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Abstract

CRITIQUING COMMUNITY IN COMMUNITY COLLEGE: CRITICAL EVENT
NARRATIVE INQUIRY INTO SUBTRACTIVE SCHOOLING AND CULTURE
LOSS WITH IMMIGRANT ESL STUDENTS

Elisabeth Lai-Wah Chan, Ph.D.
George Mason University, 2022

Dissertation Directors: Dr. Shelley Wong and Dr. Meagan Call-Cummings

The English as a second language (ESL) student population is one of the fastest
growing demographics in U.S. public schools (National Center for Education Statistics,
2021). ESL students who attend post-secondary schools are more likely to choose
community colleges (David & Kanno, 2020). Despite this, a dearth of research on
immigrant ESL students in community colleges exists (Bunch et al., 2011; Conway,
2009; David & Kanno, 2020; Park, 2019; Teranishi et al., 2011). Moreover, research
suggests a graduation gap exists with ESL college students graduating at lower rates than
non-ESL counterparts (Razfar & Simon, 2011).

Community colleges must ensure they can meet the needs of this student
population. I conducted a one-year critical event narrative inquiry (Kim, 2016; Webster
& Mertova, 2007), which explored seventeen immigrant ESL students’ lived experiences
with college. I identified eight critical events, representing students’ most meaningful and

transformative experiences. These included the lack of authentic caring relationships, loss



of being part of a group-oriented supportive community, and challenges and benefits of
becoming more individualistic. These findings suggested subtractive schooling
(Valenzuela, 1999) and culture loss (Wong Fillmore, 1991) contributed to students’
meaningful experiences.

I shared implications in the form of letters, inviting administrators and content
faculty to partake in action-oriented discussions to enhance equity and inclusion for
immigrant ESL students through examining institutional policies, processes, curriculum,
professional development, and support services through culturally relevant and culturally
sustaining lenses (Ladson-Billings, 2014; Paris & Alim, 2017). The significance,
strengths, and limitations of the study, as well as potential for future studies were also

discussed.



Chapter One: Introduction

“I understand a lot of international students have trouble of surviving in America because

they are reluctant to change.” (Adi, Malaysia)

“Immigrant students are an important because they come from
different parts of the world and have different knowledge which we can learn from each

other. There should be more opportunities to make us succeed equally not leaving us

behind.” (Alexa, Mexico)

“But the experiences made me grow up, hardened my heart a little, and gave me more
confidence in myself and to be proud of my country. I do not regret coming here. It was

a hard and lonely road for 8 years.” (Abby, Barbados)

These experiences were shared with me by international and immigrant
postsecondary English as a second language (ESL) students in response to questions
about their experiences with race, language, and culture in America (Chan, 2016). They
have left an impression on me, and in part, have shaped the way I approach my research.
I have been an educator for more than fifteen years. I have worked in multiple settings

but primarily in postsecondary education. If you had asked me twenty years ago why I



wanted to enter the field of education, I would not have spoken of social justice or
transformative practices. I probably would not even have said to make the world a better
place. The truth is that it was something I thought I might be good at, and that was
enough for me as a young person trying to find her way. In fact, [ was a biology major
and actually completed my bachelor’s degree in biology. I still have an interest in
environmental science and justice, ecology, and conservation, but somehow through my
interests of studying abroad, learning the Japanese language, and hanging out with
international students, I found a stronger pull towards language teaching. This led me
away from my home state of Tennessee and to Hawaii, where I earned my master’s
degree in second language studies. Now, when I reflect on my professional and personal
journey, I believe what I was really doing was searching for my identity.

One of the first steps to narrative inquiry is beginning with our own narrative of
experience, and by doing so, it helps us situate who we are both in the research field and
in our research reports (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). Therefore, I begin by posing a set
of questions and then sharing the story of how I came to answer them.

e What is the purpose of education? What role should it play in our lives?
e How does schooling affect the way we feel about ourselves? How does it shape
us?

How do I answer these questions? I believe one main purpose of education is the
promotion of knowledge-seeking and knowledge-creating. It should spark curiosity about
the world around us and inside us, as well as foster an eagerness to learn with both

openness and criticality. However, I understand that for many others, there is a singular



answer: to get a job. I believed it when I was younger and I hear it all the time now, from
students and administrators alike, but I believe the role that education plays in our lives
goes beyond the knowledge we find in curricula. For some, the experience with schooling
was one in which they felt inspired and validated, but we must recognize that has not
been and is not everyone’s experience. For some, schooling can be uninspiring and
invalidating. For me, it was not until much later in life that I reflected upon my schooling
experiences and how they limited me from seeking knowledge about myself or my local
ethnic community.

Mine is not a unique story, but one that I have come to understand is common for
immigrants and their children. As a fourth-generation (maternal) and second-generation
(paternal) Chinese American woman, I grew up disconnected from my family’s ethnic
heritage. In fact, my schooling experiences made me feel shame about my heritage as if it
were something I needed to get as far away from as possible in order to fit in and
succeed. When I would be asked at school where I was from, I would say Tennessee.
True, but I also knew it was not the “right” answer because they would protest and ask
where my parents were from. [ would tell them that my mother was born in New Jersey,
also true. I absolutely did not want to admit [ was Chinese. As a kid, I didn’t know why. I
guess I just didn’t want to be different. I even used to bend the truth and say my father
was from Britain because | knew Hong Kong was a British colony. I didn’t know
anything else about Hong Kong or what it meant to be a colony, but I knew saying it
could prevent me from saying China, a place I felt no connection to. I did not identify

with being Chinese or Asian and in fact found it extremely difficult, even painful, to say



aloud “I am Chinese.” Now, when I read and hear about the importance of representation
in schools, I think back to my schooling experiences. Where did I see myself
represented? I can count the memories on one hand.

First, when I was in fourth grade, we were reading a story from our reading text
that had a Chinese family. I don’t remember what the family was doing. What I
remember is one line of dialogue in Chinese and my teacher pausing, looking at me, and |
felt dread because I knew she wanted me to pronounce it for everyone. I told her that I
didn’t speak Chinese. Something that [ normally said to distance myself from that part of
my identity, normally a positive thing, but in that moment, I felt shame and
embarrassment because I had not lived up to my teacher’s expectation of me. Later in the
story, the girl calls her grandmother “Amah.” Now, this was a word I knew! I wanted to
redeem myself and say yes, this one I know! Instead, I sat quietly and stewed as it was
mispronounced. Second, there was a sports poster on the wall of Michael Chang, the
tennis player. That’s all I knew about him. He was a famous tennis player, but that’s all it
was- a picture on the wall. We never talked about him. Third, when I was in third grade,
we put on a production of Shel Silverstein’s The Giving Tree. | adored that story when I
was a kid. As the teacher read out who would play what part in the play, I remember her
saying “Hawaiian girls.” I remember first thinking, there are no Hawaiian girls in the
book! What craziness is this? Then I remember praying ‘“not me, not me, not me...” and
feeling the relief when she did not call my name. I suppose that eight-year-old me felt
Hawaiian was getting too close to Asian. Then came the horror as she read the next part,

“Japanese girls” and my name being called. I recall being so upset that I hunched up on



the floor by my desk. Oh, the humiliation of being an Asian character. Didn’t Hawaii
look much better then? At least Hawaii was part of the United States. Things just got
worse from there as I learned my dance routine and wore the robe. I had accepted that I
would do this play. Then on the night of the play, the music teacher painted my face
white. I had no idea he would do this, but there was nothing I could do about it. I did my
bit, but I couldn’t get home fast enough afterwards to wash the paint from my face in
embarrassment. At the time, I didn’t even know the history of Japan and China. I knew
they were both Asian, and I didn’t want any part of either.

