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Coming to America

Marcelo M. Suarez-Orozco

My parents were public school teachers in Argentina. | attended our local
public school. When the dark clouds of terror began gathering ahead of
the 1976 coup d'état — and several classmates
and friends were made to “disappear” — my
mother whisked me away to the United States.
| | was 17 years old. The plan was to wait in
safety before returning to my native land.

- Like in countless such journeys, | never went
b back home.

My immigrant journey has had innumerable
Marcelo M. Sudrez-  twists and turns: night school, odd jobs (janitor,
Orozco, about age 17 pumping gas, fixing cars), community college,

transferring to University of California Berkeley.

Fast-forward: tenure at Harvard, a university professorship at New York

University and, finally, dean of the UCLA Graduate School of Education and

Information Studies.

Wilbur Wright, the oldest of the genial Wright brothers, once said, “If |
were giving a young man advice as to how he might succeed in life |
would say pick out a good father and mother and begin life in Ohio."
In my journey, | was blessed by having “picked” great parents, great
mentors, and the great American public research University.

Immigration for me is not just theory, data, and policies. First, it is biography.

Most children of immigrants are born in the
U.S. of foreign-born parents. They are U.S.
citizens yet many nevertheless are growing up
in the shadows of the law (Suirez-Orozco, C.,
etal., 2011). The most recent estimates suggest
that 4.5 million U.S.-born children younger
than age 18 are living in the U.S. with at least
one parent who is an unauthorized migrant.
The number of children who are themselves
unauthorized has declined from a peak of 1.6
million in 2005 to about 775,000 in 2012. Alto-
gether, about 7% of all school-aged children in
the U.S. have at least one parent who is in the
U.S. without authorization.

MARCELO M. SUAREZ-OROZCO is a distinguished
professor of education and dean of the UCLA Gradu-

ate School of Education and Information Studies, where
CAROLA SUAREZ-OROZCO is a professor of human
development and psychology and co-director of the Insti-
tute for Immigration, Globalization, and Education.
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25% of children under the age of 18 in the United States — a
total of 18.7 million children — have an immigrant parent.

The current wave of immigration has ushered
in an era of hyper diversity. Immigrants are an
extraordinarily heterogeneous group. Over 80%
originate in Latin America, Asia, Africa, Oceania,
or the Caribbean — the rest originate in Europe or
North America. This migratory flow is a significant
factor in the U.S., becoming the first high-income
country in the world with a majority-minority child
population.

Immigrants today are more diverse than ever.
They arrive in our country from every continent on
earth. The latest data tell a fascinating and dynamic
story: Asians now surpass Latinos among those who
have been in the U.S. for five years or less. After
peaking in the early 2000s, Latino immigration is
now at its lowest level in 50 years. New immigration
from the Caribbean now exceeds all new immigra-
tion from Europe. The number of new immigrants
from Africa grew 41% from 2000 to 2013, a signifi-
cant growth when compared to other new arrivals
(Pew Research Center, 2015).

Immigrants vary significantly in levels of educa-
tion and skill. Some immigrant parents are among
the most educated people in our nation, comprising
47% of scientists with doctorates, a quarter of all
physicians, and 24% of engineers. In 2013, 41% of
newly arrived immigrants had at least a bachelor’s
degree. Others have low levels of education and
gravitate to sectors of the U.S. labor market relying
on low-skilled workers, such as agriculture, service
industries, and construction. In 2013, 28% of re-
cent arrivals lived in poverty, up from 18% in 1970.
According to the U.S. Census in 2014, the official
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U.S. poverty rate was 14.8% of the population (Pew
Research Center, 2015; U.S. Census Bureau, 2015).

