
English Language 
Learners in 

the Southeastern 
United States

Considerations for Practice, 
Policy, and Advocacy

Edited by Ester J. de Jong, Eric Dwyer, and 
Mary Elizabeth Wilson-Patton

L E X I N G T O N  B O O K S

Lanham • Boulder • New York • London

de, J. E. J., Dwyer, E., & Wilson-Patton, M. E. (Eds.). (2024). English language learners in the southeastern united states :
         Considerations for practice, policy, and advocacy. Lexington Books/Fortress Academic.
Created from upenn-ebooks on 2024-10-25 16:54:31.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
02

4.
 L

ex
in

gt
on

 B
oo

ks
/F

or
tr

es
s 

A
ca

de
m

ic
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



Published by Lexington Books
An imprint of The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc.
4501 Forbes Boulevard, Suite 200, Lanham, Maryland 20706
www .rowman .com

86-90 Paul Street, London EC2A 4NE

Copyright © 2024 by The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any 
electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, 
without written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote 
passages in a review.

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Information Available

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: De Jong, Ester J., editor. | Dwyer, Eric, 1963-editor. | Wilson-Patton,  
Mary Elizabeth, editor. 

Title: English language learners in the southeastern United States : considerations for 
practice, policy, and advocacy / edited by Ester J.de Jong, Eric Dwyer, and Mary 
Elizabeth Wilson-Patton. 

Description: Lanham : Lexington Books, 2024. | Includes bibliographical references  
and index. 

Identifiers: LCCN 2024017110 (print) | LCCN 2024017111 (ebook) |  
ISBN 9781666952407 (cloth) | ISBN 9781666952414 (ebook) 

Subjects: LCSH: English language--Study and teaching--United States. | English 
language--Study and teaching--Foreign speakers. | Language policy--United States. | 
Education, Bilingual--United States. | LCGFT: Essays. 

Classification: LCC PE1128.A2 E4876 2024 (print) | LCC PE1128.A2 (ebook) |  
DDC 370.117/50975--dc23/eng/20240508 

LC record available at https://lccn .loc .gov /2024017110 
LC ebook record available at https://lccn .loc .gov /202401711

∞ ™ The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American 
National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library 
Materials, ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992.

English Language Learners in the Southeastern United States : Considerations for Practice, Policy, and Advocacy, edited by
         Jong, Ester J. de, et al., Lexington Books/Fortress Academic, 2024. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/upenn-ebooks/detail.action?docID=31276125.
Created from upenn-ebooks on 2024-10-25 16:54:48.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
02

4.
 L

ex
in

gt
on

 B
oo

ks
/F

or
tr

es
s 

A
ca

de
m

ic
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.

http://www.rowman.com
https://lccn.loc.gov/2024017110
https://lccn.loc.gov/202401711


v

Introduction 1
Ester J. de Jong, Eric Dwyer, and Mary Elizabeth Wilson-Patton

1 State of the Southeast States: Demographics, Policies,
Programming, and Teacher Preparation 13
Mary Elizabeth Wilson-Patton and Zijing An

2 Community Colleges and ESL Placement: Examining Policies
and Processes through an Equity Lens 41
Elisabeth L. Chan

3 Redressing Inequities for Multilingual Students and Families
in Florida 51
Maria R. Coady and Ryan W. Pontier

4 Equity and Dual Language/Immersion in North Carolina:
A Vision Deferred 63
Joan Lachance and Eleni Pappamihiel

5 Infusing ELL Expertise in Initial Elementary Teacher
Preparation: Alabama and Florida 89
Susan Spezzini and Ester J. de Jong

6 ESOL Teacher Professional Development in Georgia:
Working with and against State and Local Language 
Education Policies 111
Linda Harklau, Anna Her Yang, and Tu Thi Cam Dang

7 Fostering Teacher Candidates’ Competence in Leading
Instructional Conversations with Multilingual Learners 
through Practice in a Virtual Classroom: A Conversation 
Analysis Study 125
Leslie Mendez, Donita Grissom, and Joyce Nutta

Contents

English Language Learners in the Southeastern United States : Considerations for Practice, Policy, and Advocacy, edited by
         Jong, Ester J. de, et al., Lexington Books/Fortress Academic, 2024. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/upenn-ebooks/detail.action?docID=31276125.
Created from upenn-ebooks on 2024-10-25 16:54:48.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
02

4.
 L

ex
in

gt
on

 B
oo

ks
/F

or
tr

es
s 

A
ca

de
m

ic
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



vi  Contents

8 English Learners in the Volunteer State: Policies, Practices, 
and Proposed Priorities 145
Kisha Bryan Jordan, Amber N. Warren, Jenna Davis,  
and Lou Anne Wilkes

