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FMAKING THE PATH BY WALKING

A Collaborative Approach to Advocacy

Sarah Hesson and Rachel Toncellj

WBngaging teacher candidates in our' ESL and Bilingual teacher preparation pro-
ggrams to think critically about curriculum, school Structures, and in this case, top-
plown district, state, and federal policies is a subversive act. This is particularly true
the role of teachers becomes increasingly reduced to computerized learning,
: cripted curriculum, and test preparation, at the same time as teacher evaluations
and school closings make Job security all the more tenuous (Varghese & Stritikus,
#2005; Von der Embse, Pendergast, Segool, Saeki, & Ryan, 2016). For histori-
bally underserved and disinvested bilingual communities, this shift is devastating
i teachers have less freedom than ever to create rich, meaningful, anti-oppressive
urriculum, and less security to oppose school, district, and state policies that
bharm emergent bilingual students,

o Historically, creating school communities that serve emergent bilingual students
ell has been rooted in community struggle, activism, and advocacy. In New York,
b Puerto Rican community fought for and won the right to bilingual education
or their children in the 1960s and 70s, opening the door for many children in the
e £0 benefit from bilingual education when the Aspira Consent Decree passed
M 1974 in New York City, then later in the state as well. In a more recent case,
s 12003 Community activists, students, and educators played a strong role in over-
BRRing the ethpic studies ban that forbade courses focused on a pamcular ethnic
BROUp in Arizon, public schools. The Seal of Biliteracy, now recognized in several
a : icts angd States around the country, has been successfully implemented as a result
M Many stakeholders coming together to advocate for bilingual high SChOQI graduates
L ~ceive official recognition of their bilingualism on their high school diploms.

{ The need for this type of community activism became apparent when the Rhode
< Department of Education (RIDE) released a troubling proposal for changes

= Regulations Goveming the Education of English Language Leaners (2016).
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As an ESL and bilingual teacher preparation program Stflwng to prer educy,
not just follow the curriculum but truly prqwde an equxtable education fo, »
bilinguals, we felt compelled to act collectively to voice our concerns alongsige -
students. However, we were new to this rype of adVOC'tacy work at the policy levg
and though we had participated in many initiatives to unprove'educau'ona] oppo ’
tunities for emergent bilinguals, we had never atter‘npted to bnng 50 many Voice
together for a cause. At the same time, we recognized t.hat _?ﬂthough most of e
teacher candidates® were in-service teachers already working in schools w; h i
gent bilinguals while pursuing their ESL and Bilingual Education Certifications, many
lacked the skills and confidence to advocate beyond the four walls of the Ch&sroom

This challenge is not unique to Rhode Island teachers. Dubet; g de Jon'g
(2011). in a review of 30 empirical studies of bilingual educators, found that
what teachens “actually do does not include the kind of advocacy aCtivities that
focus on engagement with legislative and governmental constituencies ¢, infly.
ence public policy™ (p. 256). Further, it is not common for teacher

Preparatioy,
Programs to engage teachers in this kind of work. Varghese and Stritikys (2005)

Ons tg,

<

local variables and their personal beliefs” (p. 84). Thus, in creati
personal experiences with policy,
in advocacy work.

ng lived apg

teachers become more prepared to Participate

the standard (RIDE, 2018), Thus, w
commitment beyond the typical teacher

—
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B 2000) found that an important factor in encouraging teacher advocacy
e o aking ecially fo t as havi

,.‘ . esp dtz OF New cachc:s, was having ample opportunities to
e understand the issue at hand. *. . .[N|ew teachers tended to be more

B 10 risk interceding and speaking publicly when they felt they had ways
¥ o fedl informed on relevant issues” (Athanases & Marun, 2006). De ()hvcn:ln
A (2007) note that teacher candidates gained confidence in advocac
given opportunities to attend public forums alongside faculty frorz