The last memories are not examples of Asian or Chinese representation in
schools, but more related to the lack of representation and knowledge. Also in third
grade, we were in the classroom and had printed a banner from our dot matrix printer.
The characters had been messed up somehow and the words came out as gibberish. One
classmate said, maybe this somehow printed out in Chinese. I felt angry because I knew
that sign was garbage, so this was a time that I spoke up as if [ were a Chinese speaker. |
couldn’t read or speak Chinese, but I used my Chinese face to give me authority as I
strongly told them that sign was not in Chinese, maybe Japanese, but definitely not
Chinese. What was going on as I negotiated my self-identity?

How did schooling make me feel, and how did it shape me? The subtle (yet
pernicious) lack of Asian representation, the support of color-blind ideology (in the face
of clear differential treatment), and the ideal of equality (rather than equity) left me not so
much confused, but more inculcated in White dominant norms. One important memory I

have related to my identity happened in my U.S. history freshman course. We were



discussing the Civil Rights Movement and segregation. Even though I had studied the
movement multiple times over the years in K-12, this was the first time that I thought
about situating someone like me during that period. When I was a kid, I had visited the
National Civil Rights Museum on a fieldtrip. There was a pair of doorways that you had
to walk through to proceed in the exhibit. One marked White and the other Colored. 1
remember not knowing which door I was supposed to walk through. I asked my college
professor, “What about Chinese? Did Chinese use the White or Black water fountains?”’
The professor told me that he didn’t know, but probably there weren’t enough Chinese or
Mexicans to have been written into the law. My family lived in Tennessee during that
time period, but they didn’t talk about it. Even now, all I know is my mom went to a
White school, where the White kids asked her if she were Black, and I know my
grandfather was quite tanned and was told to move from the front of the bus to the back,
to which he replied in Chinese and didn’t move.

It was not until I lived in Hawaii for two years, where I was not the racial
minority, that I began to realize I needed to come to terms with who I was and began to
actively wrestle with my identity. While I was always a perpetual foreigner in my home
state, I found myself a true foreigner in Hawaii. I was a Southerner. Though I could never
be a Southerner when I was at home in the South, in Hawaii I was a Southerner. How
ironic I thought. I liked the feeling of just fitting in, as long as I didn’t open my mouth,
but at the same time, I did not want to be fake. I consciously made efforts not to pick up
local slang and dialect inflections, and I never pretended to be from Hawaii. I wish |

could say my experience there helped me to become more Asian and more accepting of



my Asian-ness, but what it really did was strengthen my Southern identity. Perhaps that is
why I experienced a severe reverse-culture shock when I finally returned home to the
South. I could not deal with the stares. If I went to the grocery store, stares. If [ went to
the department store, stares. I had forgotten what it was like to be stared at and how to
ignore the stares because in Hawaii, where more people looked like me, there were no
stares. I locked myself at home for nearly two weeks until I could deal with being back
home.

It really was not until a couple years after returning to the South when I first
questioned, “How did my Chinese immigrant great-grandfather end up in the South?” I
began where any good scholar would go, to the university library. I found books on a
group of Chinese in the South called the Mississippi Chinese. I really had no idea there
was a community of families like mine. While I was growing up, there were no other
Chinese families around. I was the only Chinese kid in my school besides my siblings.
Still, after discovering this I sat on the topic for a few more years, not really delving more
into it. Around the time I began my doctoral studies, I was cleaning out my closet and
found an old gift card. After finding out there was still money on it, [ went looking for a
book on Amazon and ended up purchasing the book Water Tossing Boulders by Adrienne
Berard about a Chinese family who sued to desegregate schools in Mississippi in the
1910’s. Who knew that forty years before Brown v. Board, a case to desegregate schools
had gone all the way to the Supreme Court and lost? Furthermore, who would guess it

had been a Chinese family from the South?



In the book, I learned there was a museum at a university in Mississippi,
dedicated to the Mississippi Chinese. I emailed the curator of the museum to inquire if [
could meet with her during the winter break. I would be visiting my folks in Memphis
and could drive down. Amazingly, she offered to open the museum for me and to
introduce me to a local board member, a Chinese American who had worked with NASA.
He invited me to his home. I brought my parents with me on the trip down to Mississippi.
We arrived at his house and were welcomed inside. I met his wife and we sat in the living
room. There were pictures on the wall from NASA, but also a family photo on the mantle
with many relatives around a giant tractor. He said to me that it is difficult for young
people to be interested in the history of our people. They have to reach that point on their
own. You cannot force it.

He joined us for lunch before going to the museum because he had some artifacts
he wanted to donate, including a big metal office desk and a child’s old school desk. Over
lunch conversation, it turned out that my parents had some mutual acquaintances, in
particular the pastor who had been in Memphis when they were a young couple had come
from Mississippi. In the museum the curator showed me artifacts, pictures, and binders of
oral histories. The exhibit began with the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882, and it had both
home life and store life. It had a room for school life and an entire exhibit highlighting
Chinese American veterans. She gave me tips about preserving photos and doing oral
histories. She also invited several other local Chinese community members to drop by the
museum while we were there, and I was glad to meet them. She told me about how she

had supported the author of the book by hosting her in her home while she wrote. She



invited me to write a book about the experiences there, one which I plan to do eventually
and if [ am fortunate enough. Being in the museum was surreal. I had never been
anywhere before where I could look around and say, “that is just like what my grandma
had.” My mom looked at the exhibits on the small grocery stores, where she expressed
“We had one of these in our store.” My grandparents were successful small business
owners and had owned two small groceries in Black neighborhoods in Memphis. My
mother had grown up in the back of one of those stores.

On the way driving back to Memphis, my parents told me that the experience of
that day had been awesome. Now, I know this plays into some Asian stereotypes, but my
parents do not express emotions of awesomeness. I could tell that the way being in the
museum had made them feel is what education should do. It should help us feel
connected to our communities and our histories. It should instill in us a pride and an
intense desire to know more. The museum educates people about the Chinese Exclusion
Act and the racism Chinese immigrants faced. It validates, prizes, and honors the
experiences of the Mississippi Chinese, my community that I never learned about while I
was in school from grade K through the earning of my bachelor’s degree at the
University of Memphis despite Memphis being within that community.