With some 460 languages spoken across the land,
the U.S. has a deep reservoir of linguistic diversity
(Kindler, 2002). New immigrants have certainly
added to our linguistic riches. The percentage of
children who speak a second language at home has
increased from 9% in 1979 to 21% in 2008 (NCES,
2010). Of those speaking a language other than Eng-
lish athome, 62 % speak Spanish, 19% speak another
Indo-European language, 15% speak an Asian or Pa-
cific Island language, and the remaining 4% speak a
different language (Bayley & Regan, 2004; Shin &
Kominsky, 2010). Of all immigrant-origin children
under age 18, 81% have parents who speak Eng-
lish and another language at home, and 5% live in a
home where no parent or caregiver speaks English
(Hernandez, 2014).

English language instruction

An important challenge for immigrant-origin chil-
drenismastering contentwhile concurrentlyattaining
academic language proficiency in English. Although
immigrant-origin children master conversational lan-
guage relatively quickly, academic language — the
ability to detect nuances in multiple-choice tests or
argue persuasively in an essay or in a debate — is
attained on average after five to seven years of high-
quality language instruction (Cummins, 2000; Ha-
kuta, Butler, & Witt, 2000). Language mastery is
further complicated when immigrant-origin children
enter school having had only interrupted or limited
schooling. These children also may have weak literacy
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foundations in the first language, or speak more than
one language (Olsen, 1995).

Our nation’s inconsistent language-learning poli-
cies and practices present a variety of obstacles for
learning English (Garcia, 2014; Gidndara & Con-
trera, 2008; Olsen, 2010; Thomas & Collier, 2002).
Research on the efficacy of second-language instruc-
tion and bilingual programs reveals contradictory
results. This should not be surprising given that
there are nearly as many models of bilingual and
second language programs as there are school dis-
tricts (Thomas & Collier 2002).

As they enter school, English language learners
(ELLs) are often placed in some kind of second-lan-
guage instructional setting — e.g., pull-out programs,
sheltered instruction, English as a second language
(ESL), and dual-language instruction. But, in many
districts, students are transitioned out of these settings
with little rhyme or reason (Olsen, 2010; Sudrez-Oro-
zco, Suiarez-Orozco & Todorova, 2008; Thomas &
Collier, 2002). ESL programs often consist of limited
pull-out instruction and academic support as well as
immersion in regular classes. Many ESL classrooms
have learners from many different countries speak-
ing many different languages. Transitional bilingual
programs focus on providing academic support to
newcomers as they transition out of their language
of origin into English. Dual-language immersion
classes involve students’ learning half of the time in
English and half in a target language (e.g. Spanish,
Mandarin, etc.), with half of the class being native
speakers of English and the other half native speakers
of the target language. Given the predominance of
Spanish-speaking ELLs, most program implementa-
tion and research in the U.S. has been done on pro-
grams targeting this specific language group (Kohler
& Lazrin, 2007).

Well-designed and carefully implemented pro-
grams ease transitions, provide academic scaffold-
ing, and nurture a sense of community. There is,
however, a significant disparity in quality of instruc-
tion between settings. Many bilingual programs face
implementation challenges characterized by inad-
equate resources, uncertified personnel, and poor
administrative support (U.S. Department of Edu-
cation, 2002). Because many bilingual programs lack
robust support nationwide, they often do not offer
the breadth and depth of courses that immigrant-
origin students need to getinto a meaningful college
track. There is an ever-present danger that once a
student enters the “ESL,” “bilingual” track, or Eng-
lish-language acquisition track, he or she will have
difficulty switching to the “college-bound track.”
Schools are seldom focused on meeting the needs of
dual-language students — at best, they tend to be ig-
nored, and, at worst, they are viewed as contributing

to low performance on state mandated, high-stakes
tests (Menken, 2008; Suirez-Orozco et al., 2008).