k. peacher preparation programs. Our collaborative project was a way to show
: er candidates how they could go about preparing for advocacy work
s bt concrete actions might look like. ‘
 ane of the core tenets guiding our graduate program is Freire's (2016) notion
- axis, linking theory and practice, and developing meta-cogniuve skills to con-
. and be shaped by the world, and specifically, the communities our
£+ candidates live and work in. To this end, we strive to engage students in
4uate classes in a practice of open dialogue and action in order to develop
ngagement with their world and a genuine sense
. gicipation in a common democratic life” (Darder, 1991, p. 60). We believe
gritical engagement must include advocating for equitable rights and oppor-
pie: for emergent bilingual students. This chapter focuses on one way we
mpted to €ngage teacher candidates in advocacy work as a teacher preparation
boegm, by raising teacher candidates’ awareness of state-proposed educational
flicy that would drastically cut services for emergent bilingual scudents, and by

iking alongside teacher candidates in advocating against the policy proposal.
WWe ultimately hoped that the proposed policy would not pass, but we had
aral other goals for our program and teacher candidates as well. First, we hoped
ys to embed advocacy work

qagmg in this work would help us explore wa

pfe deeply into the curriculum and assessments of our program. We also hoped
ftighe teacher candidates who participated would come to see this kind of work
; to their roles as ESL and bilingual educators, rather than additional or
. Finally, we hoped that the process of analyzing policy documents,
and taking a stance through written public com-
nfidence in their abilities to continue this

wirit

<t

ills necessary for “cntical e

fiing out at public hearings,
fiits would give teacher candidates co
ik throughout their careers.

[

d?r'oposal
§Becember 20, 2016, the Rhode Island Deparem

' ed a proposal for amended regulations authoriz ‘
2, the Regulations Governing the Education of English Learners in Rhode

Bnd. This proposal, referred to as the EL Regs from here forward, raised red
pwith us for two main reasons. First, the proposal significandy cut AHCAmEE
ime that ELs would spend with certified ESL teachers from three periods
day to one for beginners and from one to tWO periods per day to Z€r0 for

£

-

ent of Educaton (RIDE)
ed by Rl General Law
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intermediate and advanced students. Second, the proposed E Regs elimip,
Sheltered Content Instruction, an instructional model t'hat makes COmpex m‘;d
ject material comprehensible while students learn English. In place of ,hdm‘;
content, the proposal established a newcomer program and a vague collabo,.mve
model, which did not specifically require content and ESL teachers ¢ CO-teagy,
or even to collaborate for a specified amount of time.

All told, the proposed changes included significant cuts to Services for ey, .
gent bilinguals, putting this vulnerable student population at even greater socig]
emotional, and academic risk, as essential services and the safe, supportive Spac;
of the ESL classroom would no longer be a reality for most emergent bilingy,),

First Steps Forward

In addition to the proposal itself, the logistics of the community feedback Process were
wornisome as well. The public commentary window extended from December 26y,
to January 30th, during the first half of which schools were closed and stakeholders
were distracted by winter break. Furthermore, Providence, the state’s largest urbap
district, was slated to host one of three public forums, but the other two Were to take
Place in wealthier suburban districts with very low bilingual student populations,
Thus, the bilingual communities likely to be most affected by the EL Regs were
also at a disadvantage to participate in the community feedback process. We worried
about low tumout at the suburban meetings and high turnout in Providence, which
would likely force RIDE to limit the length of testimony or the number of speakers
at the only meeting to be held in an area with large bilingual communities.
Recognizing the challenges of the feedback window, we developed a multi-
pronged plan to communicate our concerns and try to stop the regulations from
passing. We were already involved in two key organizations in the state that

Island by-laws that advises the commissioner of education, comprised of various
stakeholders including community members, P-12 educators and administrators,
and higher education faculty, ourselves included.

bilingual communities, For this

i reason, we decid ing along
Wuhscvelﬂ.others&omthco eci edtosp&katt}utmcewlg

Tganizations mentioned above, to have more time ©
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i, our POINGS: and to show our serious commitment to this issue. We coor-
£ | ¢he other meetings as well, taking turns and sharing notes so that important
L ere mpcated» while variousz perspectives were also represented.

