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Giving Voice to Valeria’s Story
S U P P O R T,  VA L U E ,  A N D  A G E N C Y  F O R 
I M M I G R A N T  A D O L E S C E N T S

Mary Amanda Stewart

Immigrant students often have special circumstances that teachers 
might be unaware of. Literacy education can offer these students 
support through caring relationships, value through reading, and 
agency through writing.

“Estoy esforzándome.” The Spanish verb 
esforzar implies striving for a goal, 
putting forth great effort with strength 

and courage. This is what Valeria (pseudonym), a 
19-year-old high school sophomore from El Salvador, 
tells me she is doing to achieve success in her new 
country in spite of difficult circumstances. Literacy 
educators have the opportunity to come to action 
on Valeria’s behalf and challenge test-driven and 
culturally irrelevant teaching. Why is it so important to 
revolutionize instruction? The pressures of No Child 
Left Behind (NCLB) too often push literacy educators 
to provide ineffective instruction for English learners 
(Au, 2011; de la Piedra, 2010; Menken, 2010; Rush & 
Scherff, 2012). Valeria’s story of life and literacy sheds 
lights on how literacy education could be a powerful 
vehicle in imparting 
care, value, and agency 
for immigrant students.

In this article, I will 
share challenges that 
immigrant students like 
Valeria might face and 
that teachers are often 
unaware of. I will then 

explain what research says regarding the students’ 
emotional and literacy needs. Finally, through 
sharing Valeria’s story, I will propose three areas that 
literacy educators should address which are crucial to 
the success of immigrant students.

Challenges Immigrant Students 
Might Face
Valeria’s lived experiences are similar to those of 
many immigrant youths as documented in research. 
Remittances, money earned in the host country 
and sent back to the home country, are a feature of 
migration (Abrego, 2009). Families are often kept 
out of dire poverty because of earnings sent from 
the new country by a parent or even an adolescent. 
The Central American immigrant youths in Suárez-
Orozco’s (1987) research were obligated to work 
every day after school to help support their families 
back home. Although they faced adult pressures of 
providing for their families, they were undeterred 
from going to school because they viewed education 
as the most significant way to achieve their dreams.

It is also well noted that many immigrants pay 
exorbitant amounts to secure passage to the United 
States via human smugglers called “coyotes” (Stout, 
2008). Some of those trying to cross the borders 
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are minors entering without an adult caretaker. 
Tota (2010) explained that approximately 7,200 
unaccompanied children are apprehended every 
year while attempting to cross into the United States, 
mainly from Central America and Mexico. Many are 
sexually and physically abused along the way because 
of their extreme vulnerability.

Immigrant students are often affected by 
immigration laws that force them or their family 
members into hiding. Of the approximately 11 million 
undocumented people in the United States, about 
1.8 million are students attending public schools 
(Suárez-Orozco, Suárez-Orozco, & Todorova, 2008). 
The Longitudinal Immigrant Student Adaptation 
(LISA) study (Suárez-Orozco et al., 2008) found 
that undocumented students had a steeper academic 
decline than their peers. A potential explanation 
is that it is more difficult for these students to 
concentrate on their schoolwork because they feel 
hunted.

In addition, 85% of the adolescent immigrants 
in the LISA study were separated from one or 
both of their parents when they left for the United 
States. Even those few students who immigrate 
with the entire nuclear family intact are facing 
long-term or even permanent separation from 
close family members in their home county. 
Adolescent immigrants enter classrooms negotiating 
challenges that are not as common in mainstream 
populations.

Caring in the School
Because of the situations immigrant students 
might face, caring relationships in the school are 
very important. A 2008 research study showed that 
supportive relationships with caring adults such as 
teachers can lead to greater academic engagement for 
Latin American immigrant youths (Green, Rhodes, 
Hirsch, Suárez-Orozco, & Camic, 2008). The 
students’ academic outcomes improved when they felt 
genuinely cared for by an adult.

However, Noddings (2003) has argued that 
teachers’ caring cannot stem primarily from the desire 
for academic success in the classroom. Teachers must 
adopt the attitude of “I am first and always one-caring” 
(p. 175), that is, the first priority is to genuinely care 
for students. Teaching subject matter comes only after 
a caring relationship has been established with each 
student and continues through the nurturing of that 
relationship.