The museum has inspired an award-winning short film by a Californian Chinese
American family who traced their roots to Mississippi. More than inspiring the film, it
connected this family to their own family history. The curator recalled seeing the family’s
name in an artifact in the museum. She also introduced them to a local Chinese American

family who had known their family. A few months later, the filmmakers were in



Alexandria, Virginia, doing a film screening, where I was able to meet them and talk
about their experience. Also present at the screening was a member of the family who
had appeared in their documentary. I met her and we realized that our families knew each
other as well. Her brother used to cut my grandparents’ lawn.

All this is to say, we must stop and think about the incredible lengths and the
journeys that had to take place, the luck, the privileges, the chance encounters, all to
connect us to a history, a part of our identities and our shared identities that we have lost.
Needless to say, I have a deep investment in the topic of culture loss. To describe it, to
uncover it, to prevent it, and to restore what was lost. As an educator myself, I have to
make a point to critique the systems within which I operate and to critique my own
actions and thoughts about how I approach my pedagogy and relationships with my
students. For education to be liberatory and emancipatory, the relationship between
teachers and students must be one of respect and love, which allows for respect of
cultural knowledges, the questioning of assumptions, and an embrace of different
ideologies. Teachers are agents of change who have a role in cultivating critical
consciousness in their students (Torres & Van Heertum, 2009). As a researcher, this self-
identity, which I am finally embracing, negotiating, and re-negotiating, strongly
influences my ontological, epistemological, and ethical commitments. In other words,
knowing and accepting myself better helps me answer “What is real?... How do I know
what is real?... What part of this reality is worth finding out more about?... What is it
ethical to do in order to gain this knowledge, and what will this knowledge be used for?”

(Wilson, 2008, pp. 34-35).
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My ESL students have come from all around the globe: Western, Northern,
Central, and Eastern Africa; the Middle East, Central, South, Southeast, and East Asia;
the Caribbean, Central and South America; and Western, Central, and Eastern Europe.
Their journeys intersect in my English language classroom. Some have immigrated to the
United States in pursuit of new opportunities, some to join family, some as refugees, and
some from privileged backgrounds. Some of my students are young, fresh out of high
school, including local American high schools. Others are older. Some even attend for
free as senior citizens. Some are working part-time, some full-time, and some full-time
parents. Their aspirations are varied too. Some want to get an associate degree and others
want a bachelors or more eventually. Still, some just want to come to strengthen their
English language skills in a formal setting. Despite the diverse reasons that students are
in my class, almost every single one will say the primary purpose of going to college is to
get a better job. No matter their country of origin, no matter their age, no matter if they
are working or not. How is it that postsecondary education came to represent job
readiness and that “learning is earning?” (Brown et al., 2010).

Positionality

Being a second/fourth generational Chinese American English-speaking woman
from the U.S. South, a Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL)
professional for over 15 years, and a researcher who is committed to criticality,
intersectionality, and relationality, have all shaped me as a critical Asian feminist scholar.
Critical theorists are dialectic and reflexive, questioning the political and economic

factors of cultural production with a focus on power, oppression, and difference; critical
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theorists are also humanistic over positivistic, centering love, collaboration, and
interdisciplinarity as means to empower and liberate, thereby alleviating human suffering
(Torres & Van Heertum, 2009). I understand criticality as living in a way that
acknowledges systems of power and privilege, interrogates related injustices, and strives
to improve oneself and one’s community with liberatory and equitable goals. As an
educator, I relate to Motha (2014), who states

The heart of criticality in teaching is not to explicitly teach students to resist but to

support their agency and position them to make fully informed decisions about

their own learning and lives with a complete understanding of the ways their

decisions are meaningful within [a global context] (p. 130).

As a researcher, holding a critical lens means I reflect on the power and privilege
I hold to interrogate my own assumptions and understandings. I also devote time to
increasing my critical consciousness, which involves sociopolitical analysis at individual
and institutional level systems for systemic influences in each context (Freire, 1973). It
also means I ask the question “knowledge for whom” (Wong, 2006). Academic research
is sometimes criticized for being reported and written in language that is accessible only
to academics (e.g., Grace, 2020), which should be interrogated because it decreases
access to the research, especially for communities whose dominant language is not
English and for communities for whom the research advocates. Kim (2016) also states
that using vernacular language in a narrative text increases fidelity to our research and
makes it more accessible to more readers. To address these critiques and expand on Kim,

I choose to write in a less formal academic style with the intention of increasing access to
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more audiences. For example, in Chapter 4, I suggest implications for my research in the
form of letters addressed to college administrators and content teaching faculty.

I am also committed to principles of intersectionality in my research and practice.
Intersectionality comes from Black feminist scholarship (Collins, 2015; Combahee River
Collective, 1979; Crenshaw, 1991). In addition to intersections of identity, various types
of oppression intersect resulting in unique forms of inequity. The oppression of women
differs from the oppression of Asian women or Black women, which differs from the
oppression of Asian women whose dominant language is not English. For my research, it
is important to consider students’ unique confluence of backgrounds, identities, and
experiences in understanding their narratives and why they chose those narratives as
meaningful.

Relationality means living in a way that recognizes we are bound together with
one another and our environment; a relational way of knowing believes in the co-creation
of knowledges and in striving for non-hierarchical relationships (Martin & Pirbhai-Illich,
2016; Smith et al., 2018). Regarding race, language, and culture, categories are socially
constructed with blurred and shifting boundaries. As an educator, I foster dialogic
interactions that recognize students are learning from one another, not just from me as
their professor, and I am equally learning from my students at the same time. As a
researcher, | take measures to reduce the power differences between me and students and
use methods that center students’ voices in combination with my experiences and

understandings. In addition to this, relationality requires that readers have a deep
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understanding of the author (Wilson, 2008). I began Chapter 1 by sharing a deeply
personal story about my motivations and connections to my research interests.
Theoretical Perspectives
Kim (2016) explains three levels of theory: macro, meso and micro. The macro
level theory is the interpretive paradigm and describes the holistic level of the study. The
meso level theory is the methodological paradigm, specific to a particular qualitative
methodology. The micro-level theory is the disciplinary paradigm, which is content-area
specific to a discipline. My study at the macro level engages in critical race theory
(CRT), which strives to (Kim, 2016):
e Understand how White supremacy and its subordination of people of color have
been created and maintained in the United States
e Be committed to social justice by working toward eliminating racial oppression as
part of the larger goal of eradicating all forms of oppression (p. 43)

Kim (2016) summarizes eight tenets of CRT:

1. CRT recognizes that racism is endemic to American life, deeply ingrained legally,
culturally, socially, and psychologically.

2. CRT challenges the dominant ideologies such as White privilege, race neutrality,
objectivity, colorblindness, and meritocracy.