Assessment

There is considerable debate on the role of edu-
cational assessments in general and high-stakes as-
sessments in particular in contributing to unequal
outcomes for English language learners (APA, 2012;
Sol6rzano, 2008; Valenzuela, 2005). Standardized
tests used to screen for learning differences as well as
for high-stakes decisions were largely designed and
normed with middle-class populations (Agbenyega
& Jiggetts, 1999), or they were adapted from work
with those populations. Such testsassume exposure to
mainstream cultural knowledge and fail to recognize
culture of origin content knowledge. This can lead
to underestimates of studentabilities and competen-
cies. Timed tests penalize second-language learners
who process two languages before they settle on an
answer (Solano-Flores, 2008). When culturally or
linguistically sensitive approaches aren’t used, indi-
vidual needs often go unrecognized or, conversely,
they can be overpathologized (APA, 2012).

Coming to America

Carola Suarez-Orozco

I was born in the French-speaking part of Switzerland of a French father
and a Swiss-German mother. In 1962, when | was five, they immigrated

g8 to the Los Angeles area, sponsored by my
German grandfather who had migrated before
World War II.

In kindergarten, | remember the shock of the
immersion experience, the quiet observation
that followed, and the thirst to understand
that has fed to my insatiable curiosity. Socially,
I always felt like an outsider looking in — the
. foreign girl with the funny accent, different
manners, and clothes that placed me apart.
My name invited bullying by students and a
microaggression from a teacher (“your name sounds like a toilet flushing”
as she read down the roster). Mostly, because | was quiet, | was ignored. |
took refuge in books and the local library.

Carola Sudrez-Orozco,
about age 5

When becoming a psychologist, | sought to search for common
denominators of the immigrant child experience. Certainly immigration
is arduous and places children at risk in many ways, but, in others, it can
lead to resilience — providing gifts of empathy, flexibility, and perspective.
And, in turn, how can schools help in easing the transition of this
important segment of our nation’s next generation?
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4.5 million U.S.-born children younger than age 18 are
living in the United States with at least one parent who is an

unauthorized migrant.

Relatedly, we should systematically recognize the
sources of bias in assessment, particularly with sec-
ond-language learners. When students do poorly on
tests, it cannot simply be assumed that they lack the
skills. Sometimes, students have not been exposed
to culturally relevant materials or don’t have the vo-
cabulary in English. At other times, retrieval time
is an issue; second-language learners may simply
need more time to process two languages. Double
negatives are an issue for second-language learners.
Unfamiliar test formats especially place newcomer
immigrants at a disadvantage. Issues of cultural and
linguistic fairness in assessment are a critical area
of research importance (Solano-Flores & Trumbull,
2003; Solano-Flores, 2008) that must constantly and
systematically be addressed when working with this
population (APA, 2012).

In the current high-stakes assessment climate,
school districts are sometimes pressured to prema-
turely reclassify students from English language
learners to Fluent English Proficient (Escamilla et
al., 2003). In other cases, immigrant students lan-
guish as “long-term ELLs” (Olsen, 2010). With
poorly implemented school assessments and a mis-
cellany of language learning policies, there is wide
variability between districts and states in this classi-
fication — seldom is reclassification tied to the em-
pirical evidence on what it takes to attain the level
of academic language proficiency required to be
competitive on standardized assessments (Kieffer et
al., 2009). As higher stakes have become attached to
standardized tests, this issue has heightened conse-
quences for English language learners and schools
that serve them.

Social-emotional supports in schools

As they enter new schools, immigrant-origin
children and adolescents, especially newcomers,
may face an array of social-emotional challenges,
including acculturative stress and rebuilding fam-
ily relationships following long separations (Sudrez-
Orozco et al., 2008) and unauthorized status. Some
of the challenge of adjustment is related to language
acquisition (Olsen, 2010). Before the child acquires
the ability to competently express herself, she of-
ten goes through a silent phase where she becomes
invisible in the classroom (Merchant, 1999). This
is a period of time when students can also become
vulnerable to peer bullying (Scherr & Larson, 2010;
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Suirez-Orozco, Suarez-Orozco, & Todorova, 2008;
Qin, Way, & Mukherjee, 2008) as well as low teacher
expectancies (Weinstein, 2002).