; .micip“fdv when we testified at the first forum on January 5th, only a
e of people were in attendance and testified with us, most of them col-
L from various professional organizations in the state. While signing in
L mp,cscnutivc overheard us talking about our concerns that only on;
was in a district with a large bilingual population, and let us know that
- ns were chosen due to space available. At the end of the meeting, I
k. ,ppmachcd the representative and asked if RIDE would be willing ’to
‘ meeting if [ could find a space. The RIDE representative agreed to
uest back to her colleagues and within a day, had confirmed that as
someone at RIDE was available to hear the testimony, they would add
oh meeting if | located a space. We immediately identified Central Falls as
ka1 Jocation for a fourth meetng. ELs represent 27% of their total student
. the highest percentage in the state, and the small city is home to thriving
ks and Cape Verdean bilingual communities, amongst others, that would be
iy impacted by the regulations.

igh the help of José Gonzilez, a community advocate and former admin-
e with des to the public schools, we were able to identify a cafeteria in an
’ «chool in Central Falls that would serve this purpose, and the fourth
g was added to the public forums. At the time of this negotiation, I also
DE about the availability of translators, seeing that none were present at
it meeting. RIDE’s initial response was that translators are only made avail-
i requested in advance. Arguing that some people who needed a translator
Bt have access to the information or technology to make such a request, may
well in advance if they are able to attend the meeting or want to speak at

peting, or may be reluctant to requesta translator only for themselves, I advo-
de available at both of the meetings

for Spanish-speaking translators to be ma

fban districts regardless of whether anyone made a request. After some insist-
BRIDE agreed, and translators were present for each of those meetings.

Bie addition of this fourth meeting was significant for us on several counts.
deep frustration when the meetings were initially announced, as we saw
gy that the meeting locations and the lack of translators limited the oppor-
Biés for bilingual communities to voice their opinions. Establishing a fourth

fing shifted the public discourse around the regulations within the larger
6 Iland community, and also sent a message € RIDE that bilingual com-
re appropriate

fties and educators in the field needed more tume, and a mo
B to voice their concerns. On 2 personal level, I (Sarah) had never been
Fposition to make such a request from a formal government body, and

@perience expanded my vision of what kinds of actions Were within my
#8w. The process of negotiating the 2 g and the mnslat‘ors
82 very meaningful personal lesson in 2 as | took tentative

.

dditional meetin
dvocacy for me,
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steps without knowing what the outcgmc mjght‘ b"-‘: As a novice ¢ this 1.
of work, having the support of educational organizations as wcl? as
members was key in our overall success, and on a personal level, it v
giving me confidence to take risks. ' N

One of the greatest risks we took was in submitting an op-ed to thel
Paper to inform the public of the issue, make our stance knov'vn, and
a greater response. We learned much from the.process of cr'a.ftm
it forced us to reflect on how to best communicate our position
cisely, while simultaneously positioning ourselves as potentilal P
in crafting more supportive regulations in the futurc.‘. Publishing the op-ed fel;
like a personal risk, and in this sense, helped us crystalize our own views on the
issue and increase our commitment to the outcome. After sending this of for
publication, we were “all in.”

3 Criticy) in

ocal News.
€nco C
8 this editopjy "
clearly and cop,.
artners to Rpg

Involving Our Students

With the editorial in process and public meetings and written c
it was time to invite teacher candidates into the process. With our graduate students
returning to campus just two weeks before the end of the public commen win-
dow, we developed a multi-pronged strategy to disserninate information quickly,
and to give students as many options for participation as possible. First, we emailed

all students and alumni with a link to the proposed regulations, and shar

ed our con-
cerns while encouraging them to read the proposal, analyze the changes themselves,
and respond accordingly.

Next, we worked to embed some of the work in our current courses.
sidering how to best utilize class time for advocacy, I (Rachel

omments underway,

In con-

Proposed changes, and the current require-

o ‘ ~defined co-teaching model, hoping
that the objective, side-by-s could visually anchor the impact of
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4 sudents. assessment, and curriculum. I wanted the teacher candidates to
e lves as agents of change and to allow them to link emotional responses
. jmpacts On actual students to their intellectual understanding of lan-
L iition and student wellbeing, and for this reason, I felt compelled to
" . gme for them to share and reflect on the potential impact on students.
e . specifically considered how the proposal would impact schooling for
& bilinguals, then linked these considerations to current research. I hoped
<on would strengthen anecdotal evidence and give the teacher candi-
" nfidence in responding to the proposal.