3. CRT attends to Derrick Bell’s theory of interest convergence, which contends that
racial equality has been gained only when the interests of people of color promote

those of Whites.
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4. CRT insists on a contextual/historical analysis of race and racism not in order to
dwell on the past, but to move beyond it.

5. CRT appreciates the experiential knowledge of people of color as legitimate,
valid, and critical to interrogate race and racism.

6. CRT relies on stories and counter-stories of the lived experiences of people of
color as a way to communicate the realities of the oppressed.

7. CRT is inter/trans/cross-disciplinary, drawing upon other disciplines and
epistemologies to provide a more complete analysis of racial inequalities.

8. CRT focuses on race and racism for a critical race analysis but includes their
intersection with other forms of subordination such as gender and class
discrimination. (p. 44)

As a meso level methodological paradigm (Kim, 2016), I engage with critical
event narrative inquiry, which relates strongly to the CRT tenet of privileging the lived
experiences of people of color by using storytelling and counter-storytelling to illustrate
the daily realities of marginalized communities. Community college immigrant ESL
students’ perspectives are underrepresented in research (Bunch et al., 2011; Conway,
2009; David & Kanno, 2020; Park, 2019; Teranishi et al., 2011). Furthermore, Kubota
(2004) called for language education research that deals with cultural differences to be
analyzed as both relational and also as a construct that is forged by power and discourses.
Combining the aims of exploring the lived experiences of immigrant ESL. community
college students and analyzing culture both relationally and critically, I chose critical

event narrative inquiry. This approach focuses on illuminating the most meaningful and
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transformational experiences of storytellers from their perspectives (Webster & Mertova,
2007). Criticality is increased by a dialogic approach and a trusting relationship between
the researcher and participants (Torres & Van Heertum, 2009).

With my background in TESOL, I also engage with linguistically focused theories
that relate to CRT at Kim’s (2016) micro level of disciplinary paradigm. CRT can be
used as a frame by TESOL scholars to understand the intersections of language and race
(Liggett, 2014). Liggett (2014) states CRT can be applied to TESOL as a framework in
three ways: that linguicism is endemic to daily life, that the roots of English language
teaching (ELT) in colonialism must be understood, and that counterstories are an
important part of ELT pedagogy and practice. Furthermore, raciolinguistics (Alim et al.,
2016; Flores & Rosa, 2015) situates the historical co-naturalization of race and language
within colonialism and imperialism. Raciolinguistic ideologies describe the racialization
of speakers and the accompanying determination that people of color’s English is less
proper. Finally, Crump (2014) branched out from CRT to coin LangCrit, which expands
the concept of socially constructed hierarchies based on race to include identity and
language. Ultimately, LangCrit provides a lens that combines both the visual and aural
aspects of identity. By using raciolinguistics and LangCrit, immigrant ESL students’
experiences with language and cultural identity can be linked to the conceptualization of
race in the U.S.

Conceptual Framework
My conceptual framework begins by first critiquing neoliberalism and

neocolonialism in U.S. education, particularly in community colleges. I argue that these
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both contribute to the potential for culture loss (Wong Fillmore, 2014) and subtractive
schooling (Valenzuela, 1999) faced by immigrant ESL students. The ESL classroom is a
unique place in college where a high concentration of diverse backgrounds intersect,
including but not limited to linguistic, racial, ethnic, cultural, religious, gender, and
political. By entering college, students face systemic deculturalization through neoliberal
systems as they are expected to assimilate into the school culture, which transforms a
diverse student body into a monocultural one, that of an employee (Boufoy-Bastick,
2015). Immigrant ESL students are learning the school curriculum as well as a hidden
curriculum, which includes how to navigate the U.S. college system and broader U.S.
society at the same time. These phenomena should be considered by college faculty and
staff while needing to address the identified graduation gap between ESL and non-ESL
community college students, wherein ESL students persist at lower rates (Razfar &
Simon, 2011). Importantly, accounts of community college ESL students’ experiences
with culture loss and subtractive schooling are missing from the literature, so my aim in
this study is to gain a deeper understanding of these students’ meaningful and
transformational experiences as they navigate their time in community college, whether
they are challenges and/or moments of achievement. Then I examine students’ critical
events to see if they suggest subtractive schooling and/or culture loss are present and in
what forms.
Summary of Research Design, Analysis, and Findings
In Chapter 3, I explain my research goals in regard to my research questions and |

elaborate on my research design.

17



1. What are the most meaningful/transformational experiences immigrant ESL
students have in navigating their community college experiences in their content
courses?
2. How may those experiences relate to the concepts of culture loss (Wong Fillmore,
2014) and subtractive schooling (Valenzuela, 1999)?
I conducted my critical narrative inquiry at Southeastern Community College (SCC) with
seventeen immigrant ESL students over the course of one academic year. I used
unstructured interviews in my commitment to center students’ voices and perspectives by
allowing them to steer the conversation towards events that have been meaningful for
them. We spoke one-on-one in three rounds of online interviews from September 2020
through April 2021. I also maintained researcher memos throughout and a journal for
reflections. I followed Webster and Mertova’s (2007) framework for a critical event
narrative analysis to identify critical events in students’ stories and corroborating /ike and
other events. Then I address validity and reliability through alternative methods of
access, honesty/verisimilitude/authenticity, familiarity, transferability, and economy. I
discuss the negotiation of caring and empowering relationships, followed by risks and
reflexivity in the study. Finally, I summarize the process of analysis and interpretation,
ending with a note on challenges.

From there I continue into Chapter 4 with analysis, where I share and interpret
composite narratives of students’ critical events, which are supported with like and other
events. | chose these critical events based on how they matched Webster and Mertova’s

(2007) characteristics of critical events:
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o Exist in a particular context, such as formal organizational structures or
communities of practice

e Impact on the people involved

o Have life-changing consequences

e Are unplanned

e May reveal patterns of well defined stages

e Are only identified after the event

e Are intensely personal with strong emotional involvement (p. 83)
I focused on those events which resonated with me as a researcher, increasing
verisimilitude (Webster & Mertova, 2007) because not all critical events possess every
one of these qualities. I gravitated towards stories which expressed a transformational
experience and those in which I perceived the student to express strong emotions through
their word choices, word stress, and tone of voice. Through my analysis and
interpretation, I discuss how these critical events answer my research questions. Though I
didn’t expect students to directly comment on structural, or macro level, connections to
their personal experiences, I propose connections between the interpersonal, institutional,
and ideological levels of oppression, which address my first research question. For
example, the ways neoliberalism places value on time as a means for production in
schooling have strong consequences on students’ lives, including family relationships and
personal health. Furthermore, neoliberalism’s focus on individualism and penalization
were difficult adjustments related to schooling, found in many students’ stories. In regard

to my second research question, because of the findings related to the importance of
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personal relationships and interactions, I explain how these critical events highlight the
importance of politically aware, authentic caring (Valenzuela, 2008). Furthermore, that
caring extends beyond the interpersonal level to the community college system. I
interrogate the institution’s stated responsibilities to its students and community as I
connect stories related to belonging and not belonging to the need for systemic changes
focused on critical inclusion and representation, such as curriculum policies that infuse
culturally sustaining pedagogies (Ladson-Billings, 2014; Paris & Alim, 2017) throughout
the community college.