9 Leadership and Advocacy for ELLs in Arkansas: An Interview 167
Judith Hobson and Eric Dwyer

Epilogue: Forging a Pluralistic Path Forward 185
Ester J. de Jong, Eric Dwyer, and Mary Elizabeth Wilson-Patton

Index 193

About the Editors and Contributors 201

English Language Learners in the Southeastern United States : Considerations for Practice, Policy, and Advocacy, edited by
         Jong, Ester J. de, et al., Lexington Books/Fortress Academic, 2024. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/upenn-ebooks/detail.action?docID=31276125.
Created from upenn-ebooks on 2024-10-25 16:54:48.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
02

4.
 L

ex
in

gt
on

 B
oo

ks
/F

or
tr

es
s 

A
ca

de
m

ic
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



145

In this chapter, we introduce the landscape of English learner (EL) educa-
tion in The Volunteer State. We discuss the makeup of Tennessee’s EL 
population, outline policies, frameworks, and protocols for English language 
services prescribed by the state, while considering policies and practices that 
have guided the education of PK–12 ELs in Tennessee’s schools. We focus 
on the current policies and practices for elementary and secondary education, 
as well as teacher preparation, to highlight beneficial aspects of those policies 
and problematize policies and practices that may be harmful to students and 
detrimental to the English language teaching profession.

EL GROWTH TRAJECTORY IN TENNESSEE

The population of ELs in the United States has steadily increased for decades. 
In 2010, there were approximately 4.5 million ELs in U.S. public schools. By 
2020, that number had grown to over 5 million, representing over 10% of the 
public school student population (National Center for Education Statistics, 
2020). Tennessee has exhibited a similar growth trajectory. According to the 
Tennessee Comptroller of the Treasury, between the 1997–1998 and 2007–
2008 school years, the number of EL students in Tennessee increased by 
over 200%, from 8,465 to 26,449 (OREA, 2012, p. 1). Since then, EL student 
enrollment has continued to increase in the state, growing 45% from 2011 
through the 2017–2018 academic year (Quttaineh, 2023). By the conclusion 
of the 2021–2022 academic year, “Tennessee’s population of English learn-
ers (ELs) exceeded 74,000” (Tennessee Department of Education, 2023, p. 
iii). Although the state has experienced more than two decades of continued 

8
English Learners in the Volunteer State

Policies, Practices, and Proposed Priorities

Kisha Bryan Jordan, Amber N. Warren, 
Jenna Davis, and Lou Anne Wilkes
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146 Kisha Bryan Jordan, Amber N. Warren, Jenna Davis, and Lou Anne Wilkes 

growth in terms of the overall EL population, the percentage of public school 
students who are ELs in Tennessee in 2020 stood at 5.4%, which was lower 
than the national average of 10.3% (National Center for Education Statistics, 
2020). Thus, Tennessee, like many states in the American South, may be 
classified as a “new destination” state (McFarland et al., 2019); that is, a 
state with a limited recent history of international migration, which is often 
underprepared to adequately support the needs associated with the changing 
demographics (Held et al., 2018).

ELs tend to aggregate primarily in the major urban areas in Tennessee (see 
figure 8.1): Memphis/Shelby County (west); Nashville/Davidson County 
and Murfreesboro/Rutherford County (middle); Knoxville/Knox County and 
Chattanooga/Hamilton County (east). However, smaller and rural counties 
are also seeing increasing populations of ELs, such as one relatively small 
East Tennessee county (Hamblen), with a 19% EL population in its school 
district according to the 2021–2022 Tennessee State Report Card (Tennessee 
Department of Education, 2022).

Table 8.1 details the increase in EL populations from 2016–2017 to 2021–
2022 in the five districts with the most ELs in the state.

The increasing population of ELs in Tennessee results from several fac-
tors, including new immigration, refugee resettlement, and the children of 
immigrants. Tennessee has seen a steady increase in immigration in recent 
years. According to the Migration Policy Institute (n.d.), in 2021, the largest 
percentage, 47.2% (174,965), of immigrants in Tennessee came from Latin 
America, followed by 27.8% (102,983) from Asia and 11.9% (44,109) from 
Africa. Many immigrants arrived in the state with limited or no English 
proficiency.