Noddings (2003) believed that schools today 
are prioritizing the intellectual component of a 
student at the cost of the emotional and moral; yet, 
because schools are places of frequent teacher/student 
encounters, it is essential that teachers prioritize 
the development of caring relationships with every 
student. Immigrant students who have experienced 
much change in their lives must have caring 
relationships with school faculty.

Literacy Development for 
Adolescent English Learners
To address the literacy education of immigrant 
students, it is also necessary to understand the research 
on effective literacy development of adolescent 
English learners (ELs). First, students’ cultures must 
be attended to in any classroom. Research by Phelan 
and Davidson (1993) illustrates that the greater the 
difference between the school and the home culture, 
the higher the probability of either academic and/or 
identity struggles for immigrant students.

Further research states that second-language 
acquisition occurs most effectively in meaningful 
ways that lower one’s anxiety level, such as cooperative 
learning or engaging reading (Krashen, 1994). Krashen 
(2004) explained that ELs need to read regularly for 
pleasure and not just for academic purposes. This self-
selected, voluntary reading should occur in English 
as well as the first language (L1) because L1 literacy 
furthers English literacy development. Feger (2006) 
added to this research by showing how reading 
culturally relevant literature furthered ELs’ reading 
engagement, paving the way for literacy gains.

Valuing and using students’ L1 plays an intricate 
role in ELs’ literacy development in English. De 
la Piedra (2010) found that a high school teacher 
successfully developed her ELs’ literacy by using 
their home literacies and involving their language 
and cultural skills. Other research concurs that 
adolescent ELs develop literacy most effectively when 
their native language and culture are fully valued 
and incorporated into the classroom (Jiménez, 2000; 
Suárez-Orozco et al., 2008).

Data Collection and Analysis
I met Valeria through a larger study of adolescent 
ELs’ out-of-school literacies. After volunteering in 
an ESL (English as a second language) class, I asked 
students if they would like to participate in the study 
by allowing me to interview them during lunch and 
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observe them in class. Valeria, the focal student for 
this study, returned the signed consent form and 
agreed to share her story with me. The research 
questions that guided the present study are as follows:

• How do Valeria’s special circumstances as a 
new immigrant affect her education?

• How can literacy education uniquely meet 
her emotional and educational needs?

By interviewing Valeria, observing her in school 
and at work, viewing her in- and out-of-school writing, 
and becoming her Facebook “friend,” I collected data 
for five months to understand her life’s circumstances. 
I also helped her with school assignments during 
and after class and wrote observational notes about 
her schoolwork. I coded the data using the constant-
comparative method (Corbin & Strauss, 2008), 
grouping like units under a clearly defined theme. 
I did not specify the themes prior to data collection 
but, rather, allowed them to emerge.

To illustrate, I did not know Valeria even used 
Facebook until the study was already under way. I did 
not begin the study with the intention of examining 
her Facebook usage, but I realized during interviews 
with her that most of her out-of-school reading and 
writing took place on that site.

The themes I identified are (a) L1 literacy 
(Spanish), (b) Survival, (c) L2 literacy (English), 
(d) Digital Escape, and (e) Aspirations. I will share 
Valeria’s story by presenting the themes in narrative 
format and then explore how literacy instruction 
could provide her with a better education and future.

Valeria’s Story
L1 Literacy (Spanish)
The fourth of six sisters, Valeria grew up surrounded by 
family in a rural region of El Salvador. She was raised 
by a single mother; her uncle residing in the United 
States sent money to help support the family. Her oldest 
sister went to live in the United States when Valeria was 
7 years old, and the next two oldest followed shortly 
thereafter, building their lives in the same area.

In El Salvador, public education extends from 
kindergarten through grade 9, which is called 
primaria. After that, one pays to attend grades 10–
12, referred to as bachillerato, and then one can 
continue studies at the university. Valeria’s mother 
did not finish primaria and supported her family by 
making masa for tortillas and milk products from 
her small herd of dairy cows. Valeria describes her 
grades as “bajas” (low) in El Salvador and states 
that she never read much: “Una porque me hacía 
dificil, la otra porque no me gustaba” (One because 
it was difficult for me, and the other because I didn’t 
like it).