I end in Chapter 5 by summing up the key takeaways of my critical narrative
inquiry, reflecting on the significance of my study, relating the dissertation experience to
my growth as a critical scholar activist, and discussing limitations and strengths of my
study. I add a look to the future by proposing future projects that stem from my findings.

Finally, I conclude with some final thoughts on my research and how it has changed me.
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Chapter Two: Literature Review

After ESL students complete their pre/co-requisite ESL programs and are fully in
their content courses, we ESL faculty rarely get to see the rest of our students’ journeys.
In my experience, institutions usually do not track the progress of this specific student
group through their majors. As an ESL teacher for over fifteen years, [ have always
wondered how my students fare in a neocolonial, neoliberal educational system that is not
designed to use racial, ethnic, or linguistic differences as resources. ESL college students
must persist within an educational system shaped by colonialism, as well as operate
within a language rooted in colonialism. In this chapter, I begin by tracing the historical
connections between colonialism and English language teaching and learning
(Pennycook, 1998; Phillipson, 1992). In addition to the cultural and linguistic dissonance
that arise from being in neocolonial postsecondary institutions, immigrant ESL students
also face pressures from neoliberal policies, practices, and discourses that commodify the
English language and over-promise that a college degree is a guaranteed ticket for
upward social mobility and financial success (Brown et al., 2010). The combined
inequitable effects of neocolonialism and neoliberalism in postsecondary education
contribute to the devaluation of minoritized cultures and languages while producing
monocultural, English speaking workers (Boufoy-Bastick, 2015). I, therefore, draw
connections between community college environments and subtractive schooling
(Valenzuela, 1999), which contributes to students’ culture and language loss. The

negative effects of culture and language loss of minoritized communities have primarily
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been studied within the contexts of Indigenous communities (e.g., Spring, 2007) and
immigrant students in the K-12 context (e.g., Wong Fillmore, 2014). In fact, the current
body of community college ESL literature focuses on two areas: English language
placement tests and the persistence and retention of ESL students. I argue a deep,
relational, and critical understanding of how immigrant community college ESL students
negotiate their cultural identities as they navigate American postsecondary education is
missing. This is why I conducted a critical narrative inquiry on the lived experiences of
immigrant ESL community college students through the related lenses of culture loss and
subtractive schooling.

TESOL: Colonial Roots of English Language Teaching and Learning

“Global injustice is the product of an unjust neocolonial world order and global
English is implicated in entrenching global inequality in complex ways” (Piller, 2016, p.
201). This is largely because the English language holds global status as the international
language, or lingua franca. Today in international business and politics, few stop to
question why English is the standard medium of communication. The spread of the
English language is rooted in colonialism and imperialism, which have institutionalized
the superiority of English and Euro-centric knowledge (Abdi, 2012; Pennycook, 1998). In
fact, two of colonialism’s tenets are the superiority of Europe and the existence of lower
races (Pennycook, 1998). Since this is ingrained in both the minds of the colonizer and
colonized, we need to engage in reflective practices to see how neocolonialism shapes

our current ideologies and institutions in ELT and postsecondary education.
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Discourses of Colonialism in ELT

Discourses of colonialism are found throughout the field of English language
teaching (ELT) and have become a site of cultural production (Pennycook, 1998). First of
all, ELT reproduces the colonial discourses of Self and Other by producing and
reproducing the native speaker (Self), non-native speaker (Other) dichotomy. English
also takes on the qualities of purity, Anglo-Saxonness, openness to integration, and
intelligence. Other forms of English become threats to that purity and by association,
immigrants become threats to English, society’s way of life, and the government too. In
ELT, native speakers (Self) became the unquestioned smarter, more effective teachers
whose job was to impart knowledge to “empty” students (Other).

Secondly, colonial discourses contribute to the fixity of images of students and
their cultures as unchanging and deficient (Pennycook, 1998). These stereotypes of the
Self and Other are reproduced and circulated through all means of discourse, from
academic to popular culture, becoming fixed or static. This essentializes cultures and
denies the lived experiences of people. By acknowledging Others’ cultures in this way,
fruitful engagement in differences is prevented and it is easy for ELT to dismiss local
practices in favor of Eurocentric, ethnocentric practices (Nguyen et al., 2009).

A third way that discourses of Self and Other are reproduced is through language
policies. To illustrate, during British colonialism in Hong Kong, education was used to
impart European versions of morality and to create a docile colonized population that
would praise the benefits of colonialism (Pennycook, 1998). Contrary to what some may

assume, British colonial language policies varied widely from English-only to
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bilingualism (Pennycook, 1998), but either way they were designed to promote racist
hierarchies that helped create wealthy and poor classes and reproduce colonial realities
through tracking. These types of colonial language policies contributed to the discursive
construction of Self and Other.
Linguistic Imperialism

Present day imperialism takes the form of neocolonialism, which is when former
colonizers maintain dominance over former colonies and colonized peoples through
political, economic, or other practices (Phillipson, 1992). Motha (2014) elaborated on the
distinction of neocolonialism by distinguishing between empire, which is formal,
intentional colonization, and Empire, which is a less intentional English occupation of
international societies. Capital “E” Empire is controlled more by the economy than the
government and thus has no central origin. Thus, there is no singular plotting entity that
spreads English around the globe (Phillipson, 1992). Instead, its invisible, flexible
ideology that produces English’s connection to positive characteristics is enough to
maintain its dominance. Phillipson (1992) defined /linguistic imperialism as “the
dominance of English... asserted and maintained by the establishment and continuous
reconstitution of structural and cultural inequalities between English and other
languages” (p. 47). This form of imperialism is an example of /inguicism, which he
characterized as “ideologies, structures, and practices which are used to legitimate,
effectuate, and reproduce an unequal division of power and resources (both material and

immaterial) between groups which are defined on the basis of language” (p. 47).
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The powers of English linguistic imperialism can be seen at multiple levels of
society from the individual to the institutional. Colonial education has always been a way
for colonizers to establish their superiority (Pennycook, 1998), and education supports
imperialism in three ways: economic-reproductive, ideological, and repressive
(Phillipson, 1992). Phillipson (1992) explains as an economic-reproductive function, the
teaching of English grows the economy and bolsters the nation state by affording
increased access to English-medium opportunities. Secondly, schools must teach
imperialist ideology to its students, which includes English as a cornerstone of both
imperialism and capitalism since it is connected to modernism, better education,
improved communication, and increased standards of living. In fact, research has been
produced in higher education institutes to justify colonial ideologies of the state. Finally,
there is no choice but to use English to the exclusion of anything else. Phillipson
concludes whether consciously or unconsciously, English language educators are in the
business of reproducing linguistic imperialism.