In addition, Tennessee ranks 27th in the United States in terms of refugee 
resettlement per capita, and 16th regarding the percentage of immigrants who 
are refugees (Immigration Research Initiative, 2023). In 2018, Tennessee 
resettled over 3,000 refugees, many of whom were children. For the 2019 fis-
cal year, 692 refugees were resettled in Tennessee. The majority, 410, were 
settled in Davidson County. Knox County received 101 individuals, Hamilton 
County received 82, and Shelby County received 43 refugees. For the period 
January 2023 to March 2023, new refugee arrivals totaled 180. School-age 
minors (n = 80) were 44% of this population (Tennessee Office of Refugees, 
2023). Finally, children of immigrants are a growing share of the U.S. student 
population, which is also reflected in Tennessee’s EL population. In Tennes-
see, roughly 83% of children of immigrants were born in the United States, 
while nationally, that number is a little higher, at 86% (Migration Policy 
Institute, 2018). Among these families, many speak a language other than 
English at home, and many of these have been classified as ELs.
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149English Learners in the Volunteer State

The increasing population of ELs in the United States presents several 
challenges for the country’s education system. One challenge is ensuring all 
ELs have access to high-quality English language instruction (Rodriguez et 
al., 2022; Ziegenfuss et al., 2014). However, the increasing population of ELs 
is also an opportunity: ELs bring a wealth of knowledge and experiences that 
can enrich the learning environment for all students. When schools, states, 
and districts build from the rich linguistic and cultural experiences of their 
students, families, and communities, education can be enriching for all.

TENNESSEE STATE POLICIES, FRAMEWORKS, 
PROTOCOLS FOR ENGLISH LANGUAGE SERVICES

Given this landscape of immigration and the rapidly increasing EL population 
in Tennessee, it has become increasingly critical to reconsider the state’s poli-
cies, frameworks, and protocols for English language services. This section 
provides an overview of two key policy documents that outline EL schooling 
in the state: Chapter 0520-01-19 and Tennessee’s English as a Second Lan-
guage Manual.

Tennessee’s Chapter 0520-01-19: English 
as a Second Language Programs

To comply with Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Equal Edu-
cational Opportunities Act (EEOA), states, local education agencies (LEAs), 
and schools are required to provide specialized programs for students with 
limited English proficiency (LEP). On April 15, 2005, the Tennessee State 
Board of Education (SBE) adopted English as a Second Language Program 
Policy 3.207. The policy occurred during immense growth in Tennessee’s 
immigrant population, when the EL population increased by over 200% in 
10 years (from 1997–1998 to 2007–2008; OREA, 2012). This policy was 
designed to set minimum standards for Tennessee school districts in provid-
ing services to non-English language background (NELB) students who were 
also ELs. In October 2017, the SBE approved changes to the English as a 
Second Language Program Policy 3.207 and renamed it ESL Rule Chapter 
0520-01-19 (2023). Under the Tennessee Education Improvement Act, the 
Rule became effective on July 6, 2021.

More recently, the Tennessee Department of Education (TDOE) has 
implemented ESL Rule Chapter 0520-01-19 (2023), often referred to as the 
“ESL Policy,” and the English as a Second Language Manual (2023). Like 
its predecessor, ESL Rule Chapter 0520-01-19 established standards and 
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procedures for school districts to identify, assess, and provide English lan-
guage instruction to ELs. However, it was amended in March 2023, with its 
updates coming into effect on June 8, 2023. The updates include provisions 
for antidiscriminatory practices, identification and screening of ELs, parental 
notification and rights, staffing ratios, service delivery, and exit processes. 
The Tennessee SBE requires school districts to follow the standards and pro-
cedures in the current iteration of the Rule. Districts are monitored annually 
through a results-based monitoring process. Tennessee’s school accountabil-
ity model1—a system grading schools on an A-to-F scale—is based on mul-
tiple indicators that make districts and schools successful. These indicators 
encompass student growth and achievement data, EL performance, chronic 
absenteeism, graduation rates, and college and career readiness (TDOE, n.d., 
District and state accountability).

Tennessee’s English as a Second Language Manual

The Tennessee English as a Second Language Manual (TDOE, 2023c) guides 
districts and schools on how to best follow ESL Rule Chapter 0520-01-19 to 
support ELs. The TDOE developed the manual in collaboration with a variety 
of stakeholders, including teachers, administrators, parents, and ELs them-
selves. It is based on four principles that are interwoven throughout the manual 
and the Supporting All English Learners Across Tennessee Framework (2018):

All ELs can learn and succeed,

ELs bring a wealth of knowledge and experiences to the classroom,

ELs need high-quality English language instruction to access the full range of 
academic content and standards, and

ELs need support from all stakeholders, including teachers, administrators, 
parents, and the community.

The manual consists of practical information such as welcoming new students 
and parents, LEAs’ responsibilities when parents waive direct ESL services, 
placing ELs at all grade levels, Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) require-
ments to include those specific to Tennessee, and background characteristics 
to consider for accommodations.