Valeria was exposed to traditional English 
instruction, but she did not enjoy or learn much 
through those classes: “A veces la maestra ponía inglés y 
nosotros traducíamos. Se hace muy dificil”(Sometimes 
the teacher put English on the board and we had to 
translate it. It was very difficult). She did not relate 
any positive aspects about her schooling experiences 
in El Salvador.

By contrast, she described her involvement in 
sports in her country with much enthusiasm. She 
thrived in athletic events, playing baseball and soccer 
through her adolescence. In soccer she told me that 
they always wanted her to play goalie because “no lo 
dejaba pasar la pelota” (I didn’t let the ball get by). 
Unfortunately, she stated that in the 18 months she 
has lived in the United States, she has not had the 
opportunity to play any sports because of her work 
and school schedules.

Valeria finished primaria (9th grade) and began 
bachillerato with the help of the remittances sent 
by family in the United States. She attended school 
every morning and spent the rest of the day at home 
tending the cows. Although she always struggled in 
school with L1 literacy, that difficulty was tempered 
by the enjoyment she drew from sports, her rural life, 
and her family.

Survival
At the age of 17 Valeria left El Salvador for the very 
first time, accompanied by her 16-year-old sister, to 
live with family in the United States. During the 
journey she traveled on foot, by bus, in the back of 
a trailer, and by motorcycle through El Salvador, 
Guatemala, and Mexico, arriving in the United States 
12 days after leaving her homeland. She and her sister 
were apprehended by U.S. immigration officials, who 
sent them to a detention center for undocumented 
and unaccompanied minors.

Many unaccompanied and 

undocumented youths immigrate 

to another country to f lee a 

hopeless situation.
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Valeria’s time in the center was a positive 
experience, and she tells me that she and the others 
there were like a family. She had English, math, and 
cooking classes that made her feel like a competent 
learner. As she says, “Siempre sacaba buenas notas [en 
el centro]” (I always made good grades [in the center]). 
She stayed there for one month and 13 days, until an 
older sister could complete the process of adopting 
her. She describes her reaction when she had to leave 
the center: “Entonces, me iba a salir de allí y tenía 
muchas amistades de allí y me hicieron llorar” (Then, 
I was going to leave there and I had many friendships 
from there and I began to cry).

When she left the center, Valeria’s life quickly 
changed. The sister who adopted her greatly abused 
the situation, making Valeria perform many chores 
and refusing to bring her to school on time. She had 
little leverage, though, because her new visa was 
dependent upon her sister’s guardianship. When 
Valeria’s ESL teacher found out about her living 
conditions, she alerted Child Protective Services. 
After spending a year in those conditions, Valeria 
moved out and now rents a room from a friend. She 
walks to school every day and pays someone to drive 
her to work.

Shortly after her release from the center, Valeria 
began her first job at a fast food chain under a false 
name because her visa prohibited her from working. 
At one point, an owner of another restaurant noticed 
how efficiently she worked and approached her about 
working for him. Much to her delight, Valeria recently 
started working at his business, enjoying a significant 
raise, a better work environment, and opportunities to 
practice English with other staff members.

She thrives working in the kitchen, where she 
has become adept at reading the tickets in English. 
When I observed her, she would begin cleaning if 
there were no orders while most other employees 
took small breaks. She says, “Yo trato esforzarme, 
hacer las cosas bien rápido” (I try to work hard, do 
things really quickly). Work has given her a place to 
succeed while she acquires English and interacts with 
Americans. 

In fact, Valeria speaks much more English at 
work than she does at school. Although her school 
has almost all native English speakers, she does not 
interact with them, even when they all sit in the same 
classes. (Of the 2,000 students in her high school, 
only 150 are classified as ELs.) According to Valeria, 
the only “Americanos” she talks to are me, her ESL 
teacher, and her coworkers.

She currently works about 40 hours a week to 
cover her many expenses: “Tengo gastos. El pago de 
la renta, una parte de gas, y para ayudarle a mi mamá, 
y tengo también el pago de los papeles de mi abogada” 
(I have expenses. The rent payment, a part of the gas, 
to help my mom, and I also have to pay for my lawyer 
to get my papers). She sends her remaining earnings 
to El Salvador to pay for her youngest sister to attend 
bachillerato and to support her mother. 