Specifically for ELTs, Phillipson (1992) stated that both the Anglocentricity and
professionalism of ELT work to produce and reproduce English linguistic imperialism.
The former by devaluing other cultures, and the latter by separating linguistic structure
from culture. These discourses of English teaching as simply technical or transactional
hide its economic, social, and political ties to imperialism and their ramifications. By
doing so, English can be used for inclusion and exclusion through positive associations
attached to English. Furthermore, packaging English as simply grammar and syntax,

separated from culture, allows neoliberal actions to standardize and place English on the
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market like a product for sale. Phillipson (1992) debunked the racist and neocolonial
tenets underlying ELT today:

[1] English is best taught monolingually, [2] the ideal teacher of English is a

native speaker, [3] the earlier English is taught, the better the results, [4] the more

English is taught, the better the results, 4) if other languages are used much,

standards of English will drop.” (p. 185)
He criticized the disconnect between language teaching and the political realm, and he
asserted that training teachers in technical skills while ignoring cognitive and social
aspects of learning was a mistake that makes space for increased linguistic imperialism.
Critiques of Neocolonialism in TESOL

One problem of spreading the belief that English is superior is that it happens in a
subtractive, rather than additive sense. It is not enough to learn English on top of a first
language, but the goal has been to learn English in place of the first language (Wong
Fillmore, 2000). This neocolonial privileging of English and dominant White culture in
America can be found throughout education, politics, corporations, and media today.
However, some believe in colorblind ideologies (Bonilla-Silva, 2018), and say they do
not see race or that race may have been an issue in the past but not anymore. Just because
they do not acknowledge the existence and influence of modern racist ideologies in
society, does not mean they are absent. Even well-meaning people can unknowingly
contribute to the damaging loss of students’ home languages and ethnic cultures

(Valenzuela, 1999).
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Others acknowledge that racial inequalities are a problem but promote forms of
equality that may unknowingly perpetuate White supremacy and English superiority. As
Valenzuela (1999) wrote:

I do not believe that most Anglo teachers see themselves as colonizers, and that

most do care about the students they work with. At the same time, most Anglo

teachers do not view racial and ethnic relations within a political perspective, and
take for granted beliefs in the superiority of the U.S. society, predominance of

European and Euro-American culture, and the pragmatic utility of fluency in

English only. (p. xviii)

Garza and Crawford’s (2005) framework of hegemonic multiculturalism aptly explains
this phenomenon. This form of multiculturalism claims that it values and respects
linguistic and cultural differences. Furthermore, it functions within a system that values
universalism and equality for all. However, these liberal ideologies privilege the
dominant group’s definition of diversity and its positioning of diverse identities within
the classroom. Garza and Crawford’s (2005) study found English language learners were
disciplined to internalize and emulate the dominant group’s liberal ideologies of equality
while their native languages were stifled, leading to a slow loss of languages. The school
framed these neocolonial and imperial ideologies as favorable, and even natural, in order
for these students to be fully accepted and to become successful with access to equal
opportunities.

Historically school has been used for forced assimilation, for example, with

Indigenous peoples and Indian boarding schools in the U.S., Canada, and Australia, and
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as a result it has been used as a tool to teach children how to be “proper” citizens, as
defined by the dominant group in society (Spring, 2007; Srigley, 2015). Thus, although
the labor of people of color was valuable to help America grow, their cultures were
considered undesirable. This deficit viewpoint, which positioned these students as unable
to be educated at home, continues in U.S. public education, where students’ home
cultures and languages are still devalued through hidden curriculum and excluded from
the classroom. When multicultural materials are included, they often merely represent
palliated differences, those which are limited but “acceptable.” In other cases, non-White
characters in classroom materials are assimilated, representing White heteronormative
culture (Motha, 2014). This positioning of the Western-minded teacher as knowing what
is best for the non-Western students by privileging Western exceptionalism is a violent
act, which reproduces neocolonial and neoliberal paternal agendas. It seems likely that
the oppressed must adopt the norms of the oppressor for pragmatic advantages or even as
a survival mechanism. Abdi (2012) argues that colonialism lives and persists in the
human mind, and that colonialism is successful based on the learned beliefs of both the
colonizer and the colonized. Not only must the colonizers believe that their subjugation
of a people is just and right, the colonized must also be convinced that it’s natural for
them to reject their traditional identities in favor of the more “enlightened” life of the
colonizer. In other words, colonizers come to believe that they are saving these peoples
from an abysmal uncivilized existence by imparting their culture, language, and way of
life unto the Indigenous communities. This narrative became prevalent throughout the

colonizing country through elite academicians who espoused this deficiency view of the
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colonized peoples. On the other side, the colonized must also accept this as true. In the
minds of the colonized population, they internalize the idea that their traditional culture,
language, and epistemology are backwards and vulgar. Thus, they are socialized, in large
part through colonial education, to hold the colonizer’s culture and language above their
own traditions and native languages. Perhaps some of the most extreme repercussions of
colonial ideologies are the erasure or death of cultural and linguistic identities.
Colonization has caused the death of minoritized languages and cultures. In the case of
North American Indigenous populations, the U.S. and Canadian governments stole
children and detained them in boarding schools to rid them of their native languages and
cultures in exchange for English and Western culture (Hall, 2016; Spring, 2007).
Furthermore, designating and reproducing discourses about a country such as the United
States as English-speaking hides and erases the large multilingual population that lives
there (Phillipson, 2009). Similarly, Gallo et al. (2014) showed that the ideology of
English-only at school led to the commodification and erasure of non-English identities.
Bilingualism and the entire ideology of learning English was situated within deficit
thinking. Labels such as ““at risk” and “culturally disadvantaged” erase students’
linguistic and cultural strengths, as well as the possibility to be accepted as intelligent
(Dyson, 2015). The discourse of language deficiency is insidious and engrained deeply
into American education. For instance, Leone-Pizzighella and Rymes (2018) argued that
college students’ linguistic diversity is overlooked because students must demonstrate
high proficiency in English prior to admission, creating a de facto monolingual English

environment and erasing students’ multilingualism. They maintain that students must
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earn access to participate fully in their major courses through the adoption of English,
often in isolated courses. This marks students as different, and language differences
become conflated with race and nationality, further marking these students. Students’
markedness often determines in what spaces they feel belongingness on campus and with
whom.
Neoliberalism in TESOL

English is tied to both neocolonialism and neoliberalism (Kabel, 2016).
Neocolonial English dominance in English language education is accompanied by
restrictive neoliberal forces. The English language itself becomes a product for sale in
neoliberal capitalist terms (Phillipson, 2016), which makes English language teaching
more of a service industry than an academic educational discipline (Luke, 2008) in
several ways. First, corporations have strong control in both popular media and
education, where their goal is not to help students become critical thinking citizens but
rather placid consumers through multiple methods that maintain inequities in society
(Phillipson, 2009). Secondly, as English is commodified, learners of the language
become consumers. With the hegemony of global capitalism, language comes to
represent cultural capital for consumers that can be transformed into economic capital on
the global marketplace (Phillipson, 2016).