The policy and the manual are guiding documents that inform ESL instruc-
tion in Tennessee. As such, they are also used in ESL teacher preparation 
programs to prepare candidates for K–12 EL instruction. The recent updates 
to the ESL Policy and Manual reflect an increasing focus on standardizing 
procedures for identifying students for English language services, communi-
cating with parents and stakeholders, and policies governing ESL services. 
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151English Learners in the Volunteer State

This may reflect the growing population of EL students both urban and rural 
school districts continue to experience.

ESL Programs and Practices in the Volunteer State

In preparing this chapter, we found that uncovering policies guiding EL 
instruction in Tennessee was straightforward. However, we can only report on 
program practices if we offer a caveat regarding any research-based overview 
of what occurs in EL classrooms in Tennessee. One contributing factor is that 
researchers studying specific student populations in Tennessee often face sig-
nificant obstacles in accessing school districts for data collection and observa-
tion. These challenges include the following: (1) lack of centralized protocols 
where there is often no central authority providing uniform guidelines or 
procedures for researchers to navigate; (2) gatekeepers within school districts 
who act as intermediaries between researchers and students—individuals who 
may impose additional requirements or delays, based on personal perspectives 
or concerns rather than explicit, objective criteria; and (3) limited resources or 
personnel in smaller districts who lack the capacity to dedicate time and atten-
tion to research requests. This often leads to delays in responses, difficulty 
scheduling access, and impressions that researchers are unwelcome. More 
importantly, access difficulties hinder essential research efforts that could 
benefit students, educators, and communities across the state.

As such, there is limited empirical research to be cited. Miley and Farmer 
(2017) and Mancilla-Martinez et al. (2023) are two such studies and are dis-
cussed later in the chapter. In addition, a handful of unpublished dissertations 
focus on ELs in K–12 settings in Tennessee. Sekar (2009) explored predictors 
of academic success for secondary ELs, Hughes (2019) examined teacher 
efficacy of instructing ELs, and Parker and Perry (2023) conducted a case 
study on a newcomer in Middle Tennessee. It is with this backdrop that we 
offer the following realizations.

The history of English language programming in Tennessee has mirrored 
broader national trends in pro-English, anti-immigrant policies in the United 
States. In Tennessee, instructional policies framing the education of bilingual 
students are visibly aligned with the emphasis on English language-only 
development and accountability. This monolingual and assimilationist stance 
is visible in program options and the individualized learning plans (ILPs) that 
Tennessee requires for ELs.

Program Options

Currently, approved “ESL Program” service delivery models have changed 
little from those offered in previous decades, and Tennessee does not 
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accommodate summative assessment in languages other than English 
(TDOE, 2018). Approved program models listed in Tennessee State Board 
of Education Rule 0520-01-19 include Sheltered English, Structured English 
Immersion, Specially Designed Academic Instruction in English (SDAIE), 
Content-based Instruction, Heritage Language, Virtual ESL classes, Pull-out 
instruction, and other models “approved by the Department” (TDOE, 2021, 
p. 5). These options (see table 8.2) are provided to districts to implement as 
they see fit, with guidance to “engage ESL teachers and general educators 
teaching ELs to identify appropriate program models to support the range of 
learners in the district” (TDOE, 2018, p. 12). This range of service options 
clearly and heavily emphasizes English language acquisition. For educators 
and teacher education programs deeply committed to advancing policies and 
practices anchored in equity and social justice, understanding the range of 
services available to students designated as ELs is paramount, as they may be 
called upon to consult with their districts regarding service delivery program 
models.

Given the wide variability across the state regarding EL population sizes, 
implementation of these models looks somewhat different. For a high-den-
sity, urban district like Metro Nashville, service options include a range of 
models such as within-school programs for students with interrupted formal 
education, sheltered classrooms for specific subjects like math and English, 
and content-based instruction through co-teaching (Metro Nashville Public 
Schools, 2022). In districts with smaller numbers, it is difficult to ascertain 
from publicly available information which program models or procedures 
are being implemented. However, one rural district with 0.3% EL students 
reports a “pull-out” model for “language support” (T. McAbee, personal 
communication, August 1, 2023).

Individualized Learning Plans

In 2017, Miley and Farmer found that achievement levels in both English lan-
guage arts and math state assessments for ELs, who achieved the exit criteria 
on WIDA ACCESS,2 were lower than the achievement levels of non-ELs. 
They suggested that, although ELs receive ESL services, the students are 
only sometimes given effective support to develop academic language skills 
for content knowledge. Miley and Farmer recommended ongoing monitoring 
of exited ELs.