Valeria explains that she really needs to save money 
to get her mother and younger sister to the United States 
as soon as she receives her Social Security card and can 
begin the application process. Her immigration lawyer 
has led her to believe that she could receive her card 
soon, so she picks up extra hours, often working seven 
days a week. When I asked her why she was working 
so much during the week of the high-stakes state tests, 
her answer was one word, one of the only words I ever 
heard her say in English: “Money.”

L2 Literacy (English)
Valeria has been classified as a beginning English 
learner by the state assessment in reading, writing, 
and oral communication for the second year in a 
row, showing little improvement. Her difficulty in 
Spanish literacy likely coincides with her difficulties 
in English. She attends an ESL class for her English 
credit but mainstream classes for other subject areas. 
Although her teachers give her passing grades, she 
understands little of her assignments. She might 
receive the credits to graduate, but she will not have 
sufficient academic English competency to pass the 
state testing required for graduation.

The following summary from my notes represents 
what I observed about her L2 literacy in school.

I walk into Valeria’s ESL class to find her staring 
blankly at a page in her health textbook about 
the importance of exercise. She tells me she 
was sent from her health class to receive help 
in writing a one-page summary of the chapter. 
She spends the next two hours unsuccessfully 
copying phrases directly from the book, 
erasing, and then recopying. She does not 
appear to understand the material in her book 
developed for native English-speakers. Her 
coping mechanism is to copy something from 
the book. In addition to the difficulty of the 
assignment, she looks tired from working late 
the night before and the theme of exercise is not 
something she perceives to be relevant to her 
life. (1/24/2012)
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Other times I observed her staring blankly at a 
book in front of her or spending exorbitant amounts 
of time copying decontextualized words from her 
textbooks in attempts to answer low-level questions. 
The language support she received in her content area 
classes was being told to go to the ESL classroom to 
complete her assignments. She had the same books, 
instruction, and assignments as the mainstream 
students and did not acquire much language in these 
courses, as evidenced by her test scores for English 
acquisition. This excerpt from an interview with her 
demonstrates how she perceived having learned more 
English during her six-week stint in the detention 
center than in her current classes.

Author: (Gets out paper with /th/ words. Says the 
words emphasizing how to make the /th/ sound. 
Valeria was having difficulty pronouncing these 
words in class and asked me to help her) ¿Nadie 
te han dicho antes como hacerlo? [Nobody told 
you how to (make the /th/ sound) before?]

Valeria: Eh, bueno, cuando estuvimos en [el 
centro], teníamos clases, dos clases todo el dia. 
[Uh, well, when we were in the detention center 
we had classes, two classes for the entire day.]

Author: ¿Buenas clases? [Good classes?]

Valeria: Yeah. Mitad del dia era inglés. El mismo 
dia era matemáticas,...Bueno, allí se aprendió 
mucho pero me olvido bastante. Porque sabía 
decir como decir el color del piel....pelo... [Yeah. 
Half of the day was English classes. The same 
day we had math classes....Well, there we 
learned a lot of English, but I have forgotten so 
much. Because I used to know how to say skin 
colors...hair...]

Author: ¿Las cosas que necesita? [Things that 
you need to know?]

Valeria: Si. Entonces ahora me estoy olvidando 
ya. [Yes. So now I am forgetting it already.]

Most of the English instruction Valeria received 
in high school did not effectively contribute to her 
second language acquisition because it was not at 

her beginner level. She received novels, textbooks, 
and test preparation curriculum designed for native 
English speakers, which she could not comprehend. 
Her perception is that she understood the instruction 
in the detention center much better, and it was more 
relevant to her life.

Although she did receive more direct language 
support from her caring and competent ESL teacher 
during her two English classes, it was hindered by 
mandatory test preparation materials and traditional 
English curriculum. The thick packets of practice 
tests and the classic novels she was supposed to read 
were far beyond her English level and relegated her to 
a silent space in the classroom. She stared at pages and 
copied what the teacher or other students wrote, but 
she did not experience much learning. Even during 
a regular part of her class dedicated to independent 
reading, she did not have access to texts that were at 
her reading level in English or in Spanish.

The Valeria I encountered in the classroom was 
silent, lost, and overwhelmed. Outside the classroom, 
however, I encountered a completely different young 
woman. She spoke in Spanish with confidence, 
eagerly sharing her life experiences with me.