In addition to corporate influences in English language teaching and the
commodification of English, there is a complex relationship between global higher
education and the spread of English as an international language, enmeshed in neoliberal

ideology and policies. In higher education, neoliberalism is everywhere, from
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marketization to privatization to corporatization, and includes higher student tuition,
English language requirements, and curriculum designed to increase human capital
(Kubota, 2016a). Colleges are treated more like businesses which sell knowledge like a
product than as a site of knowledge production by teachers and students who learn how
and why the knowledge is created. Discourses of free trade and choice pervade schools
while academic freedoms are eroded under pressure to conform, which means more
difficulties in the promotion of linguistic and cultural diversity (Phillipson, 2009).
Critique of Neoliberalism in TESOL

Neoliberal ideologies have been effective in cementing several myths about
English and English language teaching. For one, the global language myth of English
alleges that everyone everywhere can and will communicate in English, but this has
empirically been proven false, and neither has any empirical study been able to prove the
myth that English proficiency guarantees a greater income (Kubota & Okuda, 2016). In
addition, more education equating to better economic development is also false (Rubdy &
Tan, 2008). In fact, when English is sold as a service or product, it combines with
increasing globalization in higher education to drive recruitment of international students
to Western nations, marginalizing non-English languages and creating economic
inequities between nations (Singh & Han, 2008). Furthermore, because neoliberal
capitalist globalization values competition, flexibility, mobility, and productivity of
workers, workers actually have less job security because the onus of building human
capital, including English language learning, is placed solely on the individual (Kubota &

Okuda, 2016). In other words, corporations, nation states, and schools have less
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responsibility to support people when they are unable to succeed in the workforce under
neoliberalism. Furthermore, universities in postcolonial countries that are run in English
have shown negative effects on students, including weakening their connection to their
cultures and languages, which makes them poor candidates for local jobs because they
may not operate in appropriately professional ways (Phillipson, 2009). For instance, they
may attempt to apply western style communication strategies or problem-solving
techniques to a local context in ways that overlook the context of the localized issue or
may appear as a lack of respect to the local community.

Other critiques of neoliberalism in TESOL include negative effects on the
profession of TESOL, the learners, and the concepts of diversity and equality in
education. First, Kubota (2016b) interrogated the multi/plural turn in applied linguistics,
which focuses on “plurality, multiplicity, and hybridity of language and language use to
challenge a traditional paradigm of understanding linguistic practices in various contexts”
(p. 475). She questioned whether it has become canonized as part of a neoliberal
capitalist culture in academia that demands knowledge production and encourages
competition for symbolic and economic capital. Kubota (2016a) found the increased
status of hybridity and downturn of cultural nationalism mesh with capitalist
globalization, as they promote Eurocentrism. Though hybridity has been used to counter
the privileging of monolingualism, she, like Lin and Luke (2006), argued it should be
interrogated for creating fixed notions of plurality that can advance inequalities,
especially when hybridity is sold as superior, creating a new oppressive hierarchy.

Furthermore, she problematized the postcolonial and poststructural shifts from group to
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individual subjectivity for mirroring colonial actions that introduced and privilege
individualism.

Language learners are particularly affected by neoliberalism’s focus on the
individual. Students are often blamed for their own inability to fit in and succeed in the
schooling system, rather than analyzing schooling for inequitable structures (Kubota,
2016a). Piller (2016) argued that schools often mainstream linguistic minority students
without the proper support, which works against their academic achievement, causing
failure in their subjects but also in their mastery of English. This can also lead to
problems behaviorally, economically, and emotionally. Furthermore, students face
isolation, discrimination, and microaggressions. In addition, some people believe
students’ failure to master the English language is the reason for the achievement gap,
and that when students learn English, it will solve the achievement gap. However, that
claim is unfounded (Kabel, 2016). Learners also get sorted into hierarchical tracks by
English language proficiency and socioeconomic status through the overused
standardized language tests that are privileged by neoliberalism (Kubota & Okuda, 2016).
As neoliberal forces move public education towards higher standardization, the
curriculum becomes more dehumanized and increases the silencing of the students’
experiences. When students’ experiences are devalued, dismissed, or ignored, they are
silenced because they learn that their worldviews and perspectives are not important for

learning (Burke et al., 2008).
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Combined Inequitable Effects of Neocolonialism and Neoliberalism

The commodification of English language education produces direct ties between
neocolonialism and neoliberalism that work against valuing a diversity of languages and
cultures in education and society (Phillipson, 1992). As Phillipson (2009) described,
linguistic imperialism in the global marketplace is becoming neolinguistic imperialism at
the same time that neocolonialism transforms into neoliberal empire, wherein language,
hegemony, corporations, and nations are intertwined through global capitalism. Because
of countries, like China, who have linked English to their education policies, the
commercialization of the English language has grown to new heights (Brown et al.,
2010). Western governments have provided aid to other countries as a mask for spreading
their own ideology and language (Rubdy & Tan, 2008). Intersections of oppression in
education occur within a hidden curriculum of socialization that works to reproduce the
inequities in society with nationalist agendas (Piller, 2016).

Kubota (2016b) implicated the multi/plural turn in applied linguistics in
neoliberal multiculturalism, which she described as “individualism, difference-blindness,
and elitist cosmopolitanism rather than critical acknowledgement of power” (p. 487).
Similar to hegemonic multiculturalism (Garza & Crawford, 2005), neoliberal forms of
multiculturalism allow for the uncritical celebration of diversity while people face color-
blind, meritocratic policies and practices that reproduce racial, class, and gender
inequalities. From a neoliberal standpoint, managing diversity has become an important
component of economic success (Kubota, 2016a). How diverse and welcoming a school

is has become a factor in assessing how successful it is (Piller, 2016), so institutes of
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higher education release statements about how much they value diversity and
multiculturalism. Unfortunately, schools can promote diversity while at the same time
reproducing social inequities of ethnicity, race, and class (Kabel, 2016). These
intersections of oppression combine with linguistic discrimination to disadvantage
minoritized groups and individuals (Piller, 2016).