The officials with the state had similar observations. Their solution was to 
increase collaboration through ILPs for active and exited ELs. Thus, in addi-
tion to the traditional service delivery models, Tennessee mandated the use 
of ILPs to facilitate appropriate instruction for all EL students (SBE, 2020). 
These plans provide complete records for EL students’ “academic needs, 
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language needs, and goals” (p. 1). As per the Tennessee Department of Edu-
cation (2020), all active, waived, and transitional year 1 and 2 exited students 
are required to have an ILP. ELs’ ILPs must be reviewed, updated, and revised 
annually, and ILPs are monitored every quarter to track  progress toward 
domain-specific goals. To this end, we suspect Miley and Farmer would sup-
port this policy, particularly with respect to the monitoring of exited ELs.

As of 2023, Tennessee adopted a new platform for ILPs, TNPULSE, 
designed as a statewide, standardized means of tracking and sharing EL 
student progress (TDOE, 2023a). According to the Tennessee Department of 
Education (2023a), the uniformity of TNPULSE across districts is designed 
to increase the consistency of teachers’ access to crucial information when 
students transfer schools within the state and enhance communication and 
collaboration among teachers.

The ILPs are designed to improve teachers’ “data-driven decisions” and 
assist them in tracking growth trajectories of students designated as ELs 
(TDOE, 2020, p. 1). Beyond demographic information, each ILP contains 
recent WIDA ACCESS or Screener scores for reading, writing, listening, 
speaking, and overall composite, recommended instructional scaffolds and 
assessment accommodations for each student, and a record of the timing and 
type of ESL services provided to the students. Individual goals are created 
based on current proficiency levels, and students in grades 4 through 12 also 
have career-readiness goals requiring family or caregiver input (SBE, 2023).

As with any tool designed to collect and track information on a student, there 
are necessarily opportunities and challenges. For instance, when used as a com-
munication tool between classroom teachers and EL teachers, this approach’s 
potential strengths include improving communication and collaboration across 
groups of teachers responsible for a given student and the direct involvement 
of parents and the student in goal-setting activities. Potential challenges arise, 
however, as such tools become punitive if adequate time is not given to teachers 
to use and update these documents, or if the language used on the documents 
is deficit-oriented. As with any communication about EL students, the focus 
should be on what students can do and how to provide appropriate scaffolds or 
supports while maintaining high expectations for all learners. Finally, adequate 
professional development or training, as well as time to connect through plan-
ning learning communities or at other moments of the school day, can improve 
collaboration and even the efficacy of the plan itself.

CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES TO IMPROVE 
EDUCATION FOR ELS IN TENNESSEE

Tennessee classrooms are becoming increasingly vibrant with the diverse 
voices of ELs, and their educational journey presents a complex tapestry of 
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challenges and opportunities. From fostering effective collaboration between 
specialists and general education teachers to navigating English-only man-
dates, the path to successful EL education demands multifaceted solutions. 
Engaging families as crucial partners, addressing the disproportionate rep-
resentation of ELs in Special Education Programs, and tailoring ILPs to 
refugee-background students are just some threads in this woven landscape.

Effective Collaboration and Instruction

As described in the previous section, local education authorities (LEAs) 
across Tennessee have flexibility in the service models they adopt for their 
ESL programs. In this way, Tennessee’s flexibility in program implementa-
tion allows for districts to adopt instructional models aligned with guidance 
from educational authorities, provided the resources to implement such a 
model are available within a given district. In addition to the program models 
offered by the state documents, content-based instruction through co-teaching 
has emerged as an instructional approach in Tennessee. For example, Metro 
Nashville and Knox County Schools, two of the larger districts within the 
state, have adopted this as an approved approach in their handbooks (Knox 
County Schools, 2023; Metro Nashville Public Schools, 2022).

One force that may contribute to the utilization of co-teaching models 
includes guidance from education consortia like WIDA, which Tennessee 
adopted as its English Language Development standards in 2013 (TDOE, 
n.d., English as a Second Language). Collaboration among stakeholders is 
one of WIDA’s Big Ideas, shifting from language development being the sole 
responsibility of the EL teacher to all teachers being responsible for the inte-
gration of content and language (Nordmeyer & Honigsfeld, 2020). In other 
words, WIDA recommends that content area teachers and English language 
teachers join forces to address EL needs. Another force that contributes to an 
emphasis on such models is the ever-increasing focus on standardized testing 
within the U.S. school systems, which emphasizes “scaffolding language and 
vocabulary instruction to increase ELLs’ access to the content curriculum” 
(McClure & Cahnmann-Taylor, 2010, p. 104). This emphasis can lead to 
diminished opportunities for EL teachers to focus on language development 
and result in EL teachers being relegated to the role of “supporter” (Arkoudis, 
2006; Creese, 2002; Pappamihiel, 2012).