Digital Escape
Although Valeria is quiet at school, her social 
networking activity is dynamic. She began her 
Facebook page when she moved to the United States, 
and in less than 18 months she had accrued 241 
friends, mostly from El Salvador. Using her cell phone, 
she frequently posts how she feels, shares pictures, 
and leaves messages on others’ pages. Although most 
of her postings are in Spanish, Facebook provides her 
with a safe place to practice English as she tries out 
new phrases such as “what up,” “me too,” and “i love.”

It is a space that allows her to continue her 
relationship with the younger sister she left behind. 
Most of their communication happens on Facebook:

Bueno, ahora en la mañana, tuve un test de 
química. Yo lo terminé rápido y de allí no 
hicimos nada y me metí [en Facebook] para ver 
si estaba mi hermana. [Well, this morning I had 
a chemistry test. I finished it quickly and we 
weren’t doing anything so I got on (Facebook) to 
see if my sister was there.]

Spanish music also plays a significant role in 
Valeria’s life by allowing her to connect to home. 
Almost every time I saw her when she was not 
engaged in schoolwork, she was listening to music 

Every life has a story, and these 

students’ stories are particularly 

powerful.
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on her phone. Her Facebook “likes” section is full of 
pictures of Latino artists. She says that “todo el día 
pasa con música” (I have my music all day). For her, 
music represents a place where she can connect to 
home, express her Latina identity, and escape the 
pressures of school.

Aspirations
Valeria’s aspirations include her strong desire to 
achieve success in her new country despite the 
challenges she faces. Many days she appears obviously 
tired from work, school, homework, and household 
chores. I often observed her put her head down on her 
desk before the teacher officially started the class. She 
has traded her mother, rural life, and regular sports 
activities for the responsibilities of an adult.

As she describes her life in El Salvador with much 
fondness, I ask her why she would want to exchange 
that life for the one she has now. She becomes pensive: 
“Yeah....Pero, um, vale la pena porque hecho así valoro 
que yo estoy esforzando y lo que yo estoy haciendo” 
(Yeah....But, um, it’s worth it because I appreciate that 
I am working hard and what I am doing). She knows 
that her mother is proud of her, too:

Ahorita me dice que se sienta orgullosa porque 
estoy estudiando, estoy trabajando, pagando 
mis gastos, todo. Y si ella necesita algo, yo le 
ayudo. [Now she tells me that she is proud of me 
because I am studying, I am working, paying 
for my expenses, everything. And if she needs 
something, I help her.]

Her plans are to keep working hard, remain in the 
United States, and finish school. “Y aquí he decidido 
graduarme, estudiar, prepararme” (And here I have 
decided to graduate, study, and prepare myself for 
the future). After graduating from high school, 
she wants to attend college and become a police 
detective. But she is already 19, in the 10th grade, and 
a beginning English learner—graduating is a lofty 
goal, considering that she must pass the state tests 
before she turns 21. 

When I ask her about this, she says, “Entonces me 
han dicho que tengo que aprender más rápido el inglés 
para poderme graduar junto con Alejandra” (Then 
they told me I have to learn English faster to graduate 
with Alejandra [her younger sister, who is in the 11th 
grade]). It is uncertain how that will happen because 
she is not currently progressing much in school. 
Nevertheless, she takes smalls steps each day to create 
a better future for herself and her family.

Classroom Implications
Although Valeria’s story is unique, it represents the 
circumstances other immigrant students might face 
that affect their learning in school. Literacy lends 
itself to expressing one’s emotions and gaining 
identity-affirming knowledge. Literacy educators can 
use their subject matter to give students like Valeria 
support through a caring relationship, value through 
relevant reading, and agency through writing.

Support Through Relationships
Like Valeria, many unaccompanied and 
undocumented youths immigrate to another country 
to flee a hopeless situation (Tota, 2010). Their journeys 
are usually difficult, and because they are alone and 
have few rights, they are often taken advantage of by 
human traffickers, police, or other officials. Valeria 
witnessed events on her journey that she keeps 
locked away. She also lives in hiding, working under 
a false identity to provide for herself and her family. 
Students in similar situations might also be working 
many hours and getting little sleep. They need extra 
support to complete their assignments.