Understanding and then addressing student needs
during the critical transition phase for newcomer
students is an important area for intervention.
Emerging research shows that schools that are stra-
tegic in helping newcomer youth adjust to their new
environs may be poised to help them be more suc-
cessful in their psychosocial adaptation and educa-
tional performance (Sadowski, 2013; Sudrez-Orozco
etal., 2013).

For instance, advisory programs that partner stu-
dents with one another and with older peers can fos-
ter communities of learning and emotional support.
In these advisory groups, students are encouraged
to openly discuss a range of topics, from difficulties
with a class to missing families and friends backhome
to interpersonal issues. As part of classroom instruc-
tion, writing prompts also may encourage students
to share their personal migration experiences and
engage them in class discussions. Activities like these
help students recognize that they are notalone in fac-
ing the difficulties of transition and also help teachers
get to know students (Sudrez-Orozco et al., 2013).

State and federal education policies

Immigrant-origin youth are over-represented in
highly segregated and impoverished urban settings
(Orfield, 2014). These children have little contact
with middle-class Americans and are effectively iso-
lated by ethnicity, poverty, and language (Duncan &
Murnane, 2013; Orfield & Lee, 2006; Schwartz &
Stiefel, 2011). This “triple segregation” is associated
with a variety of negative educational experiences and
outcomes, including overcrowding, low expectations,
low academic standards, low achievement, school vio-
lence, and high dropout rates (Gindara & Contreras,
2008; Tseng & Lesaux, 2009). Many immigrantyouth
are served by Title I schools, which are profoundly
influenced by requirements of federal and state poli-
cies. It is critical that teachers become aware of the
implications of these policies for students.

No Child Left Behind (NCLB) had specific com-
ponents focused on ELLs. The law required annual
English language proficiency exams for ELL stu-
dents. All students were tested in math and science
beginning in their first year of enrollment, though
accommodations were made to test ELL students in



their mother tongue. More contentious were new
federal regulations regarding English language arts
(ELA) and reading assessments. In particular, ELLs
were not supposed to be tested using the same exam
as native speakers, but regulations did not dictate
to states the contents of the ELA exam. Though
research has consistently shown that, no matter the
age, developing academic English language takes
time (Cummins, 2000), many states used standard
ELA examsafter one year of enrollment to assess Ad-
equate Yearly Progress. Thus an impossible bench-
mark was set that would penalize schools with high
numbers of ELLs, placing them at risk of losing
standing and funding under NCLB (Escamilla et
al., 2003).

Like NCLB, the Common Core State Standards
place considerable emphasis on standardized assess-
ments and are highly English-language dependent.
Math assessments, for example, require not only
solving computation problems but responding to
word problems — tasks that require English lan-
guage skills. This has implications for ELLs, and
efforts have begun to adoptinterventions to support
the Common Core for ELL students (International
Reading Association, 2012).

By documenting which groups and sites are do-
ing well in comparison to others and by providing
insights into the processes that account for differ-
ences, as well as alternative strategies for assessment,
teachers and researchers can begin to shed light on
practices, programs, and policies that can make a
difference for new Americans.

Immigrant-origin youth are the fastest-growing
student population in our country. They often arrive
sharing an optimism and hope in the future that must
be cultivated and treasured; almost universally, they
recognize thatschooling is the key to a better tomor-
row. Over time, however, many immigrant youth,
especially those enrolling in impoverished, segre-
gated, and mediocre schools, face negative odds and
uncertain prospects. Too many leave schools without
developing and mastering the higher-order skills,
communication, and cultural sensibilities needed in
today’s global economy and society.

The shared fortunes of immigrant and native cit-
izens alike will be tied to successfully linking our
youngest new Americans to the educational and eco-
nomic opportunity structure, to civic belonging, and
full democratic participation. Embracing immigrant
children and cultivating their full potential is the ed-
ucation challenge of our generation. The stakes are
high: Their future is our future. K
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