Despite its potential, the success of co-teaching is contingent upon having 
an adequate number of qualified teachers, which becomes a hurdle in the 
context of ongoing specialist language teacher shortages (O’Brien, 2023). 
Furthermore, the lack of comprehensive teacher training and preparation 
(de Jong & Harper, 2005) can exacerbate difficulties faced by teachers, par-
ticularly in implementing collaborative models like co-teaching effectively. 
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The shift to emphasizing collaboration and shared responsibility between 
EL teachers and general education teachers for academic English language 
development demands a level of expertise and cultural competency that 
many educators outside TESOL-related fields may not have received in their 
preservice training (de Jong & Harper, 2005; Education Commission of the 
States, 2024; Honigsfeld & Dove, 2019; Kibler & Castellón Palacios, 2022). 
Emerging research suggests that areas of consideration when implement-
ing co-teaching include shared planning, opportunities for both teachers to 
contribute ideas, and a common curricular framework can contribute to the 
success of this model (Fu et al., 2007; Martin Beltrán & Peercy, 2012; Slater 
& Mohan, 2010). Specific research in Tennessee is needed to understand the 
types of co-teaching models being implemented and their effects on teachers 
and students.

English-Only Mandates

English has been designated the “official” language in Tennessee since 1984 
(§4-1-404). This law affects the availability of bilingual resources, such as 
state-mandated standardized assessments, which instead can only be admin-
istered in English. Just as they are nationally, literacy and language instruc-
tion policies in Tennessee are shaped by diverse and sometimes conflicting 
beliefs about the nature and objectives of learning. For instance, recent focus 
on learning to read has emphasized attention on phonics, required students 
receiving regular education services to achieve a score of proficient on a 
state-mandated standardized test, and restricted the instructional program-
ming available in districts around the state (Tennessee Literacy Success Act, 
2022; Tennessee Learning Loss Remediation and Student Acceleration Act, 
2021). While provisions for ELs receiving language services exist, English-
only laws impact the quality and type of instruction EL students receive. 
Thus, beyond navigating the spectrum from support to accountability, 
English language educators must also grapple with policy perspectives that 
perceive languages other than English as “problems” rather than as assets or 
inherent rights (Ruiz, 1984).

Although Tennessee state law mandates that “instruction in public schools 
and colleges of Tennessee shall be conducted in English unless the nature of 
the course would require otherwise” (TCA §4-1-404), a limited number of 
dual-language education programs can be found in Tennessee within optional 
programs and the public charter system.3 Unlike publicly funded dual-
language programs, which primarily serve monolingual English-speaking 
students, several optional and charter programs state a specific mission to 
serve students from Latine backgrounds. For example, the program at Aven-
tura Charter School in Nashville seeks to serve families from Spanish- and 
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English-language backgrounds (Kim, 2021). Our inability to find a compre-
hensive list of bilingual or dual-language programs in Tennessee indicates the 
lack of such programs.

Family Engagement

As an English-only state, Tennessee also highlights barriers to communicat-
ing with students’ families and caregivers. This is evident in rural and urban 
districts, where achieving equitable access to interpretation and translation 
services remains a struggle, despite state policy mandating communica-
tion be provided in a language that can be understood (Coady, 2019; SBE, 
2023). Larger districts allocate their funding strategically to maintain a more 
favorable ratio of interpreters to students. In contrast, others opt to contract 
on-demand language services such as ACUTRANS to fulfill school interpre-
tation needs (Metro Nashville Public Schools, 2023).

Working families of ELs often encounter challenges in actively engaging 
with school stakeholders. The demands of employment, irregular work hours, 
and, in some cases, limited proficiency in English create substantial barriers 
for families seeking to be actively involved in their child’s education because 
they obstruct parents’ ability to attend meetings, conferences, or school events 
(Coady, 2019; Findel, 2022; Shim, 2013). The language barrier is particularly 
challenging because it exacerbates difficulties faced by families, limiting 
their capacity to communicate effectively with teachers, administrators, and 
other school stakeholders. This linguistic divide impacts family members’ 
ability to advocate for their children and hinders their understanding of cru-
cial information related to academic progress, school policies, and available 
resources (He & Thompson, 2022; McCardell, 2021). Recognizing these 
challenges, some schools and districts have implemented strategies to bridge 
the gap and facilitate meaningful engagement for working families of ELs. 
This may involve offering flexible meeting schedules outside of traditional 
school hours, providing translation and interpretation services, and leveraging 
technology to increase bidirectional communication using apps and messaging 
platforms (McCardell, 2021; Protacio et al., 2021; Sawyer, 2022). The “Tech 
Goes Home” initiative in Metro Nashville is one example of increasing fam-
ily engagement with schools by providing training, laptops, and Wi-Fi access 
upon program completion (Tennessee Alliance for Equity in Education, 2022).

