer et al., 2019). Furthermore, neither administrators nor 

teachers put in the work to provide equitable opportunities or create a welcoming environment 

that validates a students language and culture (DeMatthews & Izquierdo, 2020). Teachers’ 

perceptions and lack of training on CRT further impacts ELL students being negatively 

misrepresented. Therefore, it is necessary that administrators and teachers need to be educated 
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and trained on how to work with ELL students and need to be trained on how to incorporate CRT 

into their classroom.   

In response to these findings, a professional development plan and tools were created. 

These products seek to establish a culturally responsive learning environment in order for ELLs 

to feel represented within the classroom. To do so, multiple factors were considered on how to 

allow ELLs to feel represented. The product created and presented has numerous implications 

and recommendations.  

Implications 

Several implications and recommendations for creating instruction and a welcoming 

environment for students has been established based off of research findings. Strategies and 

resources are now in place for ELL students to feel represented within the classroom. Teachers 

and staff will start to reflect on their own perceptions and biases that will allow them to 

understand how to create equitable opportunities for ELL students. Additionally, teachers and 

staff will be provided with the opportunity on how to implement CRT into classrooms with 

different strategies and resources (Appendix B). ELL student learning is also fully recognized 

through the implementation and use of ELL lesson plan templates and appropriate assessment 

accommodations (Appendices C & E). Other valuable resources and strategies work to provide 

staff with a better understanding of CRT, enable ELLs to feel represented, and provide ELL 

students with effective instruction that is related to their culture that will further help them 

succeed.  

Additionally, understanding content and language objectives along with descriptions of a 

step by step lesson plan for ELLs will create further academic success for the students. By 

allowing teachers to understand how to create lesson plans for ELLs, it can help improve 
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academic self-efficacy among ELLs, and can lead to academic growth for these students (Soland 

& Sandilos, 2021). Furthermore, understanding the different levels of language proficiency will 

help educators be able to provide the appropriate assessments, accommodations, and scaffolds 

for ELLs.  

This professional development is necessary and beneficial for all staff. With the growing 

population of ELL students, it is likely that many teachers will be working with ELL students 

within their classroom. Due to this, it is necessary that all staff are educated and trained on what 

instructional tools will benefit ELLs learning, and what strategies and resources should be used 

to create a welcoming, culturally responsive environment. All of these activities, resources, and 

strategies will allow for CRT within the classrooms, provide equitable opportunities for ELLs, 

and will bring teacher awareness of how to understand ELLs’ culture and background, all 

allowing for ELLs to feel represented within the school.  

Recommendations for Future Research 

 The professional development plan is a great starting point for change to happen in order 

for ELLs to feel represented. In the future, more work related to culturally responsive teaching 

can be achieved. First, more professional developments need to be implemented for educators 

and staff. The professional developments should be continuous and should allow all staff to 

collaborate and work with one another. Furthermore, co-teaching and collaboration amongst 

ELL teachers and mainstream teachers should occur in order for educators to be provided with 

more ELL and CRT resources. Co-teaching and collaboration will also allow for teachers to 

share ideas with one another and discuss strategies and activities that worked well within the 

classroom.  
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 Additionally, teachers should be making an effort in building a positive relationship with 

ELL students. While teachers should be continuously reflecting on their own biases and 

practices, they should also be building a relationship with ELL students and empowering them. 

By doing this, it allows educators to understand the students’ interests, culture, and background, 

which they can then use to incorporate into lessons and activities. Furthermore, more research 

can be conducted for faculty professional development outside of the school district to inform 

staff of ongoing strategies, resources, and insight to best practices and changes in curriculum.  

Final Thoughts 

 According to the National Center of Education Statistics (2022), the percentage of ELL 

students in the United States public schools has increased from 9.2% in 2010 to 10.2% in 2019. 

With this rise of ELL students in schools, many are becoming misrepresented within the 

classroom. Classifications of ELLs in the mainstream classroom, achievement gaps between 

ELLs and their native speaking peers, and teachers’ practices and perceptions all contribute to 

the misrepresentation of ELLs. Thus, creating CRT along with understanding how to provide 

effective lesson plans and assessments for ELLs is imperative in order to allow them to further 

succeed and feel represented within the classroom.  
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Appendix A:  

Tag Game: Construction paper with paper clips 

https://marshallelearning.com/blog/exercises-use-unconscious-bias-training/ (Marshalls 

ELearning, 2022)  
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Appendix B:  

Culturally Responsive Resource Handout 
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Appendix C: 

Lesson Plan Template 
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Appendix D:  

Sticky Notes & Anchor Chart 
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Appendix E:  

ELL Accommodation Handout 
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Appendix F:  

PD Slide Show 

https://brockport.voicethread.com/myvoice/thread/20357806/129711345  

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