Not only that, but neoliberal multiculturalism focuses on socioeconomic
advantages of an individual’s intercultural and multilingual abilities. Multiculturalism
and diversity become celebrated uncritically to the point where they lose touch with
people’s real lives and do not work towards transformative goals. The uncritical
celebration of diversity completely ignores hegemonic forces of English dominance
(Piller, 2016), and this acceptance of English results in hostile devaluation of other
languages (Bunce et al., 2016) and the people who use them. Other languages and
cultures lose status and power, creating inequitable relationships (Bruthiaux, 2008). For
instance, culturally and linguistically different students are commonly spoken of through
deficit lenses, wherein they are automatically assumed to have communication
challenges. In this way, diversity becomes a codeword for Othering and refers to non-
White and non-English speaking people (Piller, 2016). This means that only some people
are understood to be diverse, which can lead to further inequity. For instance, narrow
policies and practices that value only one way of doing and knowing prevent some people
from succeeding (Piller, 2016). We, therefore, must dedicate time to examining
postsecondary education for these non-inclusive policies and practices that control what

and whose knowledge is valuable and worth sharing.
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Community College and ESL

So far, this literature review has critiqued neocolonialism and neoliberalism in
education, specifically within TESOL in relation to the hegemony of the English
language. Much of this research has been conducted in K-12 and four-year universities,
but little is known about the community college experience of immigrant English
language learners (ELLs). One consideration here is that some research has explored
immigrants in community college, but that may or may not include ELLs or racially
minoritized students while other research has explored ELLs in community college, but
which may or may not include immigrant students or racially minoritized students. These
overlapping identities speak to the complexity of student identities, but also creates an
environment of erasure or neglect because the voices of immigrant ESL students blend
into the background or are wholly ignored. The following section summarizes a thorough
exploration of published research on community college ELLs. This will be followed by
literature on subtractive schooling and culture loss, which leads into what is missing from
the literature to justify my critical narrative inquiry.
Community College and ESL Research

Although the dearth of knowledge on immigrants and ELLs in community
colleges has been noted by several researchers (Bunch et al., 2011; Conway, 2009; David
& Kanno, 2020; Park, 2019; Teranishi et al., 2011), the body of literature on ELLs in
community colleges includes a variety of topics. The majority of articles focus on two
main areas of interest: (1) issues with retention and persistence of ELLs and (2) critiques

of placement and assessment practices, especially for Generation 1.5 students who
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immigrated to the United States as young children. The third group is an assortment and
includes articles about English language program quality (Blumenthal, 2002; Kuo, 1999;
Kurzet, 1997; Tichenor, 1994), ELL learning preferences (Lincoln & Rademacher, 2006;
Rubenstein, 2006), service learning for ELLs (Elwell & Bean, 2001), and ELLs in
college writing courses (Valdés, 1992).

Persistence & Retention

Community college ELLs have different reasons for attending college. For
example, some students may only want to attend ESL courses to improve their English
language proficiency and do not intend to earn a degree. Not continuing with college
after completing English language courses might mean ELLs learned enough English to
get a better job. That arguably should count as a success for these students. For reasons
like these, retention has been critiqued as a valid measurement of ELLs’ success in
college (Blumenthal, 2002). Despite this, the first major area of community college
research on ELLs is about how to keep them enrolled and ensure they persist to
graduation.

One issue related to ELLs persistence is the amount of English language courses
and developmental courses they are required to take prior to beginning their major
coursework. Although some research has indicated that the length of ESL courses is
connected to ELLs’ persistence in college (Huerta et al., 2019), others demonstrated that
when ELLs placed into lower-level ESL courses, they were at greater risk of losing
motivation to persist while students who placed into higher levels of ESL had an

increased chance of persisting (Hondara, 2015; Park, 2019). Likewise, when there are a
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large number of developmental courses students must take prior to courses for their
majors, they are less likely to persist (Hawley & Harris, 2005). Sometimes ELLs need
both ESL and developmental coursework. Also, grade inflation in U.S. high schools has
been well documented, which has led to students requiring more remedial classes upon
entering college (Hansen, 1998), compounding the issue for ELLs who graduate from
U.S. high schools.

The waning motivation of ELLs as they move through their prerequisite
coursework can also be connected to whether they are passing or repeating their ESL
courses (Song, 2006). When students work and have family obligations, they are less
likely to pass their ESL writing courses even if they use primarily English at their jobs
(Lambert, 2015). Faculty blame the balance of school with work and family as a common
reason but also point to students holding negative attitudes, not having motivation, not
exerting effort or showing interest, not practicing English enough, and not possessing
strong literacy skills in their first languages. While students tend to agree with most of
what the professors observe, they are less likely to blame their jobs and more likely to
blame themselves (Song, 2006).

Besides needing to pass a number of prerequisite courses before ELLs’ declare
majors of study, the academic skill requirements of community college curricula can act
as an obstacle for ELLs in ways that differ from non-ELLs. Academic literacy can act as
a gatekeeper to success in college for ELLs. Many immigrant students have yet to gain
the cultural capital necessary to engage with academic writing and reading at the

beginning of their U.S. college journey (Curry, 2004). Additional findings indicate that
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not only do ELLs who transition from U.S. high schools do so without enough academic
skills, but they also tend to maintain an adolescent intellectual maturity as well (Song,
2006). Other research points to English language skills as a primary gatekeeper since
attrition in community college has been connected to ELLs’ perceptions that English
proficiency would be a problem for them in college (Hawley & Harris, 2005).

Finally, students’ personal backgrounds also seem to play a part. Being an
immigrant versus an international student makes a difference in graduation rates.
International students progress to college English courses in higher numbers than
immigrant students, perhaps due to the competing work responsibilities of immigrants
(Park, 2019). Furthermore, being male or female also appears to influence persistence
through college though researchers do not agree in what ways. Female students reach
English composition at higher rates than male students even when placed in lower levels
of ESL (Park, 2019). However, female immigrant students, some of whom are also ELLs,
have a higher risk for dropping out of college (Conway, 2009). In addition, students’
personal goal of transferring to another institute is a factor which affects persistence in
community college. When students report that they want to transfer before graduating
from community college, they often do not persist for more than one year (Hawley &
Harris, 2005). However, students’ backgrounds are not the only determinants of
persistence. Some students could be misplaced during the admission process (Song,
2006). Alternatively, some students place blame on their instructors (Song, 2006), which
can be related to the notion that not placing blame on themselves helps ELLs adjust

socially and emotionally to community college more easily (Estrada et al., 2005).
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Placement and Assessment of ELLs

Although there are challenges in placing ELLs fairly and correctly, assessments
are useful and necessary. Community college ESL programs should reassess their current
placement and assessment policies and practices to ensure ELLs have a minimum ESL
proficiency level necessary to succeed in content courses before attempting them (Kuo,
1999).

Nation-wide data on ESL placement tests in community colleges is difficult to
find. David and Kanno (2020) observed that of 227 colleges with ESL programs, just
under half specified what test they used and other colleges had outdated information
publicly available. In a specific case, the use of ESL placement tests across California’s
community college system has been found to vary widely from college to college (Llosa
& Bunch, 2011). Some ELLs self-identify as ESL or non-ESL and then take the matching
placement test. At other schools, they are automatically tracked into ESL or English
courses. Although other measures may play a part in placement, commercially available
placement tests are the most commonly used to make placement decisions. A major flaw
with these tests is that they may be viewed as one size fits all, but in reality, ELL
po