The Disproportionality of ELs in Special Education

The issue of disproportionality of representation for ELs in special education 
has been documented across the United States (Artiles et al., 2005; National 
Academies of Sciences, Engineering, & Medicine, 2017; Sanatullova-Allison 
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& Robison-Young, 2016). While much of this research has focused on the 
overrepresentation of EL students in special education, identification trends 
across states vary. As an example, Mancilla-Martinez et al. (2023) found 
that in Tennessee, documented underrepresentation of EL students in special 
education extends to both students designated as English learners (“current” 
English learners) and those designated as English-proficient across both high-
incidence and low-incidence categories of disability. They used Tennessee 
state-level data collected between 2009 and 2019 for students in 3rd through 
8th grades to examine the adjusted and unadjusted odds ratios for ELs to be 
identified for Special Education across all categories. The analytic sample 
across all academic years included 812,783 students, averaging 285,900 
yearly. The researchers found that across the focal timespan, both English-
proficient bilingual students and designated EL students were less likely to 
be identified for Special Education than students identified as native English 
speakers. In other words, all bilingual/multilingual students were less likely 
to be recommended for and ultimately receive special education services 
than monolingual English-speaking students. Mancilla-Martinez et al. (2023) 
surmise that several factors may play a role, including the “new destination” 
status of the state, the fact that assessments, even those used for identifica-
tion of special education, are overwhelmingly in English (Escamilla et al., 
2017), and social, cultural, and historical trends. This underrepresentation 
is significant because all students must receive appropriate instructional 
services aligned to their educational needs. When gaps between needs and 
services erupt, these disparities can negatively affect students’ academic suc-
cess (NASEM, 2017).

Tennessee’s attempts to address the disproportional underrepresentation of 
ELs have included implementing the Response to Intervention (RTI) model 
and universal dyslexia screening. Instituted across Tennessee in July 2014, 
the RTI model is a central piece of Tennessee’s efforts to improve EL instruc-
tion by following a tiered support system (TDOE, 2023b). By integrating RTI 
strategies and personalized learning initiatives, schools can actively work 
toward eliminating disparities, ensuring that all students, regardless of cul-
tural and linguistic background, receive the support and services essential to 
access grade-level content and curricula. The Tennessee Literacy Success Act 
of 2021 was intended to add additional support by requiring LEAs to adminis-
ter universal reading screening for kindergarten through grade 3 students and 
provide high-quality Tier 1 foundational skills4 instruction. It is suggested 
that the dyslexia screening (in particular) can help discern whether reading 
difficulties are rooted in the language acquisition process or specific learning 
disabilities, thereby guiding educators in tailoring interventions that align 
with the unique needs of ELs (TDOE, 2021). However, we acknowledge that 
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several variables, including the administrator’s knowledge and skill level, 
could render screeners such as these inaccurate and ineffective.

Culturally Responsive Pedagogy and Refugee-Background Students

As previously noted, refugee numbers in Tennessee make up a substantial 
part of the total number of immigrants to the state. As such, promising prac-
tices for working with this population are essential for school districts in 
Tennessee with growing refugee populations.

According to a series of studies (including Daniel, 2018; 2019; Daniel 
& Zybina, 2019), working with resettled refugees in the state, culturally 
responsive pedagogy and “funds of strategies” were demonstrably effective 
approaches to supporting refugee-background students’ learning and devel-
opment. For example, Daniel and Zybina (2019) observed and interviewed 
resettled refugee youth about their experiences in schools. They found that 
these students are able to productively draw on their knowledge of multiple 
languages to make meaning at home; however, in schools, these same stu-
dents rarely had opportunities to do so. Additionally, students’ learning was 
best supported when engaged in collaborative activities and when teachers 
took the time to get to know them as people. The studies noted that schools 
missed opportunities to align instruction with those practices that the students 
indicated are helpful for their learning, thereby failing to uphold the same 
high standards for these students as they do for all learners (Daniel & Zybina, 
2019). Daniel (2019) argues that culturally responsive pedagogies allow stu-
dents to draw upon their out-of-school literacy and translanguaging practices 
to strategically navigate educational experiences.

de Jong and Harper (2005) supported Gay’s (2002) assertion that teach-
ers need to use “the cultural characteristics, experiences, and perspectives of 
ethnically diverse students as conduits for teaching them more effectively” 
(p. 106). They highlight classroom participation structures and the role of 
students’ prior learning experiences as two foci that are particularly important 
for ELs who have been schooled in their home country.