& :ded by the belief that dialogue that allows for teachers and students to
Badly engage With ideas together and to openly learn from each other is a
element for growth (Freire, 2016), I required teacher candidates to
& 4 in writing or at a public forum, but I did not require they assume a par-
'7 position. [ framed my reactions alongside those of the teacher candidates,
b ving and engaging in reflective listening so that individual positions could
L) hed and refined. This in-class discussion prepared me and my students
ke individual responses with a deeper understanding of the issues, impacts,
te. | connections between theory and practice. Once students had crafted
sonses, those who opted to testify in Providence were excused from class
times coincided, while others made use of class time to peer review draft
fiscs, 2 process I hoped would foster confidence in their identities as both
folders and teacher leaders, as well as generate confidence to speak at other
which we gently encouraged them to do. Recognizing the different
i alities of the teacher candidates in the class, I did not require all candidates
@k at the public forum, but the options I did provide allowed all students
fively engage in some form. Carving out dedicated class time for this work
fpembedded advocacy into our curriculum.

' j, many teacher candidates feared retribution from their administration
- districts. To address the teachers’ legitimate worries regarding reper-
\ I allowed them to submit letters anonymously. I drafted a letter to
fipany and vouch for the professional credentials of the writers, and, in so
fexpanded my own definition of advocacy as a college professor. In acting
dge between teacher candidates and RIDE, our collective advocacy felt
yet still powerfully reflected many voices.

the following section, we highlight the experiences of two parucipating
B Betsy Taylor and Cynthia Williams, and consider how their particular
Bnces advocating for their students provide a blueprint for their future
W well as ours,

4 +has been a high school English teacher for seven years in Providence.
§fie began teaching, she quickly realized her passion for working with
B0t bilinguals. Betsy struggles with the discrepancies and inequities that exist
= mainstream and ESL dassrooms and firmly believes that public schools
e ide a foundation for equity and opportunity that can lead to real social

»
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reform. As a graduate student in our program, ,Bcuy is Cﬂg-lned Creative, ang
dedicated to knowing and honoring her students’ cultural and lingyig,, Pract
and life experiences. Not surprisingly, Betsy was eager t? 3"31}'26 the Proposed g
Regs in class and this laid the groundwork for her public tesuimony. Beyy, Bmy
recounts her expenience in this process.

Being able to stand up at a public forum and directly tell the state’,
department of education my concems over the proposal of the ney, ELL
regulations was, to say the least, empowering. It expanded my role of ady,
cating for not only my students but also all emergent bilinguals in the stage.
It was not easy to speak from the heart into a microphone in fron; of 3
packed forum. However, when [ saw that some of my students had shown
up on their own to voice their concerns over the proposed changes, [ 5,
both humbled and steeled.

(B. Taylor, personal communication, September 1, 2017,

Analysis of the EL Regs in class bolstered Betsy's initial courage to participate,
and the presence of her students strengthened her resolve. Further, collective
participation is mutually beneficial not only because the number of our voices
feels louder, but also because multiple perspectives permit broader understanding,

particularly when testimony times are limited. Betsy’s experience reaffirms the
power of communities responding together:

es in a public forum where everyone’s
valued, and most importantly, heard.

(B. Taylor, personal communication, September 1, 2017)

voice is relevant,

. dzmmonandwﬁﬁngworkshopoopw-
W&‘O‘lshtﬁﬂfeedbacknohapeesardwasﬂsﬁ

o ﬁ

. - —— e N



Making the Path by Walking Together 158

'..; ides with them. Dunng class, she reported that she enjoyed advocat-
BRI er peets. and I observed that others, who were perhaps more nervous
¥ king out. benetitted from her confidence and dnve to participate in the
7" Cynthia aready saw advocacy asa cntical part of her work and her engaged

ed the way for other teachers to do this work as well.
dvocacy work in class helped foster the development from
candidates tO teacher leaders. Betsy reports that “advocacy work done in
k _guate studies has reaffirmed and renewed |her] passion for social justice and
= gp for inclusive, equal education regardless of cultural or socioeconomic
®. Taylor. personal communication, September 1, 2017). Anticipating ;
ial hurdles and working collectively allowed our teacher

dressing potentt
ke to take these first steps in advocacy in a supported environment.