If teachers do not take the time to get to know 
their students personally, they will never see them 
accurately enough to effectively teach them. Valeria’s 
ESL teacher is an example of the positive impact of 
knowing one’s students. If it were not for that singular 
caring relationship, Valeria might still be living in a 
situation of neglect and abuse. This one teacher is 
providing Valeria with the necessary support to stay 
in school.

As Valeria’s case proves, faculty members must 
be aware of issues faced by immigrant students to 
become their advocate. Campano (2007) reminds us 
that accountability encompasses far more than the 
narrow definition of NCLB. Accountability is about 
relationships, and teachers should be purposeful 
in developing relationships of trust with students, 
particularly those living in difficult circumstances. 
Consequently, educators need to show youths like 
Valeria that they truly care about them as people 
more than their test scores, about the students’ 
humanity more than the subject matter (Noddings, 
2003). Accountability must be to the student.

Value Through Reading
Valeria needs to read literature that conveys that her 
lived experiences are valuable and, thus, that she 
is valuable as a student in the classroom. Research 
shows that immigrant students who read literature 
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that mirrors their experiences become more engaged 
readers (Feger, 2006), gain cultural confidence as 
they identify with literary events (Athanases, 1998), 
and learn to negotiate their transnational identities 
(Vyas, 2004). Being required to read texts far beyond 
her reading level about issues irrelevant to her life 
leaves Valeria overwhelmed while accentuating her 
deficits. Such students need accessible literature 

in English that shows them that their immigration 
stories and experiences are valuable. She also needs 
books in Spanish that will engage her in sustained 
reading and allow her to further develop literacy skills 
that will transfer to any language (Krashen, 2004). 
(Literature suggestions are listed in the Take Action! 
sidebar.)

In addition, newcomer adolescents like Valeria 
need to acquire academic language, a process that 
takes at least five years (Cummins, 1994). Academic 
language is needed for the cognitively demanding 
tasks students will encounter in all content areas. The 
prominent second-language acquisition researcher 
Stephen Krashen (2012) believes that cognitive 
academic language might be deeply acquired only 
through self-selected reading, suggesting that students 
should be given ample time to read appealing 
literature at their English level. Perhaps much 
classroom time should be dedicated to independent 
reading, and instructors need to ensure that students 
have access to reading material (for in- and out-of-
school use) that is relevant and comprehensible.

Agency Through Writing
Because of issues of language, economic 
circumstances, and legal status, some immigrant 
students have lost their sense of agency, or the ability 
to act on their own behalf. Valeria is often at the mercy 
of the legal and educational systems and is further 
confined by her economic realities. Literacy educators 
are in the unique position to allow students to regain 
their agency through writing about their own rich 
experiences. Campano (2007) shared how immigrant 
students in his fifth-grade class grew academically as 
they recognized the value of their own experiences 
by sharing them through writing. Middle-grade ELs 
have used graphic stories to share their emotional 
immigration journeys while developing academic 
language (Danzak, 2011). Adult immigrants have also 
regained their voices in the often hostile immigration 
debates by defining themselves through writing and 
by publishing their immigration narratives for others 
to read (Stewart, 2010).

Like many youths, Valeria possesses digital 
literacies that she uses outside school but could also 
use in her in-class writing. Past research shows how 
ELs have used digital podcasts (Wilson, Chavez, & 
Anders, 2012), bilingual chat rooms (Lam, 2004), and 
even social networking (DePew, 2011) to further their 
literacy development through digital communication. 
Digital writing could provide adolescent ELs a 

 ✓ Read poetry such as A Movie in My Pillow: 
Poems by Jorge Argueta (2002) or Inside Out 
and Back Again by Thanhha Lai (2012) to validate 
students’ memories from their home countries. 
They can then share their own memories 
through bilingual poetry.

 ✓ Discuss the brave immigration journeys of other 
teenagers, using the following texts:

a. Illustrated books such as Dia’s Story Cloth 
by Dia Cha (2001), available in English and 
Hmong

b. Young adult novels such as Call Me María: A 
Novel by Judith Ortiz Cofer (2004) or Strange 
Parents by Julia Mercedes Castilla (2009)

c. Short stories such as First Crossing: Stories 
About Teen Immigrants edited by Donald R. 
Gallo (2004)

 ✓ Encourage students to read literature written in 
their first language that shows immigrant youths 
overcoming obstacles to achieve success. Try 
Breaking Through, the second in a series of three 
autobiographical novels by Francisco Jiménez 
(2001), available in English and Spanish.

