ELD/SDAIE SB395Case Study  

“Lety”*

My case study student is a female, first semester freshman Hispanic (first language Spanish).  When I first met Leticia she was very pleasant, with a sunny disposition and seemed to get along well with other students.  Her spoken English was absolutely fluent with little trace of accent.  Her facility with the spoken language hid a much lower proficiency with written, academic English (CALP) (her records indicated an LEP/FEP ranking score of 2).

Lety’s written work substantiated her test scores.  While her syntax reflected native-like skill, her vocabulary and spelling were dismal and sentence structures were quite limited and proved awkward when trying to express complex ideas. Lety, who is quite bright, would often exhibit frustration when trying to express complex ideas with limited written language resources. 

It is interesting to watch EL students as they struggle to understand while they struggle to hide their lack of understanding from fellow students and the teacher.  What a horrible and incredibly difficult position in which to find oneself: First, one naturally wants to perform well for one’s own peace of mind, to please one’s parent or guardian and to get positive response from the teacher.  On the other hand, one needs to please one’s peers, and performing well is not the proper path to peer approval or acceptance in middle or high school.  One would think, then, that poor performance would actually enhance one’s standing with peers. Language difficulties, however, make one stand out as different and being different is never ok until one is a junior or senior.

Lety’s language difficulties only enhanced her status as being “different “ and therefore not “okay”.  Skin color, style of dress and cultural attitudes and habits had already singled Lety out.  This singling out was exacerbated by low economic status (designated Title 1) and parents who are in and out of jail.

How does one cope with all of these disadvantages?  How does one assert one’s own need to be special and “good”?  In Lety’s case, she asserted herself to the point of being known for low-cut blouses and flirting with boys.  In this way she got attention from at least one part of the school and neighborhood population.  To minimize negative feedback and secure her feeling of self-worth, Lety also has cultivated a willingness and proficiency in physical and verbal battle.

In class Lety went through an interesting series of changes.  She started the class exhibiting a very positive and pleasant attitude and paid close attention in class and to her assignments.  Gradually, however, Lety became aware of negative feelings towards her from her classmates. She reacted by withdrawing from schoolwork while displaying 
feistiness towards her classmates and disrespect towards the teacher.  Her behavior outside the class remained the same, apparently bolstering her self-esteem by displaying 

her ability to attract a steady stream of boyfriends, unaware that it was this very behavior that was fueling the attitudes shown by her peers.

Several factors, I believe, are responsible for Lety’s recovery from classroom doldrums:  First, Lety is a very strong individual with spirit and drive. (Were this not the case she would never have made it this far considering her disadvantages.) Second, Lety has a buoyant spirit and naturally bubbly, socially oriented disposition…it’s hard for her to stay mad, depressed or aloof.  One must wonder how many girls out there in Lety’s position don’t have these qualities and who therefore have little hope for salvation!  Third, Lety’s teacher refused to accept her disrespect and called her on her behavior in an assertive, yet understanding fashion.  Because of this Lety could no longer hamstring herself by undermining her own education as a response to social pressures and frustration.  The teacher, led by the literature and Joseph Campbell’s concept of the Hero’s Quest, also spent a substantial amount of class time on the topics of compassion, courage and faith-in-self as essential qualities for overcoming obstacles and leading a fulfilling life, as well as the causes of and damage done by loneliness.  The class also went beyond the realm of the literature and applied these precepts to the classroom environment (Lety was not the only one experiencing rudeness from peers).  I think, because of these efforts by the teacher, Lety felt supported.  She felt unique and respected rather than different and demeaned. Finally there was the literature itself, especially Of Mice and Men (perhaps the portrayal of Curly’s wife hit home) and The House on Mango Street, by Sandra Cisneros.

This novel speaks of the trials faced by young Hispanic women and the various efforts to overcome them.  Most of these women choose to wait for a man to take them away.  In a chilling twist on the “Cinderella” tale, Cisneros shows the futility and resulting pain of such an approach, with woman after woman imprisoned in the house “resting their sadness on an elbow”, a result of entrusting their lives to domineering, jealous, demanding males.  Cisneros’ heroine, Esperanza (Hope), returns to tell the tale of these women in order to break this cycle of desperation and despair to show what does (education, independent spirit) and doesn’t (entrusting one’s life to domination by men) work.

I witnessed a definite change in Lety as she studied these works.  Perhaps the message of Mango Street got through, or perhaps just having a book by and about Hispanic females was validation enough to get her thinking of her own personal worth.  Perhaps she finally could relate to a character in a piece of fiction in an English class.  Perhaps she felt empowered by being able to help the teacher with translation and cultural background, or found pleasure and significance in discovering a teacher who had significant knowledge and experience in her culture.  Perhaps she could see the choices Alicia and Esperanza made were superior to those of Marin and Curly’s wife.  I don’t know. I only know that she changed and grew.  And you know…it’s not enough to guess!  I’m going to continue my relationship with her and see if I can discover the reasons.

Finally, for better or worse, Lety’s skills were comparable to many, if not most of her Anglo classmates, most of whom prefer Gameboy, video and telephone to reading.  I would hazard to guess that my average freshman and sophomore, before reaching my class, reads maybe, maybe 30 minutes a month (including homework).  So, Lety’s skill level is unremarkable (maybe this is why the cultural and personal aspects are more interesting and important).  On the other hand, this general lack of reading, comprehension and writing skills on the part of my general student public make SDAIE techniques even more important and valuable, and ironically, provide a basis for community rather than difference. SDAIE techniques foster and support this potential for community by helping lower affective filters and increasing comprehensible input for all struggling students and make the classroom a place of not only learning but compassion and support.