A CONCLUDING CALL TO ACTION

Scholarship highlights relationship-building as critical to creating meaning-
ful opportunities for learning when working toward long-term change. This 
view emphasizes how “daily practices [can] change norms” (O’Shaughnessy 
& Kennedy, 2010, p. 566). In Tennessee, teachers’ engagement in advocacy, 
manifested in daily practices aimed at enhancing educational opportunities 
and outcomes for ELs, represents a consistent method of fostering a more 
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inclusive and effective learning environment for this student cohort. For 
example, after learning about students’ particular experiences and needs, EL 
teachers work to develop partnerships that connect students and families with 
appropriate community resources, legal counsel, or other resources necessary 
to facilitate educational equity (DaSilva Iddings & Warraich, 2022; Warren 
& Ward, 2022). This advocacy extends beyond the classroom, as teachers 
actively participate in efforts at the district and state levels. By collaborating 
with stakeholders and decision-makers, teachers contribute to shaping poli-
cies that address the systemic challenges faced by ELs, thereby advocating 
for long-lasting change. Therefore, we propose a call to action consisting of 
two advocacy-based priorities where researchers, activists, and policymakers 
can further support Tennessee’s teachers to ensure that their ELs are provided 
an equitable education.

Advocate for Dual-Language Programs and Policies that 
View Native Language Use as a Resource and as a Right

As mentioned earlier, Tennessee is essentially an English-only state. As such, 
most ELs may miss out on the educational, economic, and sociocultural ben-
efits of bilingual education that can be accomplished through dual-language 
programs. Dual-language programs have been shown to enhance cognitive 
flexibility, problem-solving skills, and academic achievement in all students, 
not just those acquiring English. Bilingual brains seem to be wired differ-
ently, offering advantages in executive function and attention control (Chris-
tian, 2016; Farhan, 2019; Kroll et al., 2012). Contrary to what many may 
believe, dual-language programs do not hinder English acquisition but rather 
accelerate it in the long run. Students gain a deeper understanding of language 
structures by comparing two languages, leading to more vital English skills 
(Christian, 2016; Kroll et al., 2012).

Furthermore, supporting native languages fosters cultural identity and 
heritage preservation. Communities can maintain their traditions and val-
ues through language, strengthening social cohesion and intergenerational 
understanding (Bayram, 2021; Leonard et al., 2020; Montreal, 2023; Para-
dis, 2023). Finally, dual-language programs promote understanding and 
appreciation of different cultures, leading to a greater sense of belonging 
(de Jong et al., 2023; Montrul, 2023), tolerance, and respect for diversity. 
This can help combat prejudice and build stronger communities. When 
individuals feel their languages are valued and respected, they are more 
likely to participate in civic life and contribute to society. Recognizing 
native language rights empowers communities and fosters a more inclusive 
society.
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Initiate Critical Conversation Regarding the Difficulty of 
Accessing Tennessee School Districts for Necessary Research

While we believe Tennessee’s school district leaders recognize the benefits 
of allowing researchers responsible and reasonable access, it has become 
increasingly difficult for research projects to gain approval and support. We 
encourage essential conversations between district leaders and researchers 
that would minimize the challenges that disproportionately impact research 
on vulnerable or marginalized student populations, whose voices and experi-
ences are often underrepresented in educational research.

Difficulties in accessing relevant data and populations can hinder efforts to 
understand their unique needs and develop effective interventions and support 
systems. Moving forward, it is crucial for school districts to:

• Develop a centralized system for research access with clear guidelines and 
standardized procedures. This would streamline the process for researchers 
and ensure consistency across districts.

• Promote transparency and open communication regarding research 
requests. Districts should clearly explain their decision-making process 
and provide timely feedback to researchers.

• Allocate resources, including personnel and training, to facilitate research 
within districts. This would demonstrate a commitment to evidence-based 
decision-making and support for educational research.

By addressing these challenges, we can ensure that researchers have equitable 
access to Tennessee school districts and can contribute to better educational 
outcomes for all students, especially those from underserved communities 
like ELs.

NOTES

1. For more information regarding the 2023 Tennessee plan for giving schools 
letter grades, please see Aldrich’s (2023) report on its implementation at https://www 
.chalkbeat .org /tennessee /2023 /11 /2 /23944324 /a -f -school -letter -grades -delayed -with 
-new -formula -lizzette -reynolds/.

2. WIDA ACCESS is a collection of summative English language proficiency 
assessments. Specific information regarding the WIDA consortium may be found at 
https://wida .wisc .edu.

3. To date, we have only been able to find three examples in Nashville and 
Chattanooga.

4. Tier 1 vocabulary consists of everyday words with clear, unambiguous mean-
ings such as “cat,” “book,” and “pencil.” This level of language is usually acquired 
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organically at home, in social situations, and through conversations with peers 
and teachers at school without needing to be formally taught (Beck, McKeown, & 
Kucan, 2013).
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