 ✓ Explore the relevant issue of immigration in the 
language arts or social studies classroom. Allow 
students to express their views through social 
networking, letters to government officials, and 
classroom anthologies. Use Dying to Cross: The 
Worst Immigrant Tragedy in American History by 
Jorge Ramos (2005) to spark discussion. This 
book is available in Spanish and in an annotated 
English version with reading support.

 ✓ Give ELs authentic experiences with academic 
words through online class discussions. Doing 
so may lower their stress levels and allow 
them to feel more comfortable using the new 
academic words. If sites such as Facebook are 
blocked at your school, try Edmodo.

Take Action
S T E P S  F O R  I M M E D I A T E  I M P L E M E N T A T I O N
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low-stress space to express their feelings while not 
being overly concerned about writing “correctly,” 
which can impede their English acquisition.

Valeria has a story to tell. She wants others to 
know about her beloved El Salvador, how she made 
masa with her mother, and her own herd of cows. 
She wants them to understand why she came to the 
United States and the great dreams she has for herself 
in her new country. Perhaps after seeing someone’s 
sincere interest in her, she will begin to share her 
journey to the United States. Maybe she will disclose 
the events she witnessed, the helicopters pursuing 
her, the capture by border officials, and the time in 
the detention center.

Then, if she really begins to trust her teachers, 
she might share the fears she has today as she lives 
in hiding from immigration officials. Valeria can tell 
her story and regain her agency through the powerful 
vehicle of writing. Classrooms should become places 
where students have opportunities to author their 
own stories about themselves and the issues important 
to them.

The Connection
As literacy educators put the three aforementioned 
steps into action, each may work in a dialectical 
relationship, strengthening one another. For 
example, when a student first enters a classroom, 
teachers should give her the support she needs 
through a caring relationship. As that relationship 
grows, teachers can show they value her lived 
experiences by using relevant literature. Lastly, as 
a relationship of trust develops, teachers should 
encourage the student to write her own immigration 
narrative, memories of her home country, and 
dreams for the future. As she shares her writing, the 
relationship strengthens and the cycle begins again 
(See Figure).

Areas for Future Research
Few studies show what effect the suggested 
instructional interventions have on adolescent English 
learners, particularly those in Valeria’s situation. There 
is a great need for more teacher action research that 
documents how implementing the aforementioned 
changes to instruction affects students’ attitudes about 
education, their English literacy skills, and their 
likelihood of graduating from high school.

Valeria is just one of many immigrant adolescents 
who are trying to learn English, content area subject 
matter, and a new way of life, all while adapting to new 
surroundings. In-depth case studies of immigrant and 
refugee students are needed to provide information on 
their lives in and out of school. Every life has a story, 
and these students’ stories are particularly powerful as 
we consider the role of an educator.
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YOUTUBE MUSIC VIDEO
• This music video is about Arizona’s immigration laws. 

Use it as a writing prompt, discussion starter, or example 
of multimodal literacy. www.youtube.com/watch?v=wh
BcmlaSLJM&list=FLUkcHxjQUAkjxiKTp6ARngA&index=
5&feature=plpp_video

WEBSITES
• Learn more about unaccompanied youths on the the 

website of the Women’s Refugee Commission: 
womensrefugeecommission.o rg.

• Read the inspiring story of a woman who endured a 
horrific journey from Honduras to the United States as an 
adolescent and how she supports young women like 
herself. www.womensrefugeecommission.org/
blog/1359-an-interview-with-our-2012-voices-of-
courage-honoree-olga-cantarero

JOURNAL ARTICLES FOR CURRICULUM AND 
TEACHING IDEAS

• Pacheco, M. (2009). Expansive learning and Chicana/o 
and Latina/o students’ political-historical knowledge. 
Language Arts, 87(1), 18–29.

• Stewart, M.A. (2012). Juxtaposing immigrant and 
adolescent girl experiences: Literature for all readers. 
English Journal, 101 (5), 17–22.

More to Explore
C O N N E C T E D  C O N T E N T - B A S E D  R E S O U R C E S
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