¢ pav
2 2 edding this 2
clusion

public comment period closed, we expected a delay before heaning
the regulations passed or not. However, on February 3, just days after the
seomment period closed, the RI commissioner of education Dr. Ken Wagner
" ~ed in 2 field memo (RIDE, 2017) that based on the comments received,
golations would not be moving forward. The state dropped the proposed
Ries and agreed to involve stakeholders in drafting future revisions to EL regula-
Eshough as of the time of publication, no such working group has been formed.
’ 1o we cannot know for sure that our collectve efforts were the sole reason
commissioner’s decision, based on his memo, we do ultimately feel we made
gence and conmbuted to the successful outcome. Further, in terms of building
J . many teacher candidates emerged with greater confidence in their abilities
Riber leaders, and we at the college began clearing 2 path towards becoming
fradvocates ourselves, and better preparing our teachers for advocacy work.
".wc reflect on lessons learned, we have come away with an expanded
fstanding of our role as college faculty. In addition to policy review and
flling our own participation in advocacy, we can also be intermediaries for
ke school teachers and the department of education to engage in critical dia-
.- Policy review, in-class dialogue, and public response are now embedded
several of our courses, as we continue to consider ways of preparing our
13 to be changemakers and we position ourselves as partners in a dialogic

; of developing relevant and meaningful programming.

bthe short term, we celebrated that RIDE dropped the proposed EL Regs
ded stakeholders. However,

ik

RE

Would engage in a process of revisions that inclu
bilizing our professional networks to advocate, we also recognized that we
B a direct line of communication with community stakeholders. We reached
pbilingual communities indirectly via the reachers in our programs, through the
Roc: (though only in English), and in helping to add a forum with ransitor
prvan district, but we realized we did not have a more direct communication
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channel with families and students. A next step for us at the college is to build il
develop these relationships, to better understand the needs of bilingual COMmMunjgieg
and to become mutual sources of support in future advocacy work. ’

Throughout this chapter, we talk about the steps forward we were able ¢
make in our advocacy work, but in reality, they may be better describeg simply
as steps. What we mean by this is multifold. First, as we were taking each step, we
did not know what the outcome would be. It was only a step “forward” when
the outcome was successful, yet even steps “backward” are important I&ming
opportunities. Second, as we were taking some steps, we were Missing other
steps, as in the case of connecting more fully with bilingual communitjes and
better understanding their desired outcomes in this process. Finally, the notiop
of praxis teaches us that action and reflection are dialogical. Thus, this process is
more circular than hinear, as we act and reflect, and as the world continues to act
upon us as well. Advocacy work is never done, and successes are not permanent
but need to be maintained, and sometimes regained, depending on the political,
economuc, and social climate. Likewise, advocacy efforts that have not yet been
successful should not be viewed as impossibilities or naive utopian fantasies. The
process of advocacy is itself transformative, and in that regard, is always a worth-
while undertaking, and the landscape is always shifting, so what is unsuccessful
today may move forward tomorrow. In our case, we do not know what the
next iteration of the EL Regs will look like, or the ways in which the world will
compel us to action, but after this experience, we do feel more confident that
together we can make our way towards a more Just world.

Reflection Questions

1. With many teachers fearful of professional repercussions, how can ongoing
advocacy be encouraged beyond the safe space of graduate programs? What
other strategies can teacher preparation programs employ to develop teach-
ers’ identities as changemakers?

2. Do you believe it is necessary for advocates to maintain working relationships
with the government agencies whose policies they oppose? Why or why not?

3. Onearea of growth we identified in our advocacy work was a greater need to
work with and learn from bilingual communities. How can teacher prepara-
tion programs develop ongoing collaborative relationships with communities?

Notes

1" Throughout the chapter, we use the first person plural except inr instances where ane of
us took the lead, in which case we use the first person singular and indicate the author
in parentheses.

2 Throughout the chapter, we use the terms “teacher,” “teacher candidate,” and “student”
mwm}mpblymmﬁctmthccmdidawstugnduampmgmsbeamemme
in-service classroom teachers seeking ESL or Bilingual Education as 3 second certficate.

- Ty
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; mmlau'on:“Tra'vclcr,'thcrc is no‘path. one makes the path by walking "

3 il _ed we published in the Proledenccjournal on January 26, 2017 Ca.n .

4 Wau's link: http://www.providencejournal.com/ opinion/20170126/saral h( o
vﬂ_mhcl_tonccm-nc\'«'—mlcs-hurt—bilingual-studc‘uts sk